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   Chapter One
 
   He fought to ignore the ache in his non-existent legs, as well as the muscle that twitched in his cheek. His teeth ground together, almost squeaking as he clamped his jaws hard, hiding the genuine pain even while he concealed the desolation held in his heart, but he didn’t dare release the bone numbing pressure that kept his mouth shut, and his sanity intact. 
 
   For a moment James worried that anyone nearby could see or hear the grief that filled him, but then he reasoned that from the ranks of stiff stances and unblinking eyes, they were all suffering the same kind of distress. They were probably as concerned about the exact same thing. Maybe not worried exactly, but possibly mildly uncomfortable about it. Soldiers, even retired ones, never liked to appear the slightest bit anxious or upset. Showing any kind of emotion gave the wrong impression to whoever might be looking at them. He sucked a breath in between his clenched teeth, stared hard, and simply would not allow the tears that had threatened to fall for the past two weeks, leak out now.
 
   He rolled his shoulders a minute amount and breathed through the never-ending torment that affected his lower limbs as the music began and the coffin holding one of his best friends rolled forwards. He bit down harder, refused to blink as he held himself to attention, and wished Adam Bowden a safe journey to wherever he was going. It was only when the curtains finally closed behind the simple casket that James noticed the stifled sobs either side of him. 
 
   He released the crick in his neck and turned fractionally to his left. A lone tear trickled down seventeen-year-old Emily Bowden’s pale cheek and another almost silent whimper passed her lips. He slipped a hand into his jacket pocket, retrieved a wad of tissues, and with minimal movement, pressed them into the girl’s paint stained hand. 
 
   Lurid pinks and oranges smudged the knuckle of her forefinger and the pad of her thumb. Though everyone said she was exceptionally talented, her art didn’t always make sense to him. James’ heart ached for the young woman as he wondered what she had been creating while she had been ensconced in her studio, seeming almost obsessed as she buried her own grief in her paintings.
 
   The gentle crying at his right hand side had been almost constant for the last two weeks and concerned him even more. Two red, chapped trails ran down Crystal Bowden’s face, turning her normally beautiful features into a scene of devastation, though today, if one could ignore the smudges of black mascara, she looked marginally better than she had done for the last fortnight. She had managed to cover her sore cheeks with some kind of make-up, but her nose still looked as though it was about to explode into red-hot flames.
 
   James shoved his right hand into his trouser pocket and lifted out another wad of tissue paper. Gently trembling fingertips brushed against his palm as the young woman standing beside him took them gratefully.
 
   “Thanks,” a barely audible croak left her swollen lips.
 
   “You’re welcome,” James croaked back from the corner of his mouth. He swallowed back his own emotions again, only glad that he had been able to form the words. For a moment, as he had thought of his friend’s body lying cold and lifeless in the wooden casket, he’d wondered if he would ever be able to speak again.
 
    
 
   James could still barely believe the shock phone call he had received two weeks earlier. A chill swept over him as he remembered Crystal’s choked sobs rattling down the phone, scaring the hell out of him even before she managed to inform him of Adam’s passing. So unexpected was the news that he’d almost dropped the phone while he thought he might collapse, but he’d somehow managed to remain upright long enough to discover that the girls’ father had died shortly after being rushed to hospital with a severe case of pneumonia.
 
   Pneumonia? How in God’s name had that come on so suddenly? Okay, so James knew that it could be a killer, but Adam appeared to be as fit as a fiddle when he had spoken to him only a few days previously. Admittedly Adam had mentioned that he had a sore throat, but he had made an appointment to see his doctor to get it checked out. Adam was well aware that his paralysis hid a lot of things. The man had his doctor and agency nurse on speed dial.
 
   How he had managed to drive the ten miles to the hospital following Crystal’s dreadful phone call, James still didn’t know. He couldn’t recall a thing about the route there, parking his car, or how he’d arrived in the emergency ward. All he could remember was seeing the empty shell of his friend lying in the steel edged bed, tubes being removed from his rapidly cooling body while his two daughters, Crystal and Emily stood beside their father, still holding the man’s hands and desperately begging him to come back to them. 
 
   He had hauled them both into his arms, had let them sob against his chest until he thought they could sob no more, and eventually took them back to their empty, silent home. 
 
   Apart from the odd visit to his work, he had only left them at night since. 
 
   They had both asked him to stay over in their spare room, but he had refused. Not because he didn’t want to remain with them, or because he had anyone at home waiting for him. No, he had refused because the stress of the recent events had triggered a terrible bout of phantom limb syndrome. 
 
   Normally he could live with it. Had to as it was impossible to be rid of it. It wasn’t pleasant but after suffering from it for so long pain management was part of his daily life. Usually a few painkillers and a good session in his gym would numb and tire him enough to let him settle at night, but the thoughts that plagued him since Adam’s passing had put paid to any hope of a decent rest.
 
   Even when he thought he could sleep through the pain, the nightmares wouldn’t let him relax. The awful dreams had him tossing and turning and crying out in agony, waking him and anyone who might be within hearing distance. Not that there was anyone close by. He’d made sure of that. He’d not had a soul come to stay overnight at his flat since he had been blown up so many years ago. Couldn’t bear the thought of anyone, especially Emily or Crystal, seeing him so weak and discovering that he wasn’t quite the man they thought him. 
 
   But with the pain and the strange rolling emotions that he’d felt since his friends death, more specifically since holding Crystal in his arms, and the odd sensation that had suddenly become lodged somewhere beneath his ribs, he felt weak right now.
 
    
 
   Another more impatient sound caught his attention. Out of the corner of his eye, James noticed Adam’s girlfriend, Saskia, try and place a hand on Emily’s arm, but the grief-stricken teenager’s dark eyes narrowed, her shoulders stiffened and she shifted towards James, leaving the woman’s manicured fingernails groping thin air. 
 
   James controlled the smirk that threatened to curl the corner of his lip. His indifference to Saskia matched that of Adam’s daughters, not that he had ever dared say anything about his misgivings over the relationship to his friend. It was none of his business who the man went out with. She had been Adam’s choice and it had been years since his wife, Margaret, had died of breast cancer, but the girls had never taken to the woman and neither had James.
 
   He couldn’t say exactly what it was that made his skin crawl every time she was near. Striking to look at with a beyond stunning figure and mile long legs, she should have been everything any man would desire, but she just wasn’t. Perhaps it was just that she appeared a little too young for the man she had chosen to be with. At only three years older than Adam’s eldest daughter, Crystal, Saskia acted as though she was far more experienced at life and very much wiser. James could only imagine exactly the type of experience she might have, but as to being wiser, James had some serious doubts. 
 
   He glanced across at the woman’s serene expression. Nothing had damaged her make-up or reddened her nose. She stood wearing a tragic expression plastered on her features while she dabbed a tissue delicately at her perfectly dry, un-smudged eyes. James held in a grunt of derision. Either the woman had already cried herself dry or she had a heart of stone. He seriously thought it was the latter. 
 
   Emily inched closer to him and suddenly threaded her fingers through his. He gave her hand an encouraging squeeze before looking back at the curtains that now concealed his friend’s casket from view. He ignored the forced sob that issued from between the over plump, glossed lips at the other side of Emily and wondered for what must have been the fiftieth time, what his friend had seen in the woman.
 
    
 
   Perhaps her attentions had buffed the normally sensible man’s ego. Adam had been completely besotted after Saskia had begun flirting with him on his daily visits to the gym, but James, Crystal, and Emily had been suspicious from the start. 
 
   Crystal had been the first to ask the most relevant questions. Her crystal clear summer sky eyes, the ones she had apparently been named after, had flashed with indignation when her father had brought the woman home to dinner. James had been there too, asked, he suspected, to soften the blow of their father finally moving on with his life. 
 
   The dinner had been pleasant enough, no one wanting to spoil Adam’s obvious pleasure, but plenty of dark looks had been exchanged as Adam had asked if James would mind staying with his daughters while he took Saskia home. Crystal began demanding answers immediately after the front door closed behind the clearly amorous pair. 
 
   Without considering the fact that her father was paralysed from the waist down and possibly not the best candidate for top lover of the gym’s notorious sex goddess owner, why had Saskia suddenly wanted to go out with a man nearly twenty years her senior when she had clearly never been interested before? Saskia had barely shown even mild curiosity in the retired soldier in all the time he had been a member of the gym. The long limbed woman could have any of the numerous younger and far more able men who frequented the place. Indeed, according to local rumour she had already had a lot of them. The bragging rights and gossip in the men’s changing room about how she could drop into box splits with the ease of an Olympic gymnast were legendary.
 
   Admittedly, though paralysed, Adam kept himself in shape, taking his health so seriously that soon after the warlord’s roadside bomb blew up his armoured car and ensured that he’d never use his legs again, he had set up a gym next to Emily’s art studio at their home. 
 
   But although his home system kept his body in shape, his mind had still suffered, especially after Margaret had gone. Though physically struck down in the prime of his life, Adam had retained a wicked sense of fun and an intelligence that outstripped most men. A leaflet thrust through his letterbox had tempted him to go to the fitness centre in town for the social life as well as his physical well-being. He had made new friends easily enough, but that still didn’t account for gym owner, Saskia’s recent salivating over the man. 
 
   She had barely looked at him when he’d taken his first forays into socialising as a single man again and, when James thought about it, he distinctly recalled Adam moaning about the way the woman completely ignored him, treating him as if he didn’t exist when he first joined the gym. 
 
   When she had finally acknowledged that she had her first severely disabled member, he had to ask for help with some of the machines, had to remind her that he needed space for his chair, had to book his spot in the shower so he could use a seat. He even had to ask her not to use the disabled toilet as a stock room. It was if the woman couldn’t bear the sight of him spoiling the flawlessness of all her other perfectly honed clients and was trying to make Adam feel so uncomfortable he would cancel his membership and leave the gym. 
 
   If that had been her ultimate plan, it was bound to fail. Unfortunately for the gym owner, she had only considered that Adam was disabled. What she hadn’t contemplated was that Adam was one of the rare men that didn’t see his disability as something to hold him back. He saw his paralysis as a challenge, a new way of living, something to get over and conquer in his mind despite the changes in his body. He’d been indomitable when fully able. By the time he joined the gym he was more determined and obdurate than the most stubborn mule on the planet. It became his own personal challenge to force the woman to accept him, because there was not a hope of her beating him down, or of him leaving the fitness centre if he didn’t want to go. 
 
   And then, after months of battling each other, suddenly, as if flicking a light-switch, everything had changed. 
 
   Right after Adam had eventually received Margaret’s life insurance payout. 
 
   It had taken almost three years to acquire the money after lawyers tied the claim up in heaps of red tape. Adam and Margaret had upped their life insurance massively when they realized his injuries were permanent and life changing. Margaret had become his carer as much as being his wife and she knew that if anything happened to her, with their two girls still needing support, he would need intensive and expensive long term help. 
 
   Detected after Margaret discovered a lump while showering, the following investigation for breast cancer soon confirmed what both she and Adam feared. She lasted only six months from the date of diagnosis, and due to the swift progression of the tumour and the time scale of when the insurance increase had been implemented, the underwriters were sure that they could wrangle their way out of an enormous payout. 
 
   They couldn’t. The original joint policy had been in place for years prior to Adam’s injuries. The increased premiums for a higher rate of return did not mean it was a new policy, but the company fought the action, finally giving up and paying out over a million pounds when the judge ruled in Adam’s favour only six months previously.
 
   Unfortunately for Adam, the local newspaper had become interested in the story. They ran an article on the local war hero who had at last been given some good fortune. Not that Adam thought the million pounds fortunate in any way. He stated quite clearly that his wife had been priceless and he would have much rather he still had her than the money, but it was three years on and, after all the sadness and constant reminders of what he no longer had, he had to start living again.
 
   Gym owner and fitness fanatic, Saskia, suddenly found the forty-eight year old man utterly fascinating. And Adam had apparently loved it!
 
    
 
   James snorted quietly, almost laughing as he recalled Adam’s expressive, tell tale grin when he’d refused to give any details of his first serious date with the nubile gym owner. Apparently, according to the man’s daughters, he’d arrived home at three in the morning, his hair sticking out in every direction and his clothes only adjusted to the point of decency. 
 
   James pressed his lips together and hid his smile. Whatever the leggy woman’s ulterior motives, Adam had certainly appeared happy for the last few months of his life and in spite of his own misgivings, James hadn’t begrudged him that at all. He just wished he felt a little easier about the new relationship, wished the man had lived long enough to appreciate this new stage in his life.  
 
   Guilt swamped him as Crystal choked back another sob and James swallowed the splinters in his own throat. The lump in his chest wasn’t helping the situation either. He hadn’t been able to shift it since he had taken Emily and Crystal home after their father’s death. 
 
   A distraught Emily had run straight into her art studio and had begun painting. Crystal had stood in the lounge staring around at the furniture, spaced to allow the width of a wheelchair to pass between and she had suddenly burst into tears again. 
 
   James had taken one step towards her and she had fallen against him, sobbing as though her heart had broken into a million pieces. He’d wrapped her in his arms, holding her shaking body until she cried herself dry. 
 
   And then he’d held her some more. 
 
   The memory of her stillness, her gentle breath against the bare flesh above his collar made him swallow again. More shards of glass tore at his throat. If he didn’t know better he would have thought he had the beginnings of a throat infection and he suddenly frowned as he wondered again about Adam’s own sore throat and if it had anything to do with the subsequent pneumonia. He wanted to kick himself for not checking that Adam had actually gone to his doctor’s appointment. The man had been so involved with his love life that James, who hadn’t wanted to hear all the gory details of Adam’s most recent date, had forgotten to ask if the symptoms had amounted to anything serious. 
 
   He queried it later at the hospital, of course, but they had no records from the doctor and James had been so busy since, he’d not thought about it again. The girls certainly knew nothing about it. They had both been at college and were adamant that their father had been with Saskia almost all the time. She had been the one who came running out of their home gym, screaming that their father was having trouble breathing. All hell let loose, but nothing the paramedics or medical staff had done had been able to help. The pneumonia was too far advanced by then.
 
    
 
   James shoved the nagging doubts from his mind as the music changed. Crystal glanced up at him with watery blue eyes before turning towards the side door and leading the mourning party out into the receiving room. James held back a sigh. He hated seeing either of Adam’s daughters suffering, but where Emily let everything out in her art and appeared to cope, Crystal’s sorrow felt like a physical punch in his chest. A sharp jab followed by intense heat, almost like a bad case of constant heartburn. 
 
   He cleared his throat and took a deep breath as he watched the young woman hook a soft tendril of glossy hair behind her ear. Despite being wrecked by grief she was breathtakingly beautiful. She pulled her shoulders back and lifted her chin as she walked. Looking just like her father, resolute and determined in the face of any challenge. 
 
   He tore his eyes from her and turned to give Emily an encouraging smile, standing back until she caught up with her sister. Saskia raised an over-plucked eyebrow as he motioned her forward. She looked him up and down as she passed, her face betraying her feelings as her eyes remained locked on his legs for a moment too long before she followed the two girls into the reception area. 
 
   The funeral party became more animated as the afternoon wore on. The beer flowed and many of Adam’s friends, although shocked at his sudden demise, reminisced and joked about the big soldier’s antics while in active service. David and Joe, both of whom had been in Adam’s regiment, came to stand beside James who refused to let Adam’s girls remain alone with Saskia. The leggy blonde took one look at the two scarred men who had joined them and suddenly decided that she needed to go to the ladies room.
 
   “Good riddance!” Emily muttered far too loudly, as she glared at the gym owner’s retreating back. She reached up and gave both David and Joe a kiss on the cheek as they greeted her.
 
   Crystal nudged her younger sister while fighting a sympathetic smile.
 
   “Don’t go into one now, Em. I feel the same as you, but we don’t have to show it today. She’ll be out of our lives soon enough.” She accepted kisses from the men as well.
 
   Emily glowered up at her and muttered loudly.
 
   “I don’t know why she was in our lives anyway. For someone who was meant to be going out with our dad, she’s been missing a lot the past couple of weeks. She didn’t even come to the hospital to see him when he was dying. You heard what she said. She can’t stand hospital smells. Good grief! What did dad ever see in her? I think he must have lost the plot or known something we didn’t. She’s enough to drive anyone to an early grave. Maybe he knew he wasn’t going to last much longer and was just having a final fling.” She ignored Crystals shocked intake of breath and carried on in an outraged whisper. “All that fake crying! She’s shallower than mum’s old birdbath. Everyone knows Saskia was only after dad’s money.” She almost shook with pent up anger.
 
   Crystal sighed and shrugged.
 
   “Dad was happy with her, Em. You couldn’t begrudge him that.”
 
   The teenager rolled her eyes.
 
   “No, I don’t begrudge him enjoying himself, but I’m not sure that he was entirely happy either. Oh, he might have been in the beginning, but recently he looked more as if he was resigned to his fate. You should have been there when she was forcing him to eat carrots. He hated carrots but she insisted they were good for his health, like he needed her to tell him anything. He looked like he was going to throw up.” She sighed deeply and shook her head. “Not that it makes any difference now, but I just wish he’d been more sensible in his choice. I mean, anyone could have told him that she’s a money-grabbing super-bitch. He went mad at me last year for going out with someone he thought unsuitable, but he never listened to a word I said when I told him what I thought of that cow.” 
 
   Crystal let out her first laugh of the day.
 
   “But dad was right. Simon Johnson was an idiot and totally wrong for you. Proved it too when he was caught during that hit on the jewellery shop. Honestly Emily, your radar was completely off when you met that twerp. At least Saskia runs her own business.”
 
   Emily gave a knowing look and lowered her voice further.
 
   “But for how much longer, eh? I hear the gym is in trouble. A couple of my friends’ parents went there. Eloise told me that her mum said that people had been leaving in droves over some scandal. She said that she’d heard dad was going to buy into the place to help Saskia out. Do you think that’s true?” It was clear she hoped it wasn’t. 
 
   Crystal frowned at her sister and then glanced over at James whose eyebrows had suddenly flattened into a stiff line.
 
   “Did you know dad was going to do that? He hadn’t said anything to me. Do you think he would have thought the place a good investment?”
 
   James shook his head.
 
   “No idea. I barely know the place. He hadn’t mentioned buying into the gym to me either, but who knows. He was spending a lot of time there.” He ran a finger around inside his collar. 
 
   Crystal’s gaze passed over James’ broad shoulders and expansive chest as her expression suddenly became curious.
 
   “He was, but you weren’t. You obviously keep yourself in shape too, but I don’t think you ever went there. Why not?”
 
   James glanced at both David and Joe before answering her. They were all more than merely fit, their shirts and jackets straining over their muscled frames. He shrugged his huge shoulders.
 
   “I just do my own thing. Maybe I’m just lucky, or perhaps it’s because I’m younger than your dad, but though I have my spare room set up as a gym I don’t actually work out much. Going to an organized place just isn’t for me. If I’m going to work out I’d prefer to chop logs or dig trenches. Stuff like that.” He shuffled his feet and glanced at his friends a little coyly before speaking again. “Look, you can call me a coward if you like, but Adam put me right off joining her place or any other when he had so much trouble there to begin with. It was bad enough that he couldn’t use his legs. Imagine what she would have been like if I’d turned up without any. And then what would happen if I had an attack of phantom limb.” He shifted uncomfortably and felt the heat rise in his cheeks. “She’d think I’m pathetic and weak.” He swallowed hard as Crystal lay her hand on his arm and stared up at him.
 
   “You are not weak, James. It was a horrible decision that you had to make. Not many people would have been strong enough to do what you did.” She spoke so quietly that he had to bend to listen over the sounds of the other mourners in the hall. A waft of Crystal’s delicate perfume caught him unawares and he drew in a deep breath, savouring the subtle hint of fresh peaches.
 
   A sudden cough at his other side startled him and he stood straight quickly. Emily tapped her foot impatiently on the floor.
 
   “Well, we all know why dad insisted on staying there although she was a cow to him. He was simply too stubborn to move somewhere else. It was only after she found out about the money that she started fawning all over him.” She rolled her eyes and shook her head. “I met him there a couple of times after school. The way she prances about in that lycra! She loves all the guys ogling her. And they encourage her. All that strutting and preening down at the gym when she’s about. I swear she was having sex with half of them. My dad included. It’s utterly sickening.” Her face blanched as she eyed the corridor that led to the toilets. 
 
   David, Joe, and James chuckled knowingly. While Adam’s sex life may have been restricted in some areas, and he never spoke of anything so personal and specific, they were pretty sure something was going on. The glint in his eye had told them all that. 
 
   Emily stuck her fingers in her mouth and pretended to gag. Crystal nudged her sister again, not wanting to think about their father having sex with anyone, let alone with the nubile gym owner.
 
   “Come on, Em. Don’t get wound up about it now. Just stop thinking about it. We have more important things to consider. We still have to go to the solicitors later today. I can’t put off sorting out dad’s affair’s any longer.” She changed the subject as she glanced over the mass of army personnel who had come to the funeral before looking back to James. “You are still coming with us? I know you want to see your friends while they are here but I don’t think I can face going without you.” Her voice trembled with emotion.
 
   James gave her a quick smile, wishing with all his heart that he could do something to take her pain away. The burning in his chest turned into an inferno as she blinked back more tears. He couldn’t bear to see her in this type of agony. He’d known both girls since their childhood and they meant far more to him than they probably should. 
 
    “Of course I’m coming, if you still want me to.” His strangled tones surprised him. He glanced around their group and suppressed the suffocating sadness that attempted to swamp him. “And don’t worry about me seeing my friends. I’ve just promised David and Joe that if Alex doesn’t mind holding things down at work, I’ll go over to France in the next couple of weeks, so long as you don’t need me for anything.”
 
   Emily moved closer to the big man. It was obvious that although she had an outlet for her distress, she felt the loss of her father deeply.
 
   “We’ll always need you, James. Don’t ever think that we won’t. You’ve been as much of a dad to us over the years as our own was.” Water suddenly welled in the girl’s eyes.
 
   James wrapped a muscled arm around her and gave her a small hug as he smiled down at the young woman. At almost eighteen she was a still handful, but her stop at nothing attitude had endeared her to both him and all her father’s army friends. Seeing this vulnerable side surprised him.
 
   “Well, I’m not quite as old as your dad was. Actually, I’m nowhere near how old your dad was, but I know what you mean. We have known each other a long time. I can remember the first time I met the pair of you, as clear as day.”
 
   Crystal groaned and rolled her eyes.
 
   “I wish you couldn’t. Landing on one’s backside after steering their bike into a sloe bush is hardly the way I want to be remembered. I might have been thirteen at the time, but I still seem to recall dad thinking it was okay to throw me over his knee and pluck the flipping thorns from my backside while you stood there watching. I was so embarrassed.” Her cheeks flushed crimson at the memory. 
 
   James let out a loud laugh which he cut off quickly as several people turned to stare at him. He lowered his voice.
 
   “I wasn’t watching you. Well, not at first. I was trying to retrieve your bike, but you were making a lot of noise. I couldn’t believe a little bit of a girl could scream so loud. Mind you, it was a nightmare of a bush. I’d never seen one with such an impressive display of weaponry. Who would have thought collecting a few berries for some sloe gin for your mum, would turn out to be so excruciating.” His slate grey eyes sparkled at her as he remembered her beetroot red face and her cries of misery.
 
   It had all happened so long ago, before all the pain and distress of disability and amputations. James had been about to start his second tour of duty in Afghanistan. Adam had been in the army for a lot longer. The man lived for it and loved it. He’d met James in the base mess after an intense set of training sessions, and liking the younger man’s bold enthusiasm instantly, had asked if he wanted to come and meet his family before they were both called into action. Not having any family of his own, James had accepted delightedly.
 
   Crystal opened her mouth to answer again, but clipping heels alerted them to Saskia’s reappearance. The woman glanced at James, David and Joe and gave a slight shudder. She turned her back to them and lay her hand on Crystal’s arm.
 
   “Darling, as James is looking after Adam’s friends, I think we can leave now. I have a three o’clock appointment with the solicitor and I don’t want to miss it.” The woman’s sickly tones matched her newly applied lip-gloss.
 
   Emily took Saskia’s hand from Crystal’s arm as she forced her way between her sister and the gym owner. She tilted her head towards the taller woman and folded her arms to stop herself knocking Saskia off her five-inch heels.
 
   “Who said anything about you coming? James is taking us. We don’t need you interfering.” She didn’t bother hiding her feelings on the matter.
 
   Saskia drew in a sharp breath and opened her mouth, but Crystal spoke quickly to cut off any argument.
 
   “Emily is right, Saskia. We’re going to Gaitlor and Gaitlor with James, and he’s only coming for moral support. We can drop you off at your flat, or at the gym if you like, but we’re perfectly capable of sorting this out ourselves. You don’t need to come with us.”
 
   Saskia gave another sugary smile.
 
   “Oh, but I have to be there. Didn’t your father tell you that he was changing his will? I’ll probably need to collect some papers and sign things. I really don’t want to be late.” She glanced pointedly at the slim golden watch on her wrist.
 
   James frowned curiously, the pain that had niggled his legs all day suddenly forgotten as he saw the distress in Crystal and Emily’s eyes. He moved around the women and slid an arm around Crystal’s waist, holding her tightly as she looked about to faint. He inclined his head towards Saskia and leaned in, daring her to turn her back on him again.
 
   “What’s this? Adam didn’t mention anything to me, not that he had to, but it would have been nice to have been forewarned of any changes rather than them being sprung on the girls at the man’s wake.” Anger tore at him as he felt Crystal’s knees wobble. He held onto her more tightly, clutching her slim waist beneath his strong hand and holding onto her as though it was his life that depended upon it. “Do you have a copy of this new will?” He asked under his breath, desperately hoping that no one was watching the unfolding scene.
 
   Saskia waved her hand vaguely.
 
   “Oh, I don’t actually have a copy. I expect that would be in amongst his paperwork at home, but I know exactly what was in it. We discussed it at great length and Adam wrote it all down. He made an appointment to see his solicitor the next day so I know that he implemented all our ideas.” Her brittle smile didn’t reach her eyes. She looked at her watch again. “We’d best get going if you want to bother to come, girls. Not that there will be much to concern you, but there’s going to be a lot for me to sort out and I really want to start today.” She swivelled quickly and wiggled through the groups of mourners as she made her way to the exit without a backward glance at the scene she was leaving behind.
 
   David watched her for a moment before glancing between Joe, James, and the two younger women. He’d not overheard the whole conversation but after hearing the words ‘will’, ‘solicitor’, and ‘not much to concern you’, he realized immediately from the grim look covering James’ face as he prevented Crystal collapsing on the floor, that something had gone badly wrong. He didn’t bother enquiring what might have made his friend’s skin pale and his jaws clench so tightly. He gave his friend a quick nod.
 
   “You go with the girls, James. Joe and I will stay here and help with anything that needs sorting out. The lads want to go into the pub later to make sure Adam gets a good send off. You have our numbers. Call me or Joe, or anyone else if you need anything done. You know we’ll all be here for them.” He glanced between Crystal and Emily.
 
   James nodded quickly and spoke quietly to both David and Joe.
 
   “Thanks. I appreciate this. Look, this sounds as though it’s going to become complicated, but I’ll call you when I know what’s happening.” He turned back to the women. “Come on. Whatever your dad did, there’s no point in putting off hearing it. The quicker we get this sorted out the better.” And after some swift goodbyes the three of them left the hall.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Two hours later James sat in the car, his knuckles white as his hands gripped the steering wheel. He stared blindly out of the front window, wishing he was at home in his flat where he could take his pain out on his punching bag even while wondering if the last hours had really happened. A voice behind him woke him from his reverie.
 
   “Well, I wasn’t expecting that. I can’t say that I’m completely happy about it, but if it stops the super-bitch getting her hands on anything, I’m prepared to put up with it.” Emily didn’t sound exactly pleased, but she wasn’t as angry as she might have been.
 
   Crystal blinked away her confusion and twisted in her seat to look at her sister.
 
   “I just don’t get why I wasn’t made your guardian. I’m twenty four. I know that there’s a seven year age gap between us, but really. I’m perfectly capable of looking after my own sister. I can’t believe dad didn’t trust me to do it.” Shock and disappointment hollowed her tones.
 
   James wiped his forearm across his brow as he listened. He looked at the unopened padded envelope that he had almost crushed in his hand. He flattened it and turned it over to look at the signed seals as he spoke. 
 
   “Your dad did trust you, Crystal. He left you enough money to set up your own business as soon as you finish your course, so he clearly trusted you. There has to be more to it than the obvious. Why make me Emily’s guardian and trustee for all his money until you are both twenty-five? Jesus! Who knew he had so much? The insurance thing was public knowledge but flipping heck, he’s made a packet on those investments.” He whistled out an amazed breath as he turned the envelope back over again and stared at the writing on the front. 
 
    
 
   To be opened by Retired Captain James Ellington only in the event of an emergency.
 
    
 
   What the hell did that mean? He was tempted to open it right then. Being made trustee of over ten million pounds felt like some kind of emergency all right. He looked at it once more and squeezed it between his fingertips, testing the thickness. There were clearly several sheets of stiff, folded paper enclosed. He slid it into his jacket pocket. Who knew when a real emergency might arise? Not that he thought a few bits of paper would help in any kind of real disaster, but he decided that it was cryptic enough to want that letter on him when one happened.
 
   Emily watched him from the rear seat and then threw her head back and laughed as she recalled Saskia’s shocked expression again.
 
   “And guess who thought she was going to get her scheming hands on it. Did you see her face? I swear she nearly went green when she discovered that dad hadn’t left her anything after all. I nearly wet myself when it became obvious that dad’s will wasn’t as she expected. Good old dad! I knew he wouldn’t fall for any of that twisted bitch’s schemes.”
 
   Crystal shook her head.
 
   “Don’t laugh, Em. You heard what she said. She threatened us all but James especially, and she said she’s going to contest the will.” She looked over at James. “Can she do that? He only wrote this new one up two weeks before he died. Is it actually legal when he passed away so soon afterwards?” 
 
   James nodded, not daring to voice his sudden concerns about Adam’s sore throat and his untimely death. He kept his mind on the legalities. That was one thing he was sure about. 
 
   “It’s legal all right. Witnessed and everything. I don’t know what grounds Saskia thinks she can contest it on. It’s not like they were married or anything, and rumours of him buying into her gym are just that. Rumours, not facts. She doesn’t appear to have any legal paperwork about it and he hadn’t said anything to us about plans of that nature. Anyone can see from his other investments that fitness centres are not something he would usually go for. I don’t think she’ll be able to do a thing. Your solicitor didn’t seem bothered, at any rate.” He sounded more confident than he felt. 
 
   Crystal’s tense shoulders eased just a little before she glanced down at his jacket pocket.
 
   “And what do you think is in that sealed letter? Seems odd to leave you something like that. What kind of emergency do you think dad meant? Does it relate to what was in his will, do you think?”
 
   James patted his pocket. The envelope sat stiffly inside the fabric of his jacket. It was clearly too thick to be just a few notes on how to invest the money. Too many sheets of paper inside to be hints on what the girls liked for dinner or how to turn on the washing machine, but not enough to be the original deeds of the house, which it couldn’t be anyway as the solicitor had them safely tucked away in his filing cabinet. And none of those things came close to being called an ‘Emergency’. James shook his head and then ran his fingers through his hair for what felt like the fiftieth time in the last hour.
 
   “I’ve no idea what it contains and I’ve no idea what kind of emergency he might mean either. I don’t know what to make of any of it. I mean, Saskia was pretty convinced that Adam was going to change his will, and he did. Just not the way she expected. She appeared genuinely shocked. I wonder why she was so certain he’d leave her all of his money when he and Margaret had worked so hard to make things easier for you two girls? There was no way he would have left either of you with nothing.” Confusion filled him.
 
   Crystal heaved out a long breath.
 
   “He might have. Dad often talked about us standing on our own two feet. That’s why he insisted on us both carrying on with our educations after mum died. Both of us said we wanted to stay home in case he ever needed us but he wouldn’t hear a word about it. He registered with that nursing agency for any issues that might arise from the paralysis so we could carry on with our exams. He didn’t believe in people not earning what they had.”
 
   Emily shook her head.
 
   “So why would he leave it to Saskia then? That doesn’t make any sense either. She hadn’t earned a flipping penny of his money, unless you count whoring yourself out to the highest bidder.” She suddenly slammed her hand over her mouth, her cheeks flaming as she suddenly realized what she had implied. “I didn’t mean that dad was paying her to, er, you know, to sleep with him.” She closed her eyes and leaned back in the seat. “Ugh! I don’t want to think about it. It’s so sordid.”
 
   Crystal slumped in her own seat.
 
   “It’s probably what she thought she deserved. Ten million pounds for six months with a disabled man. Poor dad. Though maybe it was better that it was for his money. He would have hated to think that she pitied him.” Her tones conveyed the misery she felt.
 
   James snorted even while knowing that he would have felt exactly the same, another reason he’d not had anyone stay over at his own place since the bomb. The thought that a woman would sleep with him for either the kick or the sympathy she might feel made him sick to his stomach. He put the thoughts away. It wasn’t as if they mattered. He wasn’t going to sleep with anyone any time soon.
 
   “Yes, well, whatever arrangement they had, your dad was certainly not poor.” He swallowed audibly as he swivelled in his seat and looked at the two young women. “Look, I’m really sorry about this. I swear I had no idea what he’d done and I didn’t encourage him to do it. I never discussed money with him at all. Never thought about it. He had his pension and disability. Okay, so neither of them are great, but you two were never going to go hungry. I don’t want to do this, but I’m over a barrel here. I can’t see any way out of it short of handing it all back to the solicitor to sort out in court and I don’t want to do that either. It’ll cost a fortune to change anything and I’ll feel like I’m going against Adam’s last wishes. I can’t do that.”
 
   Crystal blew her nose before giving James a watery smile.
 
   “It’s okay, we know you didn’t do or say anything to influence him. And we know that you can’t hand it all over to someone else. There must be something about the situation that convinced dad that we needed your protection. I mean, why change his will in the first place? It was all left to us anyway, with a few donations to various charities. Something must have happened to make him do something this drastic. Dad really trusted you, James. He knew you would keep the money safe for us until Emily finishes her education and I finish my therapy training.”
 
   Emily gave out a rough grumble.
 
   “That’s all right for you to say. You’ve only another couple of months to go until you’re twenty-five. I’m not eighteen until the end of August and even if I get the results I need and go to university, if I ever want to open that art gallery I’ve always dreamed of, I have years of work ahead of me.” She sighed. “I guess that’s why he made James the trustee until I turn twenty-five. I bet dad thought I’d just fritter it away.” 
 
   James cast his eyes over Emily. He wasn’t quite sure how the guardianship thing would work until her eighteenth birthday, but the monetary side of things was set in stone. He hoped the fiery attitude that made her art so striking wouldn’t overspill into their home life. Their home life! He almost groaned when he thought of the other part of the will. It didn’t bear thinking about. He concentrated on Emily’s words.
 
   “I’m sure he didn’t think you would do that, Emily. He could have just let Crystal be trustee if that were the case. There has to be more to it than we can see immediately. I suspect I can ask the solicitor about the trust thing, just to find out if there was a particular reason why Adam did it, but for the time being you are my responsibility.” He blew out a breath as the enormity of the situation hit him. “Jeez, I can’t believe this. I don’t know what I’m meant to do. I’ve never looked after girls before.”
 
   Crystal let out a gentle laugh, the first one he had heard from her for what felt like weeks.
 
   “We’re hardly girls, James, and I’m well over age anyway. It’s not like we expect you to do our laundry or anything and we can both cook decently. You won’t have to do much.”
 
   “Yeah, I realize that, but Adam’s will stipulates that I have to live with you until the trust funds mature. That’s going to be at least seven years for Emily.” He massaged his temples. The thought of living with Adam’s daughters scared him more than anything. He was used to living on his own. He didn’t want them to witness any of the pain he went through, the wakeful nights or the nightmares he suffered, and those were simply his own problems. What about theirs? He certainly didn’t want to know about their boyfriends and the like. Not that he’d seen either of them going out with anyone seriously, but things might get awkward.
 
   He knew all about Emily’s disastrous fling the year before, but that had been cut short quickly. Adam had made sure of that. James had been about to knock on the front door when it had suddenly opened and a gangly young man had hurtled through it, looking as though the hounds of hell nipped at his heels as he ran down the path, but it was only Adam, glowering from his chair as if his eyes could burn holes through granite. 
 
   James hadn’t ever heard Crystal mention a man in her life and he wouldn’t have wanted to know about it if she had one. The thought made him feel slightly nauseated. The image of some random man holding her, touching her, kissing her soft pink lips suddenly leapt into his head and made his heart thump hard. His skin became clammy inside his clothes and he felt sweat bead on his brow at the mere idea of it. 
 
   He opened the car window a fraction and let the cool spring air waft over him, but still the disturbing visions wouldn’t go. He glanced at the woman sitting to his left. Her beautiful eyes looked right back at him. She blinked and sucked her bottom lip into her mouth before letting it go again, where it glistened moistly in the fading sunlight. Something cold seemed to settle in his stomach at the mere idea of any man tasting those lips, and a growl of anger threatened to emerge from his throat. He fought it back down and shook the ridiculous feeling away. He’d known the girls for years. They were like his baby sisters. It was natural for him to be protective of them, especially now he was meant to be looking after them. 
 
   Looking after them and their money, in their house, with his problems. The groan left his lips for sure this time. Whatever had Adam been thinking? Had the man lost his mind! Thinking about the terms of his new will, it seemed entirely possible.
 
    He only hoped they could arrange the house to ensure each of them plenty of privacy. He rubbed his hands down his thighs before reaching lower to scratch the never-ending prickle irritating his shin. He stopped his hand doing it just before his fingertips reached his non-existent limb.
 
    
 
   Crystal glanced down at his poised fingers before looking up again. She had spent the last two weeks in some kind of daze and it was only now as she saw James reach for his missing limb that she realized how much he must be suffering. 
 
   She had known the man sitting beside her since long before he’d been blown up, leaving both his legs damaged irreparably. He lived with the constant pain and countless operations to mend his shattered bones for years before finally making the courageous decision to have both legs amputated below the knee. However that choice also had its drawbacks. 
 
   She recalled feeling so helpless when seeing him for the first time after his operation. Although mostly recovered but still wheelchair bound, the confusion and panic in his features at the unexpected phantom sensations had been obvious. 
 
   Discovering that there was a condition as odd sounding as phantom limb syndrome had been as fascinating to her as it was horrific. Curiosity aroused, and knowing that James suffered from the apparently incurable syndrome, her naturally enquiring mind spurred her into taking an alternative therapy course. 
 
   Four years later and nearing the end of her training, she wanted to help him. Not only could he still feel his broken limbs but also the imagined pain of the surgery and, though he mostly managed to hide it, she couldn’t bear to see him in agony still. 
 
   Putting the tragedy of her father’s death and his surprising will out of her mind for a moment, she frowned with concern.
 
   “Troubling you again?” She knew he hated a fuss but had to ask.  
 
   He nodded as he huffed out a frustrated breath. Though he would tell most people a lie and say that he was fine, he couldn’t conceal his discomfort from her. She knew him far too well.
 
   “I don’t often say it aloud, but sometimes wish I’d never elected to have them amputated. It’s as bad as it was when the breaks wouldn’t mend. The only advantage of the prosthetics is that I can walk without crutches, but the throbbing and itching never went away right from the word go. I’ve tried everything to stop it, but even injected painkillers don’t really help. I guess I’ll just have to live with it.” He winced again.
 
   From the expression on his face and the way the muscle suddenly ticked in his jaw, Crystal could only imagine that a sharp pain had shot up the front of his leg and settled into a deep, pounding ache somewhere just below his real knee. She stared at him, appalled at the thought of the daily agonies he went through.
 
   “I wish there was something I could do. I can’t imagine what it’s like to have an itch that’s impossible to scratch or an ache that cannot possibly be there. It must be more than frustrating.” Genuine concern swamped her and the pain that settled in his eyes was almost more than she could bear. It wasn’t pity that she felt. She’d been around disabled people for far too long to feel anything like that. She knew that he just wanted to get on with his life. Her sympathy was a sincere and she hoped that there was a cure for him. Maybe one that with her newfound training, she could facilitate. She wished that she’d noticed his distress far sooner, but the agony of losing her father clouded her vision.
 
   Blinking slowly, she made up her mind to pay more attention to the man before her. After all, she’d never had a problem thinking about him before. She felt heat rise into her cheeks. Thoughts of him took up entirely too much of her time normally. She shoved away her own problems and concentrated on his.
 
    
 
   James couldn’t stop looking at her, a strange feeling settling over him as seconds passed and her expressions changed. She really did care about him? Her tone had told him as much but the understanding still shocked him. Did she care more than he knew? His heart pounded erratically as she blinked slowly, her long lashes glistening with unshed tears. No, she couldn’t feel anything for a man as broken as him. And he didn’t want her to! He was her father’s friend, that was all, and Adam had trusted him enough to care for his girls. He forced his heart rate back to normal and tore his gaze away from hers to stare gloomily out of the window.
 
   “I can’t believe that it’s all in my mind and wouldn’t think it possible if it wasn’t a well documented syndrome that many amputees suffer. Why I thought that I would be immune, I have no idea. What peeves me off is that I only had the damned things lopped off due to the agony. I can get around easily enough now, but the lingering sensations are a pain in the arse.” He dared a glance back at her and tried to lighten the atmosphere. “I fell out of bed the other night. Could have sworn I was just going to land on my feet and the next second I not only have cramp in my imagined feet, but carpet burns on my backside and a very bruised ego.” 
 
   Crystal still didn’t smile. She reached out and took hold of his hand, squeezing his fingers gently.
 
   “Don’t joke, James. We know how much you keep from us. We only want to help.”
 
   James closed his fingers around hers and then let go quickly as his heart suddenly lurched again.
 
   “I know you care, but if I don’t laugh about it I’d definitely think about having a good cry.” He let out an uneasy chuckle.
 
   Emily leaned over from the back of the car and rested her chin on the back of the driver’s seat. Being that much younger than her sister, he didn’t think she could remember a time when he hadn’t suffered.
 
   “Maybe you can use some of the money dad left to get another opinion. There must be something you can do. We wouldn’t mind if you used the money like that, would we, Crystal?” She looked over at her sister, an all too knowing expression on her face.
 
   Crystal shook her head immediately.
 
   “Of course not. We’d do anything to see you pain free, James. There must be other treatments. You still haven’t tried acupuncture or...” She was about to say more but James shook his head, stalling her before she could suggest the one thing he knew couldn’t work.
 
   “I know you think alternative therapies will help but I’m equally sure that they won’t, and I’m not using your money for anything that can’t be cured. It wasn’t left in my care for me to waste.”
 
   Crystal smiled brightly at him.
 
   “Making you better isn’t wasting it. I was about to remind you that you haven’t tried hypnosis yet. I could test my new skills out on you. At least it would be free and you never know, it might actually work.” 
 
   Her enthusiasm and belief in her ability to help touched him, but he sighed and shook his head. 
 
   “It won’t.” He held up his hand as she looked about to argue. He wasn’t about to discuss the merits or otherwise of the therapy course she had all but completed. She had been studying alternative methods to treat illness and pain for the last four years in the hope that she could help people avoid the agonies conventional medicines couldn’t cure. “Look, thanks for the offer, but I don’t want to make a big deal out of it, Crystal. I’ve put up with it for this long, I’ll manage it somehow. That nest egg is meant for you two. I’ll take care of my own problems with my own income.” He knew that hypnosis wouldn’t have any effect on him. It was a waste of time thinking about it. 
 
   Although clearly put out by his dismissal of her favourite current subject, she didn’t argue. He guessed that it was something she would pursue another time when there were less pressing things on their minds. She smiled and reached across the gear stick to squeeze his hand again.
 
   “And that’s exactly why dad left you in charge of it. He knew that you wouldn’t exploit the money or us. I suspect he was worried that Saskia might be able to prey on my generous nature. I wouldn’t have let her, but maybe dad didn’t know that.” 
 
   Emily lifted her head again.
 
   “So what are you going to do with all the money while you look after it for us? Any idea’s yet?”
 
   James closed his eyes and pinched the top of his nose. The thought of the piles of cash sitting in Adam’s bank accounts made his brain ache almost as much as his legs. It was some seconds before he opened his eyes again.
 
   “I don’t know. I just don’t know. Hell, I need help with this. For the first time in my life, I am going to have to seek financial advice. I’ve never had enough spare cash to bother before.” His own private security consultancy paid him well enough, but nothing like the vast sums Adam’s investments had been raking in. The amounts involved almost overwhelmed him.
 
   Crystal appeared to read his thoughts.
 
   “It is a bit disturbing, but you have friends who have experience of this kind of thing. We should ask them what to do. They’ll probably have loads of ideas between them.”
 
   James frowned down at her.
 
   “Who are you talking about? I don’t know anyone remotely wealthy. All my army mates are probably a lot poorer than me. I should know. I pay several of them to work for me, and while it’s well above the minimum none of them are going to be buying yachts with their wages. The army doesn’t pay enough to allow for any savings and the pension isn’t going to make anyone rich. I didn’t get compensation for my legs as I elected to have the surgery. I don’t think anyone I know is going to be able to think of investing in anything more than a few quid for the costs of a good booze up on a Saturday night.” He stopped speaking as Crystal rolled her eyes at him. 
 
   “Idiot! I’m surprised dad left you as trustee after all. Maybe Emily and I should contest the legality of the will ourselves. Your abilities appear to be severely lacking if you can’t think of a single one of your friends who is rich.” She waited a second and then laughed at his blank expression. “Ooh la la!” She said in a very French accent as Emily giggled from the back seat at him.
 
   James looked confused for only a second longer, let out a sudden laugh, and slapped his hand over his forehead as he recalled that he knew at least two millionaires very well.
 
   “Shit! David and Ellen. They give so much and don’t ever act like they are loaded. I completely forgot that their great aunt left them a fortune. They founded the whole French château scheme and rehab centre for injured servicemen and women on the back of their enormous inheritance.”
 
   Crystal sat back in her seat and reached around her shoulder for her seatbelt as she replied.
 
   “And my course finishes and Emily’s study leave starts in a couple of weeks, so while I look for premises for my new business and Emily fills in all her forms for university, you can go and decide what to do with our money. I’ll be here to look after Emily. Why don’t you call David now and bring forward your trip? I’m sure he won’t mind. It’s not as if it’s peak season, and I’m sure Alex will be fine managing your company for a few days.” She referred to another of James’ retired service friends who was now his business partner. “You could go out to France within the next couple of days and mull it all over with David and Ellen. That château is the perfect place to think about things before you come to any life changing decisions. It will give Emily and I time to see about our living arrangements too.” She looked down at her hands before speaking again. “Don’t take this the wrong way, but I don’t want to move you into dad’s rooms just yet. It feels like it’s too soon.” She gulped away the lump that rose in her throat.
 
   Relief washed over him. He didn’t want to look as though he was taking their father’s place.
 
   “No, that’s fine. I’m not ready for that either. I’m sure we can work out something so we all manage without treading on each other’s toes.”
 
   Crystal gave a weak smile.
 
   “Thanks. I’ll make up the spare room. We could decorate it while you are away if you like,” she added.
 
   James glanced over the seat to where Emily nodded. He shook his head.
 
   “I don’t want you to go to any bother. Whatever’s there will be fine, besides, I can’t go over right now. Apart from Alex and I being up to our necks after taking over all those new accounts at work, your dad made me Em’s guardian. I have to be where she is, or she has to be where I am. And you can’t have your money for your new clinic until you’ve finished your course anyway. I can’t leave Emily here while I dash off to France for a bit of financial advice, and I won’t do anything without discussing it with you both anyway.” He suddenly grinned. “I’ll just have to wait until your course and term ends and then you two girls can come to the château with me.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   “So it’s set in stone. You’re their guardian and official trust holder. Big responsibility, especially with that kind of money. Don’t fuck it up.” David said jovially as he placed a large mug of tea on the table in front of James, and gave another to Joe as he lounged against the granite counter in the château’s huge kitchen.
 
   James took a quick sip of the hot beverage and rolled his eyes at his friend. They hadn’t had chance to talk before David and Joe returned to France after Adam’s funeral and James was now, just over a month later, bringing them up to date on the developments.
 
   “I’ll do my best, but I confess it was a shock. I hadn’t a clue that Adam was going to change his will. He hadn’t said a thing to me and I’ve no idea why he’s done it. Crystal is perfectly capable of looking after Emily, and their money. I feel as though I’ve been pushed into this for another reason, though I’m damned if I know what.”
 
   Joe blew on his tea before speaking.
 
   “I should have thought the reasons were obvious. That bloody awful woman who was with you at the funeral being the main one.” He glanced at David before continuing. “We heard what she said about the will. What a scheming witch. I wouldn’t say that you couldn’t trust her further than you could throw her because she’s so skinny. I could probably throw her a long way, but you could see she had ulterior motives right from the word go. We were all surprised when Adam originally told us that he was going out with her. Patrick went so far as to have Alex check her out. You know how he is about people we don’t know, especially after all the crap with Ellen’s ex, Justin, Lucy’s old boss and that fucked up terrorist who tried to bump off Paul but ended up almost killing Geraldine, Amy and Luc instead.” He referred to the detestable people who had tried to hurt their friends over the years. “Anyway, turns out that Saskia is broke, and in debt up to her scrawny neck. She’s defaulted on her loans and she’s about to lose the gym.” He picked a biscuit from the plate on the table and dunked it in the hot liquid in front of him, a smile crossing his face as he lifted it and popped it in his mouth just before the tea sodden portion of the cookie dropped off.
 
   James wiped his hand over his brow.
 
   “Shit! So that’s why she tried persuading Adam to change his will. She said that they had discussed it only a couple of weeks before he died. Knew there had to be something. Emily mentioned that there were rumours but I don’t like to judge without full knowledge. No wonder Saskia was so shocked after she found out that she wasn’t included in any bequests. Did Alex mention anything to Adam about his investigations?”
 
   A footfall made them all turn towards the door.
 
   “Of course Alex told him,” Patrick said as he walked into the kitchen. He strode over to the huge teapot, and poured himself a cup as he continued speaking. “But it wasn’t news. The woman has ripped off at least three guys at the gym before she’d stuck her claws in Adam. This was the first time she’d gone for one of us lot though.” It was clear that he meant retired servicemen. “I expect she thought Adam’s million pound insurance payout worth the effort of having an affair with him. She’d barely looked at him before, but then she hadn’t known that he was already rich prior to that payout. None of us did.” 
 
   James closed his eyes and groaned as his and Crystal and Emily’s suspicions were confirmed. Anger filled him.
 
   “She just used the guy! And he was so happy. He thought she was really into him when all she was after was his bank balance. Fuck her! Poor sod must have been devastated when he found out.”
 
   Patrick swallowed his tea and refilled the kettle before speaking again.
 
   “He wasn’t pleased but he wasn’t as surprised as you might have thought. He knew deep down that something was off when she suddenly started plastering herself all over him right after that payout. What we told him only confirmed his own investigations. He had already discovered almost as much as we had.”
 
   James frowned curiously.
 
   “And yet he carried on going out with her? Why? Was he that desperate or is there something more to her that I just haven’t seen yet. Did you know that Emily has nicknamed her ‘Birdbath’ because she’s so shallow.”
 
   Patrick choked out a grim laugh.
 
   “Good name. I think Emily has that spot on. I’ve not met her, but I didn’t need to after what Alex found out. David and Joe confirmed everything else when they told me what she was like at the funeral. As much as I hate to admit it, it takes a special kind of woman to find guys like us attractive, and from the way she acted Saskia certainly doesn’t appear to be that special type.” Patrick’s fingers rose instinctively to the scars on his face and everyone in the kitchen knew his thoughts were suddenly focused on the special woman who had changed his entire life. Ellen had loved him from the moment he had found her lost and alone in the forest. She had wanted him even before she had seen him clearly, had sensed that there was something special about the big, gentle man who had rescued her. Nothing had ever changed in all the years since. Patrick thanked God and any other relevant deity daily for Ellen, the woman who had stolen his heart and who refused to give it back.
 
   Joe nodded in agreement. His scars had mellowed somewhat over the years, but nothing could disguise the extent of the damage to his face. 
 
   “Lucy never batted an eyelid at the way I look. She says she fell in love with me the moment she saw Robbie kiss me on the end of my nose.” He pointed to the exact spot just as David’s son Robbie walked in through the door. Joe laughed as the boy climbed up on a chair and kissed the tip of his nose yet again. He shook his head and grinned as he pretended to wipe the kiss away.
 
   Robbie hopped down from the chair and slung his school bag down on the table.
 
   “It’s a great nose, Joe. Everyone should kiss it.” The boy grinned as he ducked Joe’s fake punch, and made his way to the teapot. “Brilliant, just in time for tea and biscuits! I’m starving!” The boy exclaimed as he reached out and grabbed a few of the crisp, homemade pastries while Patrick poured him a mug of tea.
 
   David walked over to his ten-year old son and ruffled his dark hair. 
 
   “You’re always starving. I swear your legs are hollow.” He glanced back at the kitchen door. “Are the other’s coming through too?” He looked slightly concerned. The château’s kitchen was spacious, but it was a crush if everyone and their children tried to squeeze in.
 
   Robbie shook his head, scraped a chair out from the table and sat down.
 
   “You’re safe for the moment. Ellen said that Gemma and Ryan aren’t coming tonight as they have new arrivals at the centre, and Paul and Amy are going to keep to their bath and bedtime routine with baby Charlotte. Mama and Lucy were talking to Crystal and Emily. Everyone else is going with them for a walk in the woods before it gets too dark, but I have a lot of homework. I’ll maybe go and join them later if I’m done quickly.” He pulled some books out of his bag and opened one of them.
 
   James looked slightly relieved.
 
   “At least that gets me out of another bullying session.” He lifted his chin at Joe’s curious frown. “Crystal has just finished her course and is determined to practise her latest therapy methods on me before she opens her own clinic. Don’t get me wrong, I believe in a lot of what she’s doing. It certainly can’t hurt at any rate, but she thinks she can either stick needles in my face or hypnotise me into thinking away the pain in my legs.”
 
   David winced visibly. The thought of needles certainly didn’t appeal.
 
   “The clenching your imaginary toes thing stopped working then?” He knew exactly what James was feeling. He’d suffered badly with the same syndrome himself until he found his simple cure.
 
   James shrugged.
 
   “Nothing works for longer than a couple of days. I’ve not tried acupuncture, but hypnotism certainly isn’t the answer.”
 
   Patrick opened the fridge door and began burrowing inside, selecting ingredients for that night’s main meal.
 
   “No, that would be difficult as most of us have had some sort of training against it. Have you explained that to Crystal?” He pulled a gigantic joint of beef from the fridge and began rubbing dry mustard powder and salt into the meat.
 
   James shrugged.
 
   “Not specifically. I told her that it won’t work, but she’s only just finished her course and she’s adamant that one of these complimentary therapies is going to cure me. She thinks that a special relaxation massage while I’m under hypnosis will do it, but she’s only just qualified and while I don’t doubt her skills, I don’t want to disappoint her when it doesn’t work on me.” 
 
   David looked over Robbie’s shoulder to see what homework he was doing, but quickly looked away. French literature wasn’t his favourite subject.
 
   “Maybe you should try it anyway. As you say, it’s not like it can hurt and you may find some relief. Geraldine did some fantastic massage on me when we first came out here. Worked wonders.” He puffed out his chest and sighed as a dreamy, lopsided smile spread over his scarred features.
 
   James laughed.
 
   “I’m sure it did, but I also recall the way you two ogled each other right from the moment you first met. It’s hardly the same situation. Crystal is Adam’s daughter, not a potential girlfriend. ” He didn’t know why his words caused his mouth to go dry, but he took another sip of his tea before speaking again. “I’ll listen to Crystal’s ideas, but I’m not letting her try any of them on me. Apart from it not working, it wouldn’t feel right.” He rubbed his hand around the back of his neck, as he suddenly felt more than a little uncomfortable.
 
   Patrick finished with the mustard and took up a long, thinly bladed knife. He spoke over his shoulder as he began skewering the meat and sliding slices of raw garlic into the slits.
 
   “Why would her being Adam’s daughter make any difference? Okay, so the hypnotism part is going to be difficult but the other stuff shouldn’t be a problem. She’s worked hard for the last few years and qualified top student of the year at her speciality. Knowing her personally might help you relax enough to ease the pain.”
 
   James nearly spat out the gulp of tea he’d just taken. The thought of Crystal leaning over him, slender hands and long fingers anywhere on his body while he lay there practically naked was certainly not going to help him relax.
 
    
 
   The past weeks had not been the easiest. As per the terms of Adam’s will, James had gradually moved into Adam’s house and they had made it work somehow, but it had been awkward. Until they could sort out Adam’s downstairs suite, converting it, and removing the hoists and specialist bed, James slept upstairs in the spare room. 
 
   The first week there, he’d thought it a good idea to stay out of the girls’ way, either getting up early to go to work or to delay his shower until after they had both left the house, and work later into the evening, but either way he’d been caught out. 
 
   Where Emily breezed about the house with the elegance of an overweight camel, and could be heard from almost every room, Crystal was as silent as a snowflake landing on water. Her gentle step and unhurried movements had lured him into a false sense of security and, thinking that she had already left the house, he had twice walked from his bedroom to the bathroom in nothing but his boxer shorts, only to discover Crystal coming out wearing only a thin wrap that left nothing to the imagination. 
 
   Twice the pair of them had felt their cheeks flame and twice they had both immediately about faced and hared back to their respective rooms, only to come out five minutes later wearing enough clothes to cover half a regiment.
 
   The resulting conversation about college timetables and bathroom etiquette while both of them hid behind huge mugs of tea across the kitchen table, had been excruciating, and while the new arrangement had at least kept them from bumping into one another while half naked, the original meeting in the hallway had done more than play on James’ mind.
 
   He felt the beads of sweat pop out on his brow as the visions swept into his head. It had all been the fault of that blasted pale blue wrap that matched the colour of Crystal’s beautiful eyes. Some sort of wafting, floating, semi-transparent material that shouldn’t be allowed to be made into bath wraps, or night robes, or whatever you wanted to call the tantalizing slip of fabric that had swished about the young woman’s body. 
 
   As he walked from his room, he was only thanking heaven that he’d managed another night without a nightmare and hadn’t looked up as he walked along the hallway. Moments before he’d reached the bathroom door it had opened before him and Crystal had stepped out, her eyes wide as she suddenly noticed him standing there with his mouth hanging open like a fool. 
 
   In the scant seconds that he’d seen her, he’d taken in every miniscule detail. Damp ringlets of curling hair; clear, make-up free face; a graceful, swan-like neck; more than a hint of pale and interesting cleavage; taut, dark nipples clearly visible through the delicate fabric, and a cinched in waistline beneath the tightly pulled cord about it. And that was all before his eyes had wandered even lower. 
 
   His tea and the other men forgotten, he groaned inwardly as the images solidified in his mind. 
 
   The wrap had only just covered her shapely thighs, all soft flesh and deliciously damp skin, but as she had squealed in surprise and turned back to the bathroom, the diaphanous material had caught in her own breeze and lifted, giving him a tempting glimpse of a perfect peach of a bottom.
 
   The bathroom door had slammed before he had time to lift his jaw from the floor, the noise breaking him out of his stunned stupor. He’d almost run back to his room, his pulse pounding furiously as his traitorous body gave in to the luscious sight, and his cock rose to greet his navel. 
 
   Shame had filled him instantly. Good God! What was he thinking! She was his best friend’s daughter! Way too young, way off limits, and he was way out of line. He’d felt sick with guilt and it had taken everything he’d had to be able to face her again. 
 
   And then, only three days later, it happened again. Admittedly, this time she was wearing something a little more substantial than the transparent blue wrap. This time she wore an almost floor length sort of silky affair, white and virginal with drifts of delicate feathery bits at the cuffs and collar. She appeared like some kind of snow queen, almost ethereal and untouchable, covered from head to foot in the elegant ensemble, but it didn’t matter. It was far too late to try to cover anything. His imagination did what his eyes could not and filled in every contour, every curve, every detail of her perfect body as though she were standing there stark naked.
 
   He had to mentally pick up his jaw from the floor again before running back to his room, raging at his own debase feelings as he forced his achingly hard erection back into submission for the second time that week. 
 
   But the frustration didn’t end there. He didn’t know what was worse. Praying each night that he didn’t have a screaming nightmare that would wake the whole house, or hoping he didn’t dream of a girl he couldn’t have, strolling about the house in nothing but a shimmer of delicate material. Either way his fear or his shameful throbbing meant that he hadn’t had much sleep since.
 
    
 
   He sucked in a long breath and imagined the delicate scent of her shampoo and shower gel drifting over him before he suddenly became aware of the silence surrounding him. His visions cleared immediately and he glanced about the room. Four pairs of eyes stared back at him, three sets of them clearly amused, one pair positively revolted.
 
   Robbie had stopped working on his homework, his face a picture of horror. 
 
   “Oh no, not you too! I swear I’ve had enough of this. You lot need to get a grip.” The boy shook his head and groaned. “What is it with men when they get older? What is it about women that makes your eyes go all googly and stupid looking? I tell you right now, it’s never going to happen to me. I’ll make sure it doesn’t.” He dragged his schoolbooks towards him and shoved them back in his bag as he pushed his chair back. “I’m going to my room to finish this. The air is too sickly down here, and it’s not the smell of Uncle Patrick’s biscuits that’s doing it.” He stalked out of the kitchen as David let out a great bellow of laughter.
 
   James felt his temper rise.
 
   “What? I don’t have a clue what the boy is on about. Why are you all looking at me like that? I didn’t say or do anything.” 
 
   Joe strolled away from the counter and put his empty mug in the dishwasher.
 
   “With that look plastered all over your face, you didn’t have to. You clearly have it bad. You might as well say goodbye to your sanity and give in gracefully, mate. That’s the best advice I can give.” He wandered over to the kitchen door and stared out into the garden as the sound of laughter and children talking excitedly wafted into the room. He looked back over his shoulder. “I’m going with them on this walk. Anyone else want to come?” 
 
   Patrick pointed at the joint of beef and the sink full of potatoes and shook his head, but David nodded. He gave James a sympathetic glance and a brief grasp on his shoulder. 
 
   “Best to just get it over with and surrender now. It’ll save a ton of messing about.” 
 
   James narrowed his eyes and glowered at his two friends.
 
   “I have no idea what you are talking about, but I have some unpacking to do so I think I’ll miss the walk this time. I’ll see you all at dinner and maybe then we can have a sensible conversation about what I am meant to do with ten million pounds for the next seven years.” He turned, ignoring the chuckles that followed him, and quickly made his way back up to his bedroom.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   “So the babydoll didn’t work either? Blast! I felt sure that would seal the deal. The way you described it didn’t sound as though it left much to the imagination. Is he made of stone, or something?” Lucy wrapped a comforting arm around Crystal’s shoulder.
 
   Crystal flushed at the memory of that awful morning when all her planning had gone so spectacularly wrong. She’d meant to come out of the bathroom and smile beguilingly as she shimmied back to her bedroom, but James’ horrified expression and almost frantic retreat back to his own room left her feeling utterly mortified. 
 
   It had been worse the second time when she hadn’t planned a thing and he’d caught her wearing some ghastly, fluff bedecked negligee ensemble that her father, thinking it had a sort of nineteen thirties elegance, had bought her for a Christmas present one year. She’d only put it on because she’d had a tearful moment prior to heading to the bathroom. Her father’s sudden death still hurt to the point of pain and the ridiculous gift had given her some sort of inner comfort.
 
   Comfort that turned to utter humiliation as all the colour faded from James’ face and his expression took on the look of some kind of pale, marble statue when they met right outside the bathroom door once again. 
 
   She let out a small, strangled whimper.
 
   “It’s all dad’s fault. If they hadn’t been such good friends then this wouldn’t be so difficult. I don’t think that he likes me and since the bathroom incidents it’s obvious that he’s avoiding me.” Crystal prayed that her words weren’t true. 
 
   She glanced over to where Emily, jeans rolled up to her knees, paddled about at the edge of the water while shouting encouragement to David, Joe and the children, who were all too occupied with not getting soaked to listen to the women’s conversation.
 
   Geraldine smiled gently as she watched her husband gathering great handfuls of water and threatening to throw it over the shrieking children. David loved to play games. She only hoped that he was wearing his waterproof boots and trousers over his prosthetics. If he wasn’t, Joe, who was also elbow deep in the stream, was going to be drying and oiling every joint of David’s legs for at least the next week. She looked back at Crystal and spoke in heavily accented but quiet tones.
 
   “But that cannot be right. I have seen the way ‘is eyes follow you about the room. ‘e does like you, more than likes you and ‘e is not avoiding you while ‘e is ‘ere. David said that James was unpacking still, and as to your father, well, James is being an ‘onerable man. La! ‘ow romantic of ‘im. I love ‘im more than I did before.” She fluttered her dark eyelashes and sighed deeply.
 
   Crystal wished she shared the beautiful French woman’s confidence. She huffed out a breath.
 
   “Yes, well, I suppose it does sound romantic if you put it like that, but it’s not helping me if he isn’t getting the message. What if he really doesn’t like me or doesn’t find me attractive. I’ve not looked at another man since the day I met him. I thought it was all just some teenage crush, but it has never worn off. Trouble is that he has never seen me any differently ever. I’m just Adam’s daughter to him, the lanky kid that fell off her bike the first day she met him.” She picked up a flat pebble and weighed it in her hand before she stood up and skimmed it across the lazy part of the river. It bounced several times before it plopped through the water’s rippling surface. “I feel as though I’m wasting my time. Not that it would make any difference. I can’t make myself fall in love with anyone else. I’ve tried, but it just doesn’t happen.” Her heart clenched as she recalled all the times she had told herself to forget him, all the evenings she had gazed at him over the family dinner table, all the nights she had cried herself to sleep when she had heard about his terrible injuries. 
 
   None of those things had changed the way she felt about him. She’d been in love with him since she first set eyes on him. So stunned was she by the tall, gorgeous looking soldier standing with her father that she had stopped looking where she was going and steered her bike straight into the hedge, and he’d immediately waded into the ghastly sloe bush to help her out. 
 
   Lucy gave her a squeeze, bringing her out of her thoughts.
 
   “That’s the trouble when you fall totally in love. It’s forever. He’ll get over himself and come around. Geraldine is right about the way he looks at you. He’s obviously conflicted but it’s just some stupid code of conduct thing between men that’s standing in his way. He’s over thinking it all. It’s ridiculous, but apparently a friend’s sister or daughter is completely off limits. I don’t suppose his brain has considered that you are an independent woman with no parents to either give their blessing or not. Not that your father would have had anything against you going out with James. Why would he? Adam loved the man almost as much as you do. We just have to get James to change his preconceived ideas about the situation.” 
 
   Geraldine sighed happily.
 
   “So it is decided. Good. I ‘ave already seen the way he looks at you. ‘e just needs a shove in the right direction and it will all work out. We must organize for you to ‘ypnotise ‘im and give ‘im this special massage you ‘ave told us about. The man will immediately fall under your spell.”
 
   Crystal shook her head, her veil of dark blonde curls bouncing about her shoulders.
 
   “But he won’t do it. Says that hypnotism won’t work. He’s not willing to give it a try.”
 
   Lucy laughed. 
 
   “I doubt that it’s because he doesn’t think it will work. If those looks he was giving you last night at dinner and this morning over breakfast are anything to go by, I’d say that he’s probably far more worried about his reaction to your hands on him. I think I have a plan that will at least get him thinking about things. Although we’re having this week off up here, Gemma told me that the rehab centre is full. I’m sure a few of the guys from over there would love to have some therapeutic sessions from you. You can tell James that you are perfecting your skills.”
 
   Crystal rubbed her fingers over the crease in her forehead.
 
   “And how is that supposed to make him think about things? It’s not like he’s going to see what I’m doing if I’m there and he’s here, and due to confidentiality issues I can’t tell him anything. How will he know if I can help the other men if he’s not there watching?”
 
   Geraldine hid her smile behind her hand.
 
   “That’s exactly Lucy’s point. ‘e won’t know what you are doing with these other men. And in my experience, if an interested man doesn’t know what you are doing when you are out of ‘is sight and in the presence of an ‘alf naked, ‘andsome serviceman, ‘e soon makes it ‘is business to find out.”
 
   Lucy gave a small chuckle.
 
   “It’s cruel, I know, but jealousy is sometimes your best friend. I guarantee he’ll be going insane within hours. I’ll give Gemma a ring later and see what she can do. Maybe we can convince her to bring a couple of the lads to dinner tonight.”
 
    
 
   James sat on the edge of his huge, canopied bed and rubbed his thighs. He stopped when he realized what he was doing. This was madness. His quads didn’t need rubbing. They felt absolutely fine. It was his shins that were killing him. 
 
   But he had no shins. 
 
   “I don’t have any fucking shins!” He yelled into the empty room, confident that no one else could hear him due to the soundproofing that Ellen had wisely installed. Too many of the men and women who came to stay in the château suffered horrendous nightmares. 
 
   He wiped a hand across his face and heaved out a breath as cramp set in his imaginary calves. He forced his invisible legs straight and dragged up his nonexistent big toes. The cramp retreated instantly. “Dear God! I’m going mad,” he muttered to no one.
 
   He and David had both been injured in the same blast that ruined their bodies and all but finished their army careers. David had appeared to come off worse in the explosion. Their friend and colleague, Steve, had been forced to knock David out to perform an emergency double amputation in the immediate and dangerous fiery aftermath of the unexpected suicide bombers hideous demise. Rescued from the burning vehicle, James had initially fared better, but his injuries had been far worse than they originally appeared. 
 
   He hadn’t taken well to the metal pins holding his crushed legs together. His body had rejected the titanium. The breaks refused to mend as well as they did with most men. Several years of wearing braces, and in near constant, crippling pain, left him with only one reasonable choice. Both legs had to be amputated below the knee. It hadn’t been an easy decision to make. He’d gone for endless sessions of counselling and mulled it over for months before taking the final option to undergo the radical surgery. 
 
   He’d stupidly assumed that prosthetics would be the answer to all his prayers, and in some ways they were seeing that he now didn’t have to use crutches or any kind of additional support, but the pain hadn’t lessened one iota. If anything it was worse. Painkillers didn’t always work on the mixed up signals in his brain and none of the usual remedies had shifted the agony that nagged at him unremittingly, depriving him of sleep, of calm, of his sanity.
 
   He struggled out of his trousers and removed the false limbs, leaning them in the frame that Ellen had also thoughtfully provided for the hotel residents. Maybe a long, hot shower and an evening in his wheelchair would help. He stared down at the strangely vacant space below his knees. One limb finished slightly higher than the other, something else that had always annoyed him. He had never thought about it prior to the operation but if he’d been given the choice he would have asked to be equal. It had never occurred to him that the surgeon wouldn’t see things that way, and now one leg stood three inches longer than the other. 
 
   He pulled off the protective socks that covered his residual limbs and inspected his skin, checking for abrasions or bruising. They appeared to be fine, but knowing of David’s and Gemma’s horror stories with infected wounds, he always made sure that he was clear of any irritation. 
 
   He stripped off his shirt and inched himself into his chair before wheeling himself to the fabulous bathroom that accompanied his room. It couldn’t really be called an ‘en-suite’, the room being almost as large as the bedroom. He rolled himself into the shower area and slid from his chair onto the wide seat, rotating it into the spray of the faucet only a moment later. 
 
   The steaming droplets cascaded over him, drenching him in delicious pinpoints of heat. One thing was for sure, Ellen and David hadn’t stinted on a thing in the hotel. It made him think about the possibilities of installing another bathroom in Adam’s house. It would certainly save the need for avoidance tactics every morning.
 
   A groan left his lips as visions of a semi naked Crystal instantly flew into his mind again, shortly followed by images of a glowering Adam, his eyes burning holes through granite as the man sent Emily’s ex-boyfriend packing. At least the reminder gave his growing erection pause for thought. James dreaded to think what Adam might do if he knew the feelings wandering around inside his so called friend’s mind right now. The man would definitely be regretting demanding that James live in his house.
 
   And that was another problem in itself. It was Adam’s house. It was always going to be Adam’s house, but it was now his responsibility along with both the man’s daughters, at least for the next several years. He wanted to rail at his friend. Why me? Bloody, fucking why! I have enough to worry about without this added burden! 
 
   He hated himself as soon as the thought the words crept into his mind and he immediately turned the shower off. The girls were no burden. They were both grown women, something he had only just realized in the weeks since Adam’s death. Why he’d not noticed it before, he had no idea. 
 
   Crystal and Emily had always just been Adam’s girls. Okay, so he’d noticed them growing up and becoming more beautiful by the day, but he hadn’t thought anything further than that. At least not until he’d held Crystal in his arms as she cried over her father’s body. Something had suddenly shifted inside him, had made him want to hold her for far longer than necessary. He didn’t know exactly what it was until the day he had met the woman outside the bathroom and then it had roared into life so fast that he had nearly collapsed at her feet, only remaining standing by sheer force of will.
 
   He leaned his head back against the stone tiles and didn’t make any effort to move as he let the water cool on his body. Shivers set in only minutes later and still he sat there, water dripping from his dark hair onto his shoulders and running in rivulets over the muscles defining his pectorals and stomach. A staggering breath left his lungs as he suddenly realized how cold he had become. He forced his cold muscles to move as he swivelled the shower seat, reached out and grabbed a couple of the huge towels. Draping one across his chair, he levered himself into it and wheeled himself back to his bedroom. 
 
   He manoeuvred himself back onto his bed and rubbed his body hard with the other towel, trying to warm his skin again before rummaging around in his drawer for clean underwear and fresh clothes for the evening. He put on his comfortable jogging bottoms and was about to pull in the drawstring at the waist when a sudden jolt of pain shot up through his leg. His thigh twitched violently and the excess material hanging over his knee flicked out, catching one of his prosthetics standing in the rack. It tumbled sideways and he only just caught it before it hit the floor. 
 
   He looked down at the metal limb and then down at the empty sheath of fabric still quivering from the sudden movement. The material looked horrible lying flat and insubstantial against the side of the bed. He tried tucking it under, but it in order to keep it in place he had to drag the material up under his thigh, stretching the fabric uncomfortably tight over his knees. He sighed and gave up, sliding the bottoms back off his legs and donning fresh protective socks before reattaching his prosthetic legs once again. 
 
   He stood up and dragged on a pair of clean denims and a fresh linen shirt. After running his fingers through his hair he glanced in the mirror to see the overall effect. Not too shabby, he decided, but then rubbed the back of his hand over his chin. He’d shaved that morning, but the dark stubble was already through again. He wondered if he shouldn’t have given himself more of a tidy up seeing that Crystal was going to be at the dining table. 
 
   A soft grunt left his lips as he turned towards the door. He didn’t need to shave again. He wasn’t trying to impress anyone and he was damn sure that the others didn’t shave twice in a day just because they were having their meal all together. He closed his door behind him and made his way downstairs.
 
    
 
   A flurry of noise and laughter warned him that there were more people in the château’s dining room than he had expected. He walked into the chandelier hung room and was immediately engulfed in a whirlwind of dark curls and wild laughter as Gemma threw herself at him and hugged him hard. 
 
   “Hey, I’m so happy to see you, but really sorry I couldn’t get to the funeral. These guys had just arrived and they were so pathetic that I couldn’t abandon them.” She grinned as she indicated with a jab of her mechanical thumb over her shoulder. James followed her direction and came face to face with three handsome young men, all of whom laughed at Gemma’s ribbing.
 
   The tallest of them came forwards, walking slightly awkwardly. He held out a hand in greeting.
 
   “We’re still a bit pathetic actually, but we seem to be getting there. Andrew Lawson.” He introduced himself with an easy smile as James shook his hand. “These other two miscreants are Charlie Fellows and Chris Teal. Gemma has been helping us re-adjust after some lunatic took us out with a well placed IED. Fucking bastard!” He added with feeling while all three men looked downwards. James followed their gaze. Nothing showed outwardly through their clothes but he assumed that they all had prosthetic limbs concealed beneath their trousers. 
 
   He nodded sympathetically.
 
   “My sentiments exactly, though it was a suicide bomber in my case. Some shithead made a child wear a bomb belt and we didn’t stand a chance.” He shook the other men’s hands and they all made their way to the dining table.
 
   Ellen and Geraldine supervised places as Patrick came through with the huge joint of beef, already carved onto serving plates. David followed with what looked like a small mountain of garlic butter smothered new potatoes and Joe followed with tureens of steaming vegetables. Robbie came in last, half hidden behind a vast pile of Yorkshire puddings that threatened to spill from the plate.
 
   The delicious meal continued while the conversation flowed easily, though James had to bite the inside of his mouth when Gemma’s three visitors began to flirt outrageously with both Crystal and Emily. His stomach turned to knots and his fingers curled into fists as Andrew threw out jokes, laughed, and caught Crystal’s attention continually. 
 
   It was only as Lucy and Ellen cleared away the empty plates and brought back a delicious smelling apple and cinnamon crumble with huge bowls of thick custard and jugs of pouring cream that Gemma brought up the reason why she had brought the three men to the château.
 
   “Of course, Patrick’s cooking had a lot to do with it.” She gave the man a wink and stuck her spoon into her dessert before carrying on. “But I wanted these guys to meet Crystal. We have many treatments available at the rehab centre, but we’re always open to something new. There’s a lot more to these alternative remedies than you might expect. I’m sure that relaxation plays a major part along with the manipulation of certain areas of the body that brings relief to others. I think that acupuncture as well as some forms of hypnosis might be possible. Reflexology could possibly help too.” Gemma glanced along at James who studied his pudding minutely. 
 
   “Might work if you had any feet to practice the reflexology on, I suppose.” James muttered under his breath the moment before he took a mouthful of his dessert. 
 
   He almost choked the moment later when Gemma suddenly stuck her elbow into his ribs.
 
   “Shut up and listen, idiot. You don’t know anything about it, so don’t offer an opinion until you have all the facts,” she hissed before nodding towards Crystal whose cheeks had flushed with embarrassment at James’ words. 
 
   Crystal cleared her throat and glanced around the table hoping that no one had noticed the exchange. If they had, no one commented upon it. Everyone looked back at her, waiting for her to speak. She put down her dessertspoon and gave a little shrug.
 
   “It’s not an exact science, but therapeutic remedies have been used for thousands of years. Most of them were invented long before modern medicine and many have been relied on for centuries. Every one of us is different and some need an equally different approach. I don’t think we should dismiss anything that might work to relieve pain, or stress, or even mild discomfort. I’ve only just finished my course, but I had excellent results with pain management on my test subjects. The relaxation techniques could eventually help conquer things from trivial random headaches to the intense pain that some cancer patients suffer. I don’t see why these same procedures won’t help with anything from stiff muscles to phantom limb syndrome. I’m willing to give them a try at any rate.” She spoke with passion, and the belief in her skills shone through.
 
   Chris, one of the men from the rehabilitation centre, spoke up quickly.
 
   “You can experiment on me any day. I’d try just about anything to get rid of the throbbing in my ankle. I mean, my non ankle. I feel like beating my head against a wall most days.”
 
   Andrew nodded in agreement.
 
   “I’ve tried a lot of the recommended stuff but with varied degrees of success. If these other methods don’t cure it, they add to the arsenal you can use against it. My problems vary from day to day. I can’t rely on one method at all. I’d be willing to have a go at anything you can offer.” The seriousness of his tone after all the laughs and jokes spoke volumes.
 
   Charlie didn’t speak. He just stuck up his thumb in agreement as he savoured a mouthful of the crumble and Crystal smiled delightedly back at him.
 
   “Wow, thanks for your confidence in my abilities. I’d love to try and help you all, and being here for the next couple of weeks gives me the perfect opportunity. Why don’t Gemma and I schedule some appointments for you all?”
 
   Andrew nodded quickly.
 
   “All good with me. Charlie is on dinner rota tomorrow so I’m completely free apart from my physiotherapy session at eleven. I’d be especially interested in one of those relaxation massages. I don’t feel as though my mind turns off at all these days.” He gave her a cheeky wink.
 
   James swallowed his mouthful of pudding and pushed the rest of his bowl of crumble away, his appetite suddenly gone.
 
   “I thought we might be able to discuss these investments tomorrow.” He hissed along the table to Crystal. 
 
   She smiled sweetly in response.
 
   “That’s fine with me. You can discuss them all you want seeing as they are your responsibility. I’m going to liaise with Gemma and these men. They are perfect candidates for my therapies and I think my time will be better spent with them. It will give me some great experience, if nothing else.” She turned away from him and took up the conversation with Andrew, Charlie, and Chris again.
 
   James fell back in his chair in shock. He couldn’t think of a thing to say. She was quite within her rights to offer the men whatever treatment she felt confident to give them if they were willing to accept it, but being dismissed so easily hurt badly. Was he that unimportant to her? He scowled across at the three men, all of whom ignored him completely as they chatted comfortably with Crystal.
 
   Gemma suddenly nudged him and lifted her chin towards his barely touched crumble.
 
   “Aren’t you hungry?” 
 
   James looked at the bowl of now congealing custard covered pudding before glancing back up at the men opposite. Smiles wreathed their faces. None of them looked to be in any pain at all. He ignored Gemma’s question.
 
   “Do they all have missing legs?” He asked out of the corner of his mouth.
 
   She frowned curiously at him. Most people didn’t ask for specifics of a person’s disability unless information was offered first, but she caught a meaningful look from Geraldine and spoke quietly as James glared at the three men. 
 
   “Yes, it’s no secret. They told you about the IED. First trip for all of them and they’re so young too. Far nearer Crystal’s age than our own. Andrew was lucky to come out of the blast alive. Two of the crew died and Andrew lost both his legs up to his thighs. He’s doing remarkably well considering what he’s been through. Charlie and Chris fared slightly better, but still not well. They’re all putting a brave face on it and coping, but only just. They’ve a long way to go yet. Why do you ask?”
 
   James grunted and he stared at Crystal as she laughed, joked and lay her hand on Andrew’s outstretched arm. Something snapped inside his head and his guts threatened to spew bile despite having just eaten a full dinner. Jealousy raged through him though he knew that he was being stupid and selfish. His heart twisted in envy at the ease with which the three men spoke to the beautiful, passionate woman at the table. He pushed back his chair as he remembered Gemma’s question.
 
   “No reason, and no, I don’t want any more crumble. I’ve a sudden headache come on and it has affected my appetite.” He rubbed his temples. “I think I’ll have an early night seeing as I’ll need to be at my best when discussing any financial matters tomorrow.” He stood up and made his excuses to everyone, though he refused to let his eyes meet Crystal’s as she said goodnight. 
 
   He marched straight out of the dining room, his shoulder banging on the doorframe as he went. He ignored the jolt and didn’t look back as he made his way into the hallway. 
 
   The table fell silent for a moment before the conversation started up again as Geraldine smiled across the table and gave Crystal an exaggerated wink.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   “Why don’t you invest it all in a chocolate mine in Calcutta? Or maybe a sand factory in Saudi Arabia? Or what about a kilt manufacturers in Spain? You know, on the Costa Brava. You should do well with plaid there.” David raised his eyebrows at Joe, while James sat opposite them nodding absently and doodling on a pad of paper.
 
   Joe chuckled and kept his eyes firmly on the mug of tea in front of him. James stopped doodling and shielded his eyes from the morning sunshine as he glanced about the table at his friends. They were sitting outside in the formal garden of the château, a tray of tea and plate of Patrick’s home made all butter biscuits on the table in front of them, while they discussed possible investments for Adam’s fortune. A matter that seemed to have passed James by. Other things had crowded into his mind, most of them involving clear blue eyes and soft, curling hair. He frowned as he realized that he hadn’t been paying attention to anything David had said. 
 
   “What? What did you say? I must have missed something.” James looked at his friends in confusion.
 
   Joe laughed aloud this time.
 
   “Yup, about the last half hour’s worth of advice. Have you written down anything useful yet?”
 
   James looked down at his pad.
 
   Chocolate mines? Sand to Arabs? Kilts on the Costa Brava? He groaned as he rolled his eyes, not believing what he was seeing. He tore the sheet from the notebook, screwed it up in his hand, and threw it at Joe’s forehead. Joe headed the wad of paperinto the sugar bowl as James wrote ‘investment ideas’ at the top of his new page.
 
   “I must have written it all down wrong. Can you go over it again?” He underlined the title twice and looked up expectantly at his two friends.
 
   David shook his head and sighed deeply.
 
   “No point, mate. You will probably actually go and do one of them, the state you’re in. Best leave it until you’ve sorted out your most pressing problem.”
 
   James put his pen down and picked up his mug.
 
   “I don’t have a problem and I’m not in any kind of state. I was a little distracted, that’s all, though this kind of money is bound to worry a person.” He ignored the scoffs from his friends and carried on. “Well, what did you do when you inherited from your great aunt? That must have come as a bit of a shock too.” He looked at David.
 
   David finished the last of his tea and leaned in to pour another.
 
   “I suppose it might have done if I’d had a minute to think about it. I was in Afghanistan at the time. Ellen messaged me with the news and I immediately made her a signatory on my account. She and I agreed a lump sum for our cousin, who was as mad as hell that he’d been left out of his grandmother’s will, and then we were blown up, if you recall.” He pointed between himself and James. “I seem to remember that we’d been discussing something about the money right before that kid erupted into a million pieces, taking us along with him. The money didn’t seem to really signify after that, and by the time I was in any state to think about it seriously, Ellen had come up with this idea.” He waved a hand around at the vast walls of limestone that dominated the skyline. The beautiful château stood majestically, slate topped turrets gleaming as the sunshine glimmered through the green forest that surrounded it. “I agreed to it immediately. I mean, what else was I going to do? It was a brilliant idea.” He dunked one of the buttery biscuits.
 
   Joe and James both nodded. James sat back in his chair, placed his hands on the back of his head, and closed his eyes as he lifted his face towards the warmth of the sun.
 
   “It certainly was a brilliant idea.” He took in a long breath and eased himself back in his chair. He had not slept well the night before. His imaginary headache at the dinner table became real very soon after leaving it. The hammering in his skull had worsened throughout the night and even strong painkillers hadn’t helped. 
 
   He spent half the night rolling about his bed making the sheets hot and sweaty, and the other half of the night drifting somewhere between wakefulness and sleep. His imagination drove him wild with thoughts of Crystal running about between rows of beds, wearing nothing but a transparent blue negligee, while massaging everyone else’s body but his own. He seemed to remember quite vividly that she had completely ignored him when he had shouted out that it was his turn.
 
   The sun eventually rising over the treetops had been a huge relief from the restless night and he had taken a good long walk through the forest to clear his head. The irresistible pull of the zip-wire had taken his mind off his immediate worries and after a good drenching in the river at the bottom of the ravine, he had called in on Joe, Lucy and their daughter Anna at their house in the valley. Joe had loaned him a set of dry clothes before accompanying James back to the chateau and he now sat with his two friends, drinking tea and dunking biscuits while supposedly mulling over ideas for secure investments.
 
   A rush of footsteps made him open his eyes again but he was disappointed to see Ellen dashing across the terrace towards them. He had hoped that Crystal might have changed her mind about giving the men at the rehabilitation centre a massage, and come out to join them, but it appeared that he was wrong. Ellen stopped beside the table, her face flushed with excitement. She waved a piece of paper about as she spoke.
 
   “Did you know about this?” She demanded of James as she waved the paper some more. 
 
   A slow smile slid across his features as he recalled what her letter might be about.
 
   “Crystal and Emily were hoping it would surprise you. You didn’t imagine for one moment that Adam would leave your scheme out of his will, did you?” 
 
   Ellen’s eyes suddenly filled with tears.
 
   “It’s such a fabulous gesture, but what about Crystal and Emily. Did they agree to this? However much I’d love to, I can’t take their money.” She placed the letter on the table in front of her brother.
 
   David leaned forwards and took the paper, his eyes widening as he read its contents.
 
   “Shit me! Five million! You’re joking!” Shock registered over his scarred features. 
 
   James shook his head and held up his hand as Ellen looked about to protest again.
 
   “Nope, it’s no joke and before you start panicking, Ellen, this money has nothing to do with the portion left for Crystal and Emily. Adam had set up a completely different investment plan for this place. It seems he’s done well with that too. Should keep the wolf from the door for a while.” He chuckled.
 
   While the cost of renovations and setting up the château scheme had taken much of their fortune, Ellen and David were still financially secure. They had no real money worries, but with the upkeep of a building of the size and grandeur of the château, and the speciality services the hotel offered at no charge to their disabled clients, a constant income stream became a necessity. Most of the day to day running of the venture was paid for by exclusive monthly corporate and team building events, but a cushion of the size Adam had left them would mean that they could offer far more to the disabled service men and women and their families. 
 
   Ellen’s bright eyes turned to her brother.
 
   “You realize that we can set up the retraining scheme with this kind of money. Imagine how much that would mean to our people.” She referred to the idea they had the previous year but had failed to begin due to the huge start-up costs. “This means we can run specific courses without having to interfere with our usual holiday crowd. We could renovate and extend the pigeonnier and the gamekeeper’s cottage on the other side of the ravine. And there’s that huge old barn.” She spoke excitedly as she recalled several buildings that stood on the vast estate that had never been repaired or utilized.
 
   David nodded as he stared at the letter again.
 
   “You’d have to ask Patrick about the barn. I think that’s on his land, but I don’t suppose it would be a worry to him now.” He referred to the parcel of land Ellen had signed over to her husband before they had become a couple, when the stubborn man had still wanted to hide himself from the world and everyone in it.
 
   The man himself suddenly walked down the chateau steps and joined them. Patrick looked down at the letter and then moved closer to his wife. He leaned down and kissed the top of her head.
 
   “You know you don’t have to ask, it’s fine to use the barn, but I have another idea that might end up working alongside it. There’s the old stable block right beside the barn, you know, the one that they must have used for the working horses on the estate. It’s run down but the stalls could be partitioned off. They would make ideal starter units for local craftspeople and I think our visitors would love something like that too. Can you imagine...Artists, glassmakers, jewellers, wood turners, all those kind of things? I think there are about twelve stalls, but some of them are huge, and there is the hayloft above. We could split them to make more if necessary. Not only would it be a great addition to our own facilities but it would help the local community too. We could keep it completely separate from the château as there’s an entrance in off the main road into town. Oof!” He exclaimed suddenly as Ellen threw herself into his arms and hugged him hard before dashing back up the château steps.
 
   “Wow! I can’t believe we haven’t thought of that before. I’m going to have to draw up some plans and get some detailed costings for this as well as the retraining thing. And I must make an appointment to see the Maire...” Her voice faded as she ran back into the château again.
 
   David threw his head back and laughed.
 
   “Well, you can never say that my sister is not enthusiastic about things. I suspect it will all be organized by dinner time.” 
 
   James leaned forwards and tapped his pen on his note pad.
 
   “It is a great idea though. This place is so beautiful at all times of the year, but the rest of the area shuts down completely from October to April due to a lack of visitors. If you could offer facilities that keep people coming all year round then it might help regenerate the town.” He frowned, thoughtfully.
 
   Joe nodded.
 
   “You’d have to keep the units small and for individuals only. Anyone would be clobbered by the French tax system if they became too big. Not that you would want them big anyway. Individuality is the key to making the scheme work. People would come here especially if they knew that the products were completely unique.”
 
   Patrick pulled out a chair and sat down with the men.
 
   “Yes, but it’s the money that those entrepreneurs and visitors could bring into the community that would make the difference. The hotel on the main road closes for three months in winter and there are hundreds of empty gites as well. I’ve no idea what the staff or owners do for an income during that time, but if there was more demand for rooms then the general accommodation around here would stay open longer. Can you imagine coming and staying for a week to do a jewellery making course? Not only would the business owner be able to sell their own products and skills, but they would have a continual income stream from interested holiday makers. There are people who love that kind of stuff, but it’s not something we can offer here at the château.”
 
   David spoke up.
 
   “And if the hotels and gites are full, the restaurants in town will be full and so will the bakers and the grocery shop. Some of the places that have closed in recent years might re-open and they would need employees. I bet the local town hall will be willing to take a reduced rate on the shops if they could get them open and people working in them again. After all, they’re not making a penny on them now. Anything they make has got to be better than nothing.” He pushed back from the table. “It’ll probably need more investment from outside sources, but if we could get it going the rewards could be enormous. I’m going in to help Ellen. This could turn into something really big. Joe and Patrick, you go and take a look at all the buildings we mentioned. Take some photographs so Ellen and I can show the Maire. We’ll have to get his approval before we can do anything else, but if we can get it, well...” He left his words hanging in the air as he rushed away from the table.
 
   Patrick glanced at James.
 
   “Sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt your brainstorming session.”
 
   James shook his head.
 
   “Don’t worry about it. I wasn’t really into it anyway and it’s not as though I have to decide anything immediately. Adam’s investments have all been moved into safe accounts. I might not be making the girls any more money, but I’m certainly not losing it either and it’s not as though they are ever going to be short of a bob or two. Ten million quid should be enough to last them a lifetime if they never lifted a finger to earn anything ever again.” 
 
   Joe stood up and brushed the biscuit crumbs from his shirt.
 
   “I’ll just go and grab the camera. Do you want to come with us, James? Your input might be interesting given that you set up your own security company. We’re going to need someone with firsthand knowledge if we’re going to do this and anything you can tell us will help with the overall picture for the Maire.”
 
   James grabbed the last biscuit from the plate.
 
   “I might as well. It’s not as if there’s anyone else about to talk to.”
 
   Patrick gave a small smile.
 
   “Oh, so Emily did go with Crystal over to the rehab centre? I wondered if she would after suggesting it last night.” He clarified his words as James’ eyebrow lifted curiously. “The subject came up after you had gone to bed. Emily said that she might see if the guys fancied doing some artwork while Crystal takes the others for their individual sessions. I don’t think they have taken on anything artistic before. Might have some interesting results, don’t you think, Joe?” 
 
   Joe nodded enthusiastically.
 
   “And you said that Crystal was going to give all those young men a therapy session each. Some sort of massage, was it? I wonder how that works? I mean, does she massage their actual limbs or is it all visualization. Can you actually massage non-existent legs, or do you have to touch the real thing? That Andrew is a bad case. He has lost his legs right up to his mid thighs. Might be awkward to massage.” He kept his eyes down as spoke.
 
   James looked form one man to the other and felt the blood rushing into his head, pounding around his body as his heartbeat began racing. Jesus! What was Crystal doing right now? The images instantly flashing through his mind almost drove him mad. Especially the one of where her slender hands might be heading at the tops of Andrew’s thighs. 
 
   He nearly brought back the biscuit he’d just eaten as he immediately squashed the thought. How could he think of anything so sordid? Crystal would be nothing if not professional. She took her work incredibly seriously. There was no chance of her doing anything vaguely risqué, but as his heart-rate calmed slightly, visions of the handsome young officer lying semi naked on a therapy bed with Crystal working some kind of magic on him, crowded in.
 
   He heaved in a great lungful of air and looked back at his two companions who were staring at him keenly. He kept his voice level although his mind continued to jump from one disturbing image to the next.
 
   “She must have some kind of scheme worked out. I expect it’s all to do with suggestion and whatnot. I bet she barely lays a finger on them. You can ask her later after we all get back here, if you’re that interested,” he said dismissively as he shoved his hands in his pockets and turned towards the path leading through the forest. He glanced back over his shoulder a few seconds later when there was no sound of anyone following him. Joe and Patrick stood staring at him from the terrace, neither of them moving, but both of them looking at him curiously. He shrugged and turned back to the forest. “Are you coming, or what?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Three days later, James had heard enough about other men’s muscles to last him a lifetime. In the interests of confidentiality, Crystal had kept the specifics of whose muscles she was talking about out of her dinner conversation, but it was clear that both she and the men concerned felt that there was already some improvement in their condition.
 
   “I can’t believe that they are taking to it so well. It might have something to do with the oils I’m using, I suppose.” She enthused over their starter that night.
 
   “Oils! Who said anything about using oils?” The words were out of James’ mouth before he could stop them.
 
   Crystal turned to him and gave him a dazzling smile.
 
   “The oils have different properties. Lavender oil is meant to have a very relaxing effect on the body. It means that the men are more receptive to my treatment. I can use it in several different ways. Diffusers, burners, and in the massage itself. If I massage the oils into your skin, it’s almost impossible not inhale it. Although it doesn’t have a strong scent, it works its way into your senses and they say that it’s really effective. I can mix different scents to gain the most effect for the particular client. We’re still working on the individual mixes but the men seem to be really enjoying the sessions.”
 
   James glowered down at his smoked trout starter and his fork squealed across the plate as he stabbed a succulent morsel with more force than necessary. Oh yes! He just bet the three guys were enjoying their sessions and he damn well knew that it wasn’t due to any effects of some random flower oil. They were getting their rocks off on having Crystal’s delicate hands running gently all over them. Sweat broke out on his brow and he put down his fork. 
 
    Crystal laughed suddenly. 
 
   “They also tell me that it’s working wonders on their skin too. Andy says his skin has never felt so soft. He reckons it’s going to be a big hit with the ladies when he gets back into dating.”
 
   James suddenly lost his appetite completely. Andy, dating? Fuck! He couldn’t take it a moment longer. He removed his napkin from his lap and quietly rose from the table. Crystal looked up at him, her big, blue eyes roaming over his features.
 
   “Are you okay?” She asked innocently. “You look awfully hot. Maybe you’re coming down with something.”
 
   He couldn’t speak for fear of shouting. He was coming down with something all right. Another big fat dose of jealousy. He shook his head and bit back his anger. It wasn’t her fault. She was doing nothing wrong.
 
   “I’m okay. Just tired. I’ve had things on my mind and I’ve not been sleeping well. My legs have been playing up too.” He couldn’t look her in the eye even though the part about not sleeping had been true. Each of the previous three nights had been filled with dreams of happy, smiling men drooling over Crystal as she massaged them in places he didn’t want to think about.
 
   Crystal reached out and touched his hand.
 
   “It’s all to do with the stress of the last few weeks. You should let me give you a massage. It might help.” Her gentle tones matched the touch of her hand.
 
   James felt a tingle run through his skin as she waited for a response. He lifted his eyes to hers and was about to shake his head when he suddenly realized that this would be a perfect opportunity to find out exactly what she was doing to those guys at the rehabilitation centre. Up until this moment, fearing her answer, he had purposely avoided asking for any specifics. 
 
   “Do you think so?” His voice sounded hoarse and strained.
 
   Crystal smiled as she shrugged.
 
   “Well, if it doesn’t, what have you lost? It’s not like it would be intruding on your sleep time if you’re not getting any anyway. Why don’t you go down to one of the treatment rooms and get yourself undressed. I’ll go and fetch my bag of oils and be down in a mo. I’m not that hungry so I can have my dinner later. Go on, I’ll give you five minutes. Use the green room. Green’s a more relaxing colour.” She waved him towards the door.
 
   He glanced around the table. Everyone else was chatting to their neighbour or eating. No one appeared to be taking any notice of his and Crystal’s conversation. He looked back at her. Her beautiful smile hadn’t wavered, her gorgeous eyes still held his. His heart gave a violent lurch and he gave in.
 
   “Okay.” His voice barely reached a whisper. “See you in a few.” He managed to avoid the doorframe as he walked quietly from the dining room.
 
    
 
   Thirty seconds after he had left the room everyone stopped talking. They all grinned at Crystal. Geraldine spoke first.
 
   “ ‘e is stronger than we thought but we knew ‘e wouldn’t be able to resist for much longer.”
 
   Lucy nodded.
 
   “Now just remember not to come on too strong to start. You don’t want to frighten him off, but give him plenty to think about. You make sure he knows what you could be doing to those guys at the centre despite the fact that you aren’t.”
 
   Crystal felt the heat rising in her cheeks.
 
   “Oh God! I have to go through with this now. What if he doesn’t react at all? What if he hates it? Is this even ethical?”
 
   Emily let out a loud snort.
 
   “Ethical be damned. Have you eyes in your head? He has barely eaten a thing since we’ve been here and he told you that he can’t sleep. If he goes on like this much longer he’s either going to die of starvation or sleep deprivation. Whatever you do to him will be a kindness. He’s in way over his head. You just need to keep yours and you’ll get to keep the guy too.”
 
   David finished his mouthful of smoked trout and pulled James’ leftovers towards him. He looked affronted at Geraldine’s raised eyebrows.
 
   “What? James clearly doesn’t want it and it’s too good to waste it.” He turned back to Crystal. “Just go down there and put him out of his misery, please. I’m sick to death of seeing his dejected, pining face a moment longer.”
 
   Crystal huffed out a determined breath and slid her chair back from the table.
 
   “Okay, I’m going to do it. Wish me luck.” 
 
    
 
   James stretched out on the therapy bed. He wasn’t sure of the protocol but she’d mentioned massaging shoulders and thighs so he had stripped down to his boxers and removed his prosthetics. He lay on his front with cool air wafting over his back, wondering why he had suddenly given in. Maybe he shouldn’t have. She was going to have her hands all over him. This was going to become horribly uncomfortable if his body reacted when he didn’t want it to. 
 
   Shit! Too late! He felt almost lightheaded as all of his blood seemed to rush to the one area of his body that he would have preferred that it didn’t. He was about to grab hold of his legs again and make a dash to his bedroom when he heard the door open behind him. Even more too late! Now he was stuck with an erection hard enough to hammer nails, and nowhere to go. He couldn’t turn over without revealing his weakness. His cheeks burned and he desperately thought of digging potatoes for his dinner and ironing the creases from all of his shirts, anything to take his mind off what Crystal’s hands would be doing to him any second.
 
   He almost jumped when she spoke.
 
   “Try to relax while I turn the lights down just a little and get some towels.” She hesitated a moment before adding. “You’re going to want to take your boxers off if you don’t want the oils marking them. It’s okay, I’ll cover you.”
 
   Her gentle voice washed over him. Could he do this? He had to or he’d look like an idiot. She was a professional therapist, he had to treat her like one and get her out of his system before he went mad. One massage would do it. Then he would know it was just his raging libido from where he hadn’t had sex for a while. For a while? Jesus, it had been years. He hadn’t wanted anyone for so long he had almost forgotten what it was like. 
 
   The lights dimmed a fraction, taking the clinical glare down to a comforting glow. He heard her open the cupboard at the side of the bed and took the opportunity to hook his thumbs into the waistband of his underwear. He slid his boxers down over his thighs. Feeling horribly exposed, he reached out to drop them on the chair with his other clothes and then settled his head back on his forearms. A second later, warm fluffy material covered his naked backside and tops of his thighs. He breathed out slowly. Okay, he was covered. All good so far. 
 
   A soft breath wafted over his shoulder blades and he heard what sounded like someone rubbing their hands in lotion. She spoke quietly a second later.
 
   “Just warming the oil. I’ve made up an infusion of Lavender, Bergamot and a hint of Vetiver. All are especially good for stress and relaxation. I’m not going to do anything more than relax you tonight. You need to be well rested before we begin anything more serious. Just see how you like it and we’ll work at everything else from there. I’m going to begin with your shoulders and neck and then work downwards. It can get intense so if you’re uncomfortable with anything, just ask me to stop, okay?”
 
   He gulped as he nodded silently against his forearm. Jesus! He was completely naked with her only inches away from him. Of course he was going to be uncomfortable. The way his cock had sprung to life again, nearly drilling a hole through the bed, he was already about as uncomfortable as he could get.
 
   “Sure,” he croaked while he thought desperately about his ironing again.
 
   And then her hands were on him. He clenched every muscle as tight as he could as her fingertips began gently running lightly over his skin, sending sensations that he’d never experienced before shooting about his whole body. 
 
   He almost leapt from the bed, only just remembering in time that without his prosthetics in place he would fall flat on his face if he tried it. He forced himself to remain still, drove away the desire to turn over, to haul her into his arms and to kiss her senseless. It was all but impossible. 
 
   She spoke again just as he thought he was going to have to ask her to stop, and her words calmed him enough to keep him lying down.
 
   “Relax, I know that it tickles a little. I’m just spreading the warmed oil.” Her fingertips pressed into the curve of his spine and then outwards just above the towel covering his backside, back up his sides and then into his shoulders again. She repeated the same movement several times over, bringing a surprising heat to his flesh before she concentrated on the muscles at the base of his neck, pressing the pads of her thumbs gently into their corded tightness. 
 
   He’d had massages before, mostly from specialist injury therapists, but this was different. His bones turned to liquid, an involuntary groan leaving his lips as something in him gave, and he all but melted into the bed. Her fingers spread slightly wider, seeking out the cramped and tight muscles beneath his deltoids. Light tremors rippled though him from her delicate but confident touch. Then she pressed more firmly using the heels of her hands, and just when the sensations became so intense he thought he was going to cry out, she lifted the pressure, swirling her palms down over his back, repeating the original languid motion and bringing the heat back up. 
 
   He didn’t know what he’d been expecting, but this hadn’t been it at all. His mind whirled with sensation. It was almost too much to bear. She looked far too delicate to be giving a massage of this intensity. He breathed in deeply as she worked her way around another set of bunched flesh and he lost the will to resist her any longer. 
 
   He never wanted it to end. 
 
   And then her hands left him.
 
   God, please don’t stop! Don’t stop! He chanted the words over and over in his head as he revelled in the delicious residual feelings, almost pain but mostly a wondrous sense of pure pleasure. 
 
   “It’s okay, I’m not stopping yet. Just warming some more oil. Your skin is drinking it up as though it has been starved of attention.” Her words sounded as though they came from far away. “We’ve not begun on your lower back yet, and if you’re still feeling good we can have a go at the tendons in the backs of your thighs. We’ll get around to doing a facial reflexology session next time.”
 
   She wasn’t stopping and there was going to be a ‘next time’! He sighed in relief before realization hit him hard.
 
   Shit, shit, shit! He’d begged her not to stop in his mind but he had said his words aloud. His cheeks burned with heat that had nothing to do with the massage. Could he feel any more pathetic than he did right now? She would think he’d gone mad, gone soft in the head. He waited for her to laugh or to rib him over his idiotic words, but there was no sound of amusement, or chuckle, or even a quiet snigger. Perhaps she didn’t mind this temporary weakness. Maybe this was how everyone felt when they had a therapy massage. Maybe everyone spoke their inner thoughts aloud. 
 
   And suddenly he didn’t care. Her hands came back down on him, smoothing his skin, rolling the muscles gently and he relaxed again as he let her ease every last thread of tension from his body. 
 
    
 
   Crystal felt his surrender. His body became supple, so malleable, and his skin turned to velvet beneath her hands. It happened so suddenly and so completely a tear sprang into her eyes at the trust he placed in her. 
 
   She had stared at him lying on the bed for several seconds before she walked into the treatment room. His shoulders and back rippled with tension as he attempted to find a comfortable position on the narrow bed. He cushioned his head on his forearms and closed his enticingly dark eyes. He’d clearly not shaved before dinner. The dark stubble on his jaw defined his pale vulnerability. Her eyes wandered lower. His muscle definition surpassed anything she had ever seen before. Every fibre of corded strength showed beneath the fine layers of his skin. His body appeared so honed that it looked like a real life version of the diagrams in an anatomy book.
 
   The fact that his lower legs were missing meant nothing. He was utterly flawless, perfect, and beyond beautiful. 
 
   She could barely tear her eyes away from him, but she took a calming breath as she stepped forward into the room and closed the door gently behind her.
 
   She’d been unsure whether to ask him to strip naked, but she was doing this in a professional capacity as much as a personal one and the elastic waistband of boxer shorts would prove to be a big problem when it came to the muscles in his lower back. He would have to lift his pelvis to give her space to fold them down out of her way. Not a good idea when you had just spent the previous twenty minutes turning someone’s muscles to jelly, and anyway, touching someone’s underwear always felt more intimate and personal than having them naked to begin with. 
 
   She had turned her back to collect towels to give him privacy but the brief sight of his taut buttocks before she laid the warm towels over him almost caused her to gasp. Get a grip! You wanted this. You make sure he wants it too. She scolded herself as she began warming the oil in her palms.
 
   Touching his body for the first time was the most incredible thing she had ever experienced. The hard slabs of his flesh twitched and tensed, fighting her insistent manipulation for long minutes before eventually bowing to her gentle persuasion and becoming pliant under her palms. 
 
   She worked up a gentle rhythm before becoming more assertive, pressing carefully into the tightest spots and then working them hard. She’d felt the rigidity leave his body only minutes after she had begun but she almost gasped in shock when she stopped to reach for more oil and heard him whisper under his breath, ‘don’t stop, please don’t stop.’ 
 
   Controlling the rise in her heart rate became impossible. The pleasure he took from the massage was more than she could have hoped for. Her hands trembled as she covered them with the oils and she took a moment to calm her nerves before touching his body again. 
 
   She worked lower, leaning in gently to exert greater pressure on his tight muscles. He groaned when she hit a knotted spot low in his waist and he sighed as she spread her hands wide to encompass his sides as she stroked the heat back into his flesh. She turned her hands over and elicited almost inaudible grunts of contentment when she used her knuckles in the dip of his spine. 
 
   The towel still in place, her fingertips drifted just below its edge, down the sides of his butt cheeks and out over the backs of his thighs. Working carefully down to the backs of his knees and while avoiding any scar tissue, she pressed gently on the tendons. His left leg jerked and twitched almost uncontrollably and she waited for him to yell at her to stop, but he didn’t. She glanced back up to the side of his face expecting to see accusatory charcoal eyes glaring at her, but his eyelids remained closed and his lips slightly parted. His breathing came low and regular. Not believing what she was seeing, she carried on massaging his body until she had worked her way back up to his shoulders, then watched his face while she listened to his breathing.
 
   She smiled as a tiny drip of drool worked its way out of his mouth and sat glistening in the corner of his achingly soft lips. His shoulder blades rose and fell as his lungs drew in long drags of scented air while his body settled down further into the bed. A soft snore came from deep within his aquiline nose. She lifted her hands from his skin and waited to see if he moved. Not even an eyelid flickered. A slightly louder snore reverberated about the tiny room and he sucked in the drop of water sparkling on his lips.
 
   She shook her head and stood back. His relaxed features gave him a boyish look, tender and almost soft. The tiny line between his brows had disappeared and his long, dark eyelashes drooped onto his high cheekbones. His lips looked as yielding and as full as her own, and it took everything she had not to lean down and kiss them. Instead, she lifted the stray strands of hair from his forehead and gently moved them back into place. He snored again and puffed a long breath out of his mouth. 
 
   She stood back from him not knowing quite what to do. She didn’t want to wake him if he really had been that tired, but she didn’t want to leave him there either. He would either fall off the bed or wake up embarrassed with himself and angry at her. 
 
   “Oh, James. This wasn’t meant to happen.” She whispered to herself before moving quietly to the cupboard and taking down another couple of warm towels. She covered his body, leaving the towels loose so that he wouldn’t become entangled in them and then, unable to resist she leaned over and touched her lips to his cheek before she used the machinery to lower the bed. It wouldn’t quite rest on the floor but it would only be an eight inch drop if he managed to roll off the thing. She dimmed the lights further and walked out of the room, closing the door quietly behind her.
 
    
 
   Something didn’t feel right. His face felt stiff from the drool that had leaked from his mouth and dried on his forearm. He lifted his head and winced as he peeled his cheek from his arm. He rubbed his hand over his face, a little surprised at how scrubby his skin felt. Maybe he should have shaved before dinner after all. A yawn built and he rubbed at the side of his mouth. Odd. The drool had dried so quickly and his eyes itched mercilessly. He focused as he blinked slowly, revealing that he was almost at ground level and still on the therapy bed. 
 
   Had he fallen asleep in the middle of the massage? 
 
   “Crystal?” His voice croaked dryly. He looked about as he spoke into the obviously empty room before leaning over the side of the bed and feeling about for the switch that would bring it up to the usual height once again. Had she thought he might fall from the bed and hurt himself? Must have been something like that or she wouldn’t have lowered the bed to the floor. Getting up from the ground with no feet was a near impossibility and hauling himself into the chair to put on his prosthetics wasn’t a great prospect either. After a couple of tries at pressing buttons that either raised his head or his legs, he found the right one and the whole bed began to rise.
 
   A cascade of large towels fell from his shoulders and back and slid to the floor as he sat up. He smiled at Crystal’s thoughtfulness in keeping him warm, and wondered how long he had been there. He wasn’t stiff or aching so perhaps it hadn’t been so long. A power nap? 
 
   He leaned over to grab his socks and his prosthetics, then quickly dressed. He was about to gather the towels and place them in the laundry when he suddenly heard a noise from outside in the gym. Someone was walking between the machines, stopping occasionally before moving on. For a moment James wondered if it wasn’t a thief in the night, but then some music suddenly began playing and weights shifted on a machine. Perhaps Crystal had decided to work out while he napped, but it seemed unlikely. She’d never mentioned going to a gym before. She didn’t need to. Her naturally slender body was perfect exactly as it was.
 
   He opened the treatment room door and poked his head out to see who was working out in the evening. The noise of the machine suddenly stopped.
 
   “’ello there. I didn’t know anyone was down ‘ere this early today. Did you want to work out too?” Jules, Geraldine’s brother and the château’s personal trainer grinned at him from one of the benches.
 
   James blinked in confusion.
 
   “How early is early? I thought you were all still having dinner.” He yawned loudly and blinked again as he noticed light coming through the tiny windows high up in the gymnasium wall. Was that sunshine? He looked back at Jules. “I seem to have become confused. I was having a massage and I clearly fell to sleep for a few moments. Is anyone else about?” He peered about the gymnasium while he wondered where Crystal might have gone.
 
   Jules shook his head as he chuckled and lifted his chin towards a clock on the wall, indicating the time. 
 
   “I think that it was more than a few moments, mon ami. It is ‘alf past nine. That’s am not pm, and no one ‘as been in ‘ere since last night.”
 
   James’ mouth fell open.
 
   “Good grief! It’s morning already? But we came down here just after eight last night. That’s about thirteen hours straight. I haven’t slept for that long since I was in my mother’s womb.”
 
   Jules let out a bellow of laughter.
 
   “You must ‘ave needed the rest and it must ‘ave been a fabulous massage. Who gave it to you? Rebecca and Delphine are not in this week.”
 
   James couldn’t get his bearings. Thirteen hours on that tiny bed with barely a movement and he wasn’t stiff or sore or aching anywhere. He scratched his head where his hair stuck up at one side. More evidence that he had lain very still the whole night long.
 
   “Crystal gave it to me. She was testing out some new method she has for relaxation. She used some special oil.” He turned his head slightly and sniffed at the subtle fragrance beneath the material of his shirt.
 
   Jules nodded, clearly impressed.
 
   “And you ‘ave laid there asleep for thirteen hours. ‘er massages works very well. I’ll ‘ave to ask her to give me one the next time I need a good night’s sleep.”
 
   James’s eyes wandered over Jules. The man was a God, magnificent in every way. Young, well youngish, younger than himself at any rate, square jawed, dark haired and green eyed. He was built like a mountain. Tall, handsome, and graceful. He was kind too, thoughtful and attentive to all the guests. And as far as James knew, he was single. He grunted miserably at the thought of Crystal’s hands on any other man again, this time a whole and perfect one. Something deep inside his chest gave a horrible jolt and his guts rolled. He turned away from Jules and walked towards the door, only pausing to speak over his shoulder.
 
   “I think you’ll have to make an appointment. Her regular client list is becoming quite full.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   “Good kip?” David cocked an amused eyebrow as a freshly showered James wandered into the kitchen half an hour later.
 
   James rolled his eyes and filled the kettle.
 
   “Any chance of some breakfast? I’m starving. I don’t mind having my smoked trout from last night.”
 
   David coughed guiltily into his hand.
 
   “Fat chance, mate. No such thing as leftovers here, but there’s plenty of other stuff. Help yourself. Patrick always leaves the fridge bursting.”
 
   James took a plate from the cupboard, opened the fridge door and peered inside. He lifted the foil from a plate of sliced ham and helped himself.
 
   “That’s because he knows that you live here. You’re worse than any Labrador. It’s a wonder that you’re not the size of a prize porker.” He added a couple of wedges of cheese to his breakfast platter before closing the fridge door and taking a chunk of fresh bread from the board.
 
   David ran his hand down his flat stomach and grinned as Geraldine swept into the kitchen closely followed by his sister Ellen. 
 
   “I get all the exercise I need.” His eyes roamed hungrily over his beautiful wife, but for once she didn’t return the look. She ran straight to the kitchen door and let out a gasp.
 
   “There! I knew it. I saw them from upstairs. They have discovered all the fresh ‘erbs and new plants.” She turned to her husband. “Quick, quick, before we ‘ave a disaster on our ‘ands. The chickens ‘ave escaped and are eating all Patrick’s vegetables.” She flapped her hands at him and encouraged him towards the door.
 
   David followed her line of vision. 
 
   “Hell! She’s right. How did they get out? I thought we had that chicken coop sewn up tight in case of foxes.” He put down his mug and turned toward the door.
 
   Ellen ran past him, shouting over her shoulder as she went.
 
   “Emily volunteered to collect the eggs. She must have thought she had shut the gate but it can’t have caught properly. They’ve come straight here for the tips of the new veg. Patrick’s going to go mad if they destroy his garden.”
 
   Just as she spoke a whirlwind of a giant came hurtling around the garden gate at the other side of the plot. James closed his eyes tightly and covered his ears as the man himself roared at the birds and began running around the vegetable patch.
 
   “Too late.” He observed and laughed when he opened his eyes again. Patrick tried to grab one of the flapping birds but missed and fell over sideways as his foot caught in the strings marking the rows of vegetable seedlings. Geraldine captured a chicken and then promptly dropped it when it pecked at her arm. Ellen shooed a scratching hen from a row of spinach and then shrieked as it flew straight up into David’s face, sending him reeling backwards into his wife. Crystal and Emily joined the fray and suddenly the garden was full of people attempting to catch chickens at the same time as avoiding stepping on the neat lines of new herbs and green shoots. 
 
   Crystal ran nimbly and quickly caught a plump hen under each arm, while Emily hopped about and shouted to anyone who would listen that she was sorry for the trouble she had caused. 
 
   James stepped outside to do whatever he could, but the chickens were making a valiant attempt at remaining free and he ended up taking a long, involuntary stride, partly to miss stepping on a squawking, flapping bird and partly to avoid a particularly lush looking patch of what looked like newly set strawberry plants. 
 
   It happened so quickly that for a moment he was unsure what was going on, and then he couldn’t stop himself. His right foot sank into the soft, freshly dug earth and disappeared below its surface. His left foot caught on a trailing plant and, being off balance, he fell hard onto his knee. Pain radiated up through his thigh and down to his toes. He lifted his foot from the mud, regained his footing on firmer soil and tried to stand up, but he’d overstretched and something suddenly felt wrong. A sharp pinch tweaked in the back of his thigh and he fell down again as agony shot down from his buttocks to his calves. He rolled sideways in the soil as intense stabs of pain radiated through his legs. It was as if they had been broken again. A strange haze filled his vision. 
 
   He blinked hard and looked down, and for a weird moment was convinced that he could see bone poking through his trousers. Blood pooled for a second before it sank into the earth, and then he heard someone shouting his name. He looked towards the sound. An ocean of blue surrounded him, coming closer. Gentle fingertips touched his cheek and he leaned into them, the familiar fragrance of them engulfing his senses. He couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think, couldn’t speak, and then the subtle delicacy of it vanished as he attempted to get closer. His legs twisted and a wall of pure torture crashed into him blotting out anything else in its path with the efficiency of an atomic bomb and the world turned black around him.  
 
    
 
   He struggled to climb out of the cave. It was too dark and he couldn’t find any handholds. He’d already tried using his legs, but they were useless stumps of broken, bleeding flesh and bone. He let out a strangled yell as he reached out blindly, fighting to get away from the horrible image, and he suddenly clasped onto something small and warm. It gripped his hand back and pulled him to safety. 
 
   “James? It’s okay? You’re here with us. Nothing can hurt you now.”
 
   Crystal’s terrified voice reached him. He opened his eyes slowly. She sat beside the bed, her eyes red rimmed, her nose shiny and swollen, and her lips chapped and dry. For a moment he thought he was back at the hospital the day Adam had died. A frown creased his brow as he looked beyond the woman. Several people were gathered behind her, all staring down at him.
 
   “What’s going on?” His own lips felt dry and he ran his tongue over them. He wriggled to sit up but a wave of pain shot through his legs and he winced and gave up trying as he glanced back to Crystal.
 
   “You passed out while we were chasing the chickens. Geraldine says that she thinks you pulled your hamstring when you tripped over, but something else happened too. You were screaming as if you were in terrible pain. Half scared me to death.” She pressed her free hand to her chest.
 
   James rolled his head as he recalled what happened in the garden. 
 
   “Bloody birds. I only fell over because I thought I was going to step on one. I thought I broke both my legs. It felt just as though they cracked in half. Total agony. I looked down and thought I saw my own bones.” Sweat beaded on his brow and a cool hand wiped it away, but the pain in his legs was still there.
 
   Crystal shook her head.
 
   “Must have just been suggestive of what happened. Your legs are fine apart from your hamstring. Jules has been to take a look and confirmed it. You know he’s trained in sports injuries. You must have just fallen awkwardly and caught a nerve along with your hamstring.”
 
   James clenched his teeth together and shifted himself up in the bed. It didn’t feel as though he’d just fallen awkwardly. It felt as though someone was sawing through his shinbones with no anaesthetic even now. He breathed through the pain, but it barely eased. 
 
   “It’s got to be something more. This is unbearable. I’ve done something to my shins. Must have caught them when I went down. My toes feel stiff too. I can’t move them properly.”
 
   Crystal frowned and looked away and then glanced worriedly over her shoulder at David. He took a step forward and stared hard at his friend before looking curiously at his wife. 
 
   “Are you sure he didn’t hit his head?”
 
   Geraldine nodded.
 
   “I saw it ‘appen. ‘e sort of just lay down as though ‘e was going to sleep. There was nothing to ‘it ‘is ‘ead on apart from strawberry plants and I ‘ave ‘ad a good feel around ‘is scalp too. There are no other cuts or injuries.”
 
   David turned back towards the bed. He wiped his hand over his face before speaking.
 
   “You know that you’re at the château, right? And you know what day it is?” He waited until James nodded before continuing. “And you know all of us here?” He waved his hand at those standing behind him. 
 
   James winced again as he rolled his eyes.
 
   “Yes, you twerp. I’m not an idiot. I’m just in a lot of pain. I know where I am, what day it is, and I know who you all are.” 
 
   David was silent for a beat and then he spoke again.
 
   “And you know that your legs have been amputated below your knees. You have no shins or feet.”
 
   A momentary look of confusion passed over James’ face. He lifted his head from the pillow and looked down the bed. His eyes locked on where the lumps in the covers ended. He forced himself to keep calm as he slowly drew the sheet back over the bed. His legs finished in two smooth stumps just below his knees. One of the stumps appeared to be longer than the other. The screaming pain shooting up his legs began at his feet...the feet that were clearly not there. He looked back up at his friend and saw sympathy in the man’s expression. He opened his mouth to speak but no words formed. Nothing formed. He couldn’t think let alone speak. His vision wavered and narrowed into a pinpoint of light and then everything went black again.
 
    
 
   The next time he woke his legs still throbbed, but his head was clear. If his eyes had been open, he would have rolled them at himself. He was about to raise his eyelids when he heard some whispering. A thick French accent that he didn’t recognize came from the other side the room. The man spoke quietly but despite his body no longer being whole, there wasn’t a thing wrong with James’ hearing. He listened intently to every word.
 
   “He has had some sort of trauma. The fall triggered it. Jolted something in his memory banks. It’s not uncommon even after all these years. It’s a form of post traumatic stress disorder and can happen at any time. You say he had a very long sleep just before this happened and that he hadn’t eaten properly for a few days. He is a big man, lots of muscle mass, lots to keep going. He needs a lot of food. I suspect he had a sudden drop in blood pressure that caused him to pass out.”
 
   David answered just as quietly. 
 
   “But he didn’t remember that he’d had his legs amputated. He had the operation three or four years ago. God! Time passes so quickly, it might be longer, but having your legs chopped off is a pretty drastic thing to forget.” Agitation threaded through his tones.
 
   The heavy accent came back again.
 
   “But it’s not amnesia. You said he recalled everyone clearly and he knew exactly where he was. He remembered chasing the chickens. It’s a temporary blip in his head, probably something to do with the phantom limb syndrome. It can be an absolute bitch, I am told, by your very own guests on the occasions I have had to treat them, and it can affect sufferers differently at different times. You must know that from your own experience.” There was a short pause while David mumbled something James couldn’t hear. The unknown voice started up again. “I’m sure he’ll be fine with plenty of rest and relaxation. I wouldn’t let anything worry him though. We don’t want it to get worse. No stress at all for the next few days. And no excitement either. I know what you lot get up to with that zip-wire.” There was some exasperated tsking before the man carried on. “Call me if anything suggests that he is deteriorating. I don’t think he should sleep alone either. If he wakes and is confused he might fall out of the bed and really hurt himself.”
 
   Crystal’s voice reached him.
 
   “I’ll stay with him. I’ve known him forever. If he wakes and is confused, he’ll know it’s me regardless of where he thinks he is.” No one argued with her.
 
   The door opened and closed a few seconds later and then David spoke again.
 
   “I’ll send you up something to eat, and something for James if he wakes. Just press the intercom if you need anything while I’m gone. One of us will come immediately.” The door clicked and the room fell quiet again.
 
   A muffled sob split the silence. He opened his eyes. She stood by the door, her face buried in her hands, her shoulders shaking as she cried.
 
   “Crystal? Hey, what’s the matter?” His tongue felt thick inside his mouth.
 
   Her head shot up and she walked quickly toward the bed, dashing the backs of her hands beneath her eyes. A quivering smile twitched her swollen lips.
 
   “Hey, yourself. I was so worried. How are you feeling?” She hiccoughed back another sob.
 
   James avoided her watery blue gaze as he pushed himself upright in the bed, grabbed the pillow beside him, and shoved it behind his shoulders.
 
   “Sorry. I didn’t mean to cause a fuss. I was feeling lightheaded before I set off into the garden. You can blame David for it. The greedy devil had eaten my trout from last night and I hadn’t had time to eat anything else. But you don’t need to worry about my diet or me going barmy. I know I don’t have legs or feet.” He gave a self-deprecating shrug. 
 
   Crystal sat down on the edge of the bed.
 
   “It wasn’t your eating habits that had me worried. Whatever that doctor says, I know you’re as strong as an ox. It would have taken more than a couple of days with no food to make you keel over through lack of nutrition. It was when you woke up that threw me. You were so lucid at first but you became so confused, like you really didn’t know about your legs.” A tear slipped from the corner of her eye and rolled down her cheek.
 
   James lifted his hand and brushed it away with a gentle fingertip.
 
   “Don’t cry, Crystal. It has happened before. Visions like that aren’t unusual. I’m surprised I’ve not had more. Do you remember? I told you that I had carpet burns on my backside not that long ago. I wasn’t lying about it.”  
 
   She nodded.
 
   “I remember. On the day of dad’s funeral. But I didn’t know how serious it was and I wasn’t aware that they can happen when you are still awake. You sounded as though you were joking, making light of it. It was terrifying seeing it happen for real.”
 
   James paused before speaking again. He didn’t want to admit that it was terrifying for him too.
 
   “Look, it’s just something I have to live with. It doesn’t happen that often and probably wouldn’t occur at all if I didn’t get the pain. It’s that which is scrambling my brain occasionally, nothing else. The hallucination thing, like when I think I’ve still got all my limbs generally only happens when I’m waking up or dropping off to sleep.”
 
   Crystal let out a sigh.
 
   “I wish you had told me before. I thought you were having some kind of breakdown or seizure. I don’t think I could bear it if anything happened to you, especially not right after dad going.”
 
   James shook his head.
 
   “Nothing is going to happen to me, well, nothing except me bursting my bladder. Would you mind pulling the wheelchair over?” He waited until Crystal had pushed it beside the bed before he swivelled round beneath the sheets, and after a quick check that he was decent, he hoisted himself into the chair. “I’m going to shower too. I feel like I’ve been sweating in that bed all day.”
 
   Crystal let out a quiet laugh.
 
   “You have. It’s nearly eight o’clock in the evening.” She smiled at his surprised glance out of the window. It was still light, the sun still glistening through the trees. “Only ten hours in one go this time, and that was without a massage.” She let out another laugh as his mouth fell open. “Go on, go to the loo before you pee yourself. I’ll change your sheets while you shower. And I’ll buzz down to tell everyone that you’re in the land of the living again. Just leave the bathroom door open an inch and yell if you feel the slightest bit faint. Hopefully David will have sent you something to eat by the time you’re done.” She reached into the linen cupboard that every bedroom in the hotel had. Night-sweats were something nearly all the guests suffered from at one time or another.
 
   James was about to tell her not to worry about the food when his stomach let out an enormous growl. He glanced towards the sparkling sunlight again. 
 
   “Yeah, okay. Thanks, but I don’t expect you to change my linen. I’m perfectly capable...” He lifted his chin as she interrupted him.
 
   “I know you can do it yourself, but I don’t mind doing it this time. Just go and have your shower.”
 
   James looked down at his hands and spoke before he could change his mind. 
 
   “Okay, but just this time...Look, Crystal, I don’t want to go back to bed again, but I don’t want to go downstairs either. I’m wide awake now and I don’t think I could stand all the fuss that lot are probably going to make. Can you ask Patrick to send up some extra dishes and then stay and eat by the window with me? It’s a too beautiful an evening to waste and I’d like the company,” he added as the last of the sunshine cast beams of light over the table and chairs situated in front of the tall windows. 
 
   She glanced at James who had lifted his face again. He stared at her intently, a strange look in his dark grey eyes. She put the clean sheets on the bedside chair and gave a shy smile.
 
   “Okay, that would be nice. Thank you.” 
 
    
 
   James pushed his plate away from him and leaned back to rub his stomach.
 
   “Boy, that man knows how to cook. We’ll have to take some recipes home with us. I don’t think I’m going to enjoy my own shepherd’s pie ever again. Sort of tastes bland in comparison.”
 
   Crystal nodded and stacked her own plate on top of his. She moved them over to a side table and switched on the lamp in the corner. The subdued lighting cast shadows about the room but highlighted the opulence.
 
   “Everything is bland in comparison to the château. This place is almost magical. It’s as though life has a whole different colour and flavour.” She ran her fingertip down the stem of her sparkling lead crystal glass.
 
   James looked about the lavish room. The rich drapes that surrounded the canopied bed sparkled with threads of gold, the silk lined walls gave an intimate warmth to the room, the natural stone bathroom would rival anything in a king’s palace. All of the furnishings hid heat sensitive panels or easily pressed buttons, to change the lighting, the height of the bed, the angle of a chair, even the heat of an overhead hairdryer mounted on the wall beside the dressing table mirror. Anything and everything that would make a disabled person’s life easy and convenient was included. No expense had been spared or detail forgotten. He vowed that there was nowhere like the place in the whole world. He nodded at Crystal.
 
   “Ellen thought of everything, and anything she hadn’t we came up with in a brainstorming visit when she was still renovating the place. It was a brilliant week. Joe, Gemma, and Paul had all been injured within a few months of one another. David and I were already getting back to normal though I was still on my crutches back then. Your dad came with us too. We strapped his wheelchair to a raft we made and sent him off down the river on it to find a suitable spot to house the canoe school. Ended up stranded by the lock just before town and had to be rescued by the locals. It was hilarious.” He laughed at the memory.
 
   Crystal laughed with him.
 
   “He told us about it. He loved this place even though he only visited a couple of times after that first week. Emily and I were at school then and it was difficult to find the time. And then mum became ill. After she died it was all about the insurance claim. I wish he hadn’t spent so much time over that. Emily and I didn’t know about his shares portfolio. It’s not like we needed another million pounds. I wish he’d forgotten about the money and come to enjoy this place more. He was exactly the sort of person who deserved it.” She sighed deeply.
 
   James moved his wheelchair back from the table. He’d not bothered with his prosthetics after his shower. Crystal had already seen far too much for him to worry about appearances now. 
 
   “I suppose it was the principal of the thing. Your parents had paid the premiums in good faith. The insurance company owed them. Adam would never give up on a thing like that.” He frowned suddenly. “And that’s another thing I haven’t considered. It was a joint life policy. I didn’t think to check but I bet he’d continued it on his own life too. I bet you anything that there’s another million waiting to be paid out to you two. I wonder where the paperwork is? Did you see anything in his office?” A determined expression covered his features.
 
   Crystal shook her head before she reached out a hand as he looked as though he was about to wheel his chair towards the phone on the bedside table.
 
   “Stop! Don’t you dare try and find out about it now. It’s almost ten at night. Any insurance company would have closed hours ago, there’s nothing you can do about it, and the doctor said that you were to avoid stress and excitement. We can investigate further another day, when you’re fully recovered.”
 
   James huffed out a breath, but he relaxed back in the chair again.
 
   “I am fully recovered, and I am not stressed or excited. I just want you girls to get what’s rightfully yours. I want you to have all the opportunities you can and money certainly helps with that. Did you hear about Ellen’s plans for the stables and barn?”
 
   Crystal nodded eagerly.
 
   “As soon as I came back from the rehab centre. Sounds exciting. She and David have an appointment with the Maire later in the week. Ellen thinks it will have to go to a full public meeting but I can’t see why anyone wouldn’t go for it if it brings more people to the area.”
 
   James poured a glass of sparkling water and took a sip.
 
   “I’m not sure that twelve units are going to revive a whole area, but it’s an added attraction if Ellen can fill them. The buildings are going to take a lot of money to renovate though, and I’m not sure people will want to take a chance on it. Setting up a business isn’t easy, especially not around here.”
 
   Crystal kept her eyes on the table as she fiddled with her napkin and then smoothed it flat on the table in front of her.
 
   “But it might work if the initial strain was lifted. If an investor could be found to help with the set up costs, to be paid back as the businesses grew, maybe craftspeople could be enticed into giving it a try. They would have to have a solid business plan to present, but the money could be paid back over several years with an interest rate to rival the banks.” Her blue eyes glowed with enthusiasm.
 
   James sat quietly for a long moment, watching her carefully.
 
   “I know these small towns in France. They’re quiet backwaters that most young people have already moved out of. You might never get your money back. You think that’s a good investment?”
 
   Crystal shrugged.
 
   “A long term one, certainly, but what would it matter? It’s not as though it’s going to cost a fortune anyway and besides, who says it wouldn’t take off. With the château right on their doorstep, the places will have a sitting duck market without doing another thing. Added to the château guests, when the self catering apartments and the river cottages are let out Ellen tells me that there are upwards of a hundred people a week staying here. They aren’t all disabled men who only want to go racing down that flipping zip-wire or charging about a muddy forest. There are plenty of wives and children who like more than that, and they’re not all penniless. Dad certainly wasn’t, and you’re not either. I know that Ellen and David make the place free for everyone who needs it, but did you know that they get some pretty hefty donations from the guests who can afford it as well. The hotel is more a convenience thing, a luxury that they could never expect anywhere else without a lot of embarrassment and messing about. At the moment anyone who fancies a bit of shopping has to take a half hour’s drive to anywhere with more than a bakery and a coffee bar. Something where those people could buy individual and exquisite souvenirs and gifts would be a fabulous addition to this area.”
 
   James watched Crystals animated features. Her sparkling eyes had lost their red rims and her lips looked soft and inviting. He breathed deeply and caught himself before he leaned forwards and did something stupid, like kiss them. He swallowed back the errant thought and concentrated hard for a few moments before answering her.
 
   “I suppose when you look at it like that, it’s a win, win situation. It’s certainly worth considering.” 
 
   She nodded.
 
   “But we can leave all that consideration until another day. You should go to bed and rest some more. I’ll call for someone to come and collect our crockery.” She stood up and stifled a yawn as she made her way to the phone.
 
   James watched as she swivelled past his chair and around the end of his bed. Her skin skimming jeans left nothing to his imagination and visions of the pale blue nightdress lifting in a waft of steamy air flooded his mind again. He cleared his throat as well as his head.
 
   “It’s only my leg that’s sore, plus the usual aches and pains. I’m not really that tired. Twenty-three hours sleep and a decent meal seem to have revived me, but you look bushed. You’re the one who needs to get to their bed. I’ve been really selfish and delayed you enough as it is. I expect you need to be up early to go to the centre again in the morning.” He tried to keep the irritation out of his voice as he thought of the three men at the centre enjoying her ministrations, but wasn’t sure that he succeeded.
 
   Crystal didn’t appear to notice. She shook her head.
 
   “I’ve already spoken to Gemma and cancelled, but it didn’t matter anyway. The men have been finding it intense too. They said that they need a break from it. I’m not scheduled to go back until next week and by that time we hope to be able to see some kind of initial results, be them good, bad or indifferent. It’s such a great opportunity and I actually feel as though I’m doing something to help. I’m really hoping for good news.” She hid another yawn behind her hand before carrying on. “But we won’t have any true results for a while and as I’m not going there again for a few days, it’s fine for me to stay here and watch over you.”
 
   James shook his head. 
 
   “I’ll be fine. I’ve had more sleep these last two days than I normally get in a week. I have some emailing and stuff to do anyway. Alex will have been sending me reports on the business. I really need to catch up on some of that. Go on back to your own room. You’re only next door, I can call you if I need to.”
 
   Crystal gazed at him stubbornly.
 
   “No. The doctor said someone should be with you and I volunteered. I can’t go back on that. What if something comes on quickly like it did with dad? I’d never forgive myself if anything happened.” She began twisting her hands together in distress.
 
   He smiled gently.
 
   “Nothing’s going to happen to me, Crystal. Your dad’s situation was entirely different. He had a chest infection that no one spotted in time. All I had was a nightmare brought on by the odd sensations I suffer.”
 
   She shook her head again, her eyes filling with tears.
 
   “It wasn’t just a nightmare. You were awake when it happened and it was awful to see you in that kind of anguish. I can’t leave you when I said that I’d stay.” Her voice trembled with emotion.
 
   James let out a breath. She looked terrified and he could see why. The memory of her father’s passing would still be fresh in her mind. Would it hurt to let her stay? His emotions and his body warred with his head. He barely knew what he was thinking. She was so young, so trusting, so beautiful and he was a red-blooded male who hadn’t had sex in years. He wanted her like a drowning man fighting for his next breath, but he knew that it could never happen. He was too old, too damaged and he was her father’s friend. What kind of man would he be if he tried to take advantage of her concerns and worries? 
 
   She stared at him, her lovely eyes begging him to let her stay and although he had just convinced himself that he would make her go back to her own room, his heart wouldn’t let him. She looked too fragile to turn away. He had to be the strong one for both of them. It would be tough knowing that she was in the room with him all night, but he’d done more difficult things in his life before. He had just had nearly a full twenty-four hour sleep. He could take a night with her delicate perfume wafting about him. He felt himself give up the fight and loose the battle within him. His voice was husky when he replied.
 
   “Okay, but you’re the tired one. You take the bed. I’ll sit over here by the window and catch up with my work.” He only hoped it would be enough to keep his imagination and his libido in check.
 
    
 
   He didn’t know what time it was when he heard her tossing from side to side while she uttered unintelligible words. It took him a moment to realize that he had begun to doze off in his chair by the window, but it took less than a second to wake fully and wheel himself to the side of the bed. 
 
   Crystal shivered and shook and then cried out in her sleep, her words suddenly clear.
 
   “Dad! Don’t go! James! Come back! Please don’t leave me, please!”
 
   He grabbed a flailing hand and clasped it tightly.
 
   “I’m not going anywhere, Crystal. I’m right here.” His words came out softly as he tried to soothe her.
 
   A confused crease marked her forehead and then disappeared as she curled onto her side facing him, shudders racking her body as she clawed at his arm, pulling him closer. 
 
   “Stay with me. I can’t be without you...” Her voice drifted and quietened as he shushed her, smoothing her sweat dampened hair from her face. He was about to lean back and tuck her in again when his world tilted as she added three breathy words. “I love you.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   It was only a dream. She didn’t mean a thing by it. It was only a dream. He repeated to himself over the next two days. She’s too young to know what love is. It’s not as if she’s been out with many men before. “And I’m too old anyway.” He said aloud to the stone wall he happened to have just uncovered.
 
   “Too old for what?” Joe asked from the thicket of brambles beside him. They were clearing the area around the old barn to gain a better perspective of the work that might be involved in renovating the building.
 
   James could have kicked himself for speaking aloud, but it was too late to cover his mistake now.
 
   “Too old for doing this. Ouch!” He yelled as a thick, twining bramble caught his shirtsleeve and clawed through the fabric to his skin. “Don’t you have a strimmer or something that can get through this rather than us risking life and limb?” Irritation sounded thick in his tones. He pulled up his sleeve to inspect the damage. There were several new scratches but also three older ones from where Crystal had caught hold of his arm in the night.
 
   Joe followed James’ gaze and frowned slightly before he laughed.
 
   “You scared of a little shrubbery? You really are getting old. Besides, if we use a strimmer, every bit of this blasted thing that gets chopped and left on the ground will root itself by the end of the week. We’ll be looking at a forest of thorns by this time next year. I’d rather do it like this and burn the lot in the incinerator. Maybe if you were concentrating a little harder on the task in hand rather than your love life you wouldn’t become so entangled.”
 
   James snorted.
 
   “Maybe if you knew what you were talking about or minded your own business you wouldn’t get a punch on the jaw!” He dropped his secateurs and leapt towards his friend.
 
   Joe threw up his hands in surrender and tried very hard not to laugh as James came to a sudden stop in front of him. His raised fists fell to his sides and he let out a heartfelt sigh.
 
   “Gawd, am I that obvious?”
 
   Joe grinned.
 
   “Absolutely. It’s positively nauseating, actually. Thought I was going to vomit over my dinner last night the way you sat there staring at your plate while looking like a whipped puppy dog.”
 
   James walked a couple of paces, slumped down on a fallen tree trunk that they had uncovered a few minutes earlier and held his head in his hands as he rested his elbows on his knees. He raised his eyes a few inches and looked up at Joe, about to deny everything, but seeing his friend’s knowing and sympathetic smile, he found that he couldn’t hide his feelings any longer. He lifted his eyes to the sky and sighed in defeat.
 
   “A whipped puppy dog, eh? That bad?”
 
   Joe sniggered.
 
   “Yup, a whole litter of them, actually. It’s sickening.”
 
   James groaned in embarrassment.
 
   “Hell, I didn’t mean for this to happen and I have no idea what to do. She’s all I ever think about. I never suspected anything until I was well and truly caught, and now I can’t do a damned thing about it. My stomach’s all churned up and I feel like I can’t breathe when I see her. I swear that I’m going insane.” He wiped his hand over his sweating face.
 
   Joe took pity on his friend and sat down beside him. Silence surrounded them for a few moments before it was interrupted by a blackbird sending out its warning call. Joe watched the bird as it flew off to hide in the remaining brambles.
 
   “If it’s any conciliation I was pretty floored when it happened to me too. I’d never seen Lucy before and she had me in knots instantly. And then, even when I knew that she loved me I really messed it up. Still, you know how that all ended.” His heavy lidded eyes turned soft and dreamy for a few seconds before he spoke again. “Look, all I can say is that we all know that she really likes you. You should give it a chance at the very least.”
 
   James shook his head resolutely.
 
   “I can’t. I’m nearly ten years older than her, almost an old man, and I have to live with Emily for the next few years to fulfil the guardianship and trust thing. What if it doesn’t work out? It would become excruciatingly awkward. And more to the point, what would Adam think?” He pulled a thorn from his exposed forearm and wiped away the bead of blood that oozed out after it. 
 
   His eyes locked on the three older scratches. She had sounded so desperate when she had asked him to stay. Far more desperate than if you just liked someone. But she had called for her father too. Maybe she’d been thinking about her father and not himself. Misery swept over him as realization of the truth hit him. She hadn’t been thinking about him at all. It was Adam who she loved. Her father, the man who had died so suddenly. Crystal was clearly still grieving, and who could blame her. It had only been a few weeks since her father had passed away. 
 
   The nervous blackbird shot out of the brambles again and startled James out of his reverie. He tugged his sleeve back down over the scratches on his arm and was about to get up and back to work when Joe spoke again.
 
    “I’m pretty sure that Adam’s not thinking anything as he’s dead, but if he was, I’m positive that it would only be good stuff. He really liked you, James. He wouldn’t have trusted you with his girls if he didn’t respect and admire you. Look, you went to his place for Christmas dinners and the like. He wouldn’t have invited you if he didn’t like you.”
 
   James ran his fingers through his hair and picked out a couple of stray leaves.
 
   “Okay, so the guy liked me. Doesn’t mean he wants to see me, a flipping old man, in bed with his eldest daughter. Knowing how protective Adam was about his girls, I’m likely to be shot from beyond the grave. I know that I’ve fallen for Crystal big time, but with our current living arrangements and Emily’s trust, it will be a disaster if I try and complicate things with a relationship.”
 
   Joe slapped his friend on the back.
 
   “You’re over thinking this, especially the being too old bit. Yes, that might have made a difference a few years ago, but Crystal is twenty-four. She’s not a girl any more. She must know her own mind by now, but I agree that you don’t want to do this if it’s only a casual fling. She’s been talking to Lucy and Geraldine a lot. I think they’re up to something. Maybe something to convince you that you mean more to her than just being your friend’s daughter. Has she given you any hints? Did anything happen when you had that massage or afterwards when she was up in your suite?”
 
   James shook his head and threw up his hands in exasperation. 
 
   “I fell asleep during the massage. Yeah, sure I was aroused when she first put her hands on me, what bloke wouldn’t be, but I wasn’t about to leap on her. She was being totally professional. And then it was suddenly different. It was so relaxing I couldn’t keep my bloody eyes open. I was probably snoring my head off five minutes into it. I drooled all over my arm! And nothing happened after the chicken debacle. We had dinner and a chat about the new units down here. She fell to sleep in my bed, but I didn’t join her. I sat up all night sending out emails and quotes for my business back at home.” He didn’t mention her dream. He wasn’t sure that she was dreaming about him.
 
   Joe pursed his lips thoughtfully.
 
   “So no real clues then?”
 
   James shrugged.
 
   “Not really, though I haven’t had that much experience of women recently. I probably wouldn’t get the hint if it came up and bit me. It’s obvious that she cares about me, but that might just be because we’ve known each other so long or because of Adam dying so recently. Neither of the girls are going to get over that very fast and I don’t want to look like I’m taking advantage of their sorrow.”
 
   Joe picked up his own secateurs again and stood up.
 
   “So you just need some real proof and then you’d go for it?”
 
   James looked up at him and shrugged.
 
   “Possibly. It would have to be pretty concrete though. You know that I’m not one for affairs. Jeez, I can’t believe I’m telling you all this, but I haven’t been with a woman since I had my legs amputated. Couldn’t stand the thought of them looking at me and seeing half a man.” He wiped his hand over the perspiration that clung to his face. 
 
   Joe nodded.
 
   “Fair enough, I can see that. I couldn’t bear the thought of anyone judging me either.” His fingertips touched the scarred skin of his face. “But you know Crystal doesn’t see you like that. She’s been around all of us for far too long to worry about a little thing like a couple of missing limbs. What you need to work out is exactly how you feel about where this might go, but I think you’re already pretty sure of yourself.” It was a statement rather than a question but James still answered.
 
   “I haven’t looked at a woman in years. I’ve never felt a connection, but Crystal is something else. I knew she was the one the moment I held her in my arms the night after her father died. Something just shifted in me. I’d never been so close to her, never touched her like that. It felt too right to be wrong.” He stared into nothingness as he replayed the memory of the evening in his mind. Although the circumstances had been awful, she had been so close to him, her whole body aligned with his. His thighs had touched hers, her head had settled perfectly into the dip at the base of his throat. Her arms had slipped about his waist and his had cradled her for what felt like hours.
 
   Joe smiled at James’ words and the mesmerized look on his face. He knew the feeling all too well. He clipped a few more of the brambles and then looked back at his friend.
 
   “Come on. Enough of all this relationship stuff. We’re going to be pretty torn up by the time we finish this and although it’s only light work, as befitting the invalid you are, your hamstring is going to be killing you by tonight. You should ask Crystal to give you another one of those therapeutic massages.”
 
   James dragged himself from the log and stood beside his friend. He rubbed the back of his thigh and groaned. It was stiffening up already.
 
   “I think I’m going to do just that. Without anything else, it was very relaxing the last time. I don’t mind feeling like that again even if nothing else happens between us.”
 
    
 
   “He’s avoiding me. I know he is. Something happened the other night and now he doesn’t want to see me.” Crystal picked a few more of the new rocket leaves and put them in her basket.
 
   Ellen took them back out again.
 
   “We’ll eat dandelions when we have run out of rocket, but Patrick will thank you for removing the weeds from his garden anyway.” 
 
   Crystal let out a groan.
 
   “Sorry, my mind keeps wandering.”
 
   Ellen laughed.
 
   “It’s not wandering at all. It’s completely fixed on the man walking towards us.” She waved as James came into the garden.
 
   Crystal glanced about, desperately seeking cover despite it already being too late. She was still embarrassed about waking up in James’ bed only to discover herself alone in his room and that he had already gone downstairs for breakfast. 
 
   “Hey, just who I wanted to see.” James smiled at Crystal, who felt the heat rise in her cheeks.
 
   “Me?” Her cheeks reddened further when her voice squeaked in surprise.
 
   “Absolutely. My leg is killing me. Joe has been a complete tyrant and forced me to cut brambles all day. I wondered if you wouldn’t mind massaging the tension out of it. If I sleep on it like this I might not be able to walk by tomorrow.”
 
   Crystal brightened immediately. She rubbed her hands down her jeans.
 
   “Of course. Do you think you can last until after dinner or do you want to do this now?”
 
   James shook his head.
 
   “I need to shower first. It’s been hard work uncovering the barn and stables. I’m covered in bits of plant life and I stink like a pig. After dinner will be great.” 
 
   She nodded quickly.
 
   “Brilliant! I’ll go down to the therapy room and get everything ready. I want to try something different,” she enthused as she put her basket on the ground and rushed towards the château. 
 
   Joe appeared on the path and looked into Crystal’s abandoned basket. He frowned as he glanced back up at Ellen. 
 
   “Is Patrick experimenting with dinner ingredients? Not sure I fancy buttercup and milk thistle soup.”
 
   Ellen laughed and began picking more weeds from Crystal’s basket.
 
    
 
   James lay on the therapy bed. Crystal had raised the head end and now stood beside him.
 
   “I know you said that you didn’t think it would work, but I think it might benefit you anyway. I want to try the hypnotherapy on you.” She pressed her hand on his arm when he looked about to protest. “Has your phantom limb thing gone away suddenly?” 
 
   James sighed deeply and shook his head. He couldn’t lie to her, but he didn’t want to disappoint her either. 
 
   “No, I’m just trying to ignore it, but what you’re trying to do isn’t going to happen.”
 
   Crystal rolled her eyes.
 
   “Why are you so dismissive of something you haven’t tried? The massage worked to relax you the other night, this might too, whatever you think. Look, let’s just give it one go and then I’ll get on with sorting out your hamstring.” She looked at him hopefully.
 
   James knew he’d lost the moment she blinked her lashes over her beautiful eyes. He had to do it for her even though he knew it was impossible.
 
   “Okay, you win. Do your thing. Where do you want me?”
 
   Crystal gave a small whoop of victory.
 
   “Right here for the moment. I’m going to give you some instructions and I want you to follow them. Now, hold this ball for me.” 
 
   She handed him what looked like a squash ball. He took it and looked at it curiously.
 
   “Now what? Did you bring racquets too?” He lifted an eyebrow.
 
   Crystal narrowed her eyes at him.
 
   “If you’re not going to take this seriously we may as well give up now. Just don’t blame me when you can’t get out of bed in the morning.” She turned away from him and began folding towels back into the cupboard.
 
   He straightened the amused look on his face and held the ball in the palm of his hand.
 
   “Okay, sorry. I didn’t mean to be flippant. Tell me what to do.” He waited patiently.
 
   She held a towel across her chest as she considered him critically before giving in. Though she wanted him, she wanted to help him far more.
 
   “Okay, but if you are going to do this properly, I don’t want any half arsed effort,” she waited until he nodded. “I want you to close your eyes and think about your legs. Imagine all the feelings and sensations of broken bones, the intensity of the pain you feel. The aches, the itches, the throbbing. Concentrate on it hard.”
 
   James winced at the suggestion of it. The vague throbbing suddenly hitched several notches on his pain threshold. He gasped as the mind-numbing ache caught him and threatened to take over. He thought he was about to black out when Crystal spoke again, her voice reaching for him through the darkness.
 
   “Now imagine putting all that torture inside the ball. All of it. Don’t leave a scrap outside. It’s all in the ball.” She watched as he grimaced. “Now squeeze that ball, James. As hard as you can. You have put all that agony inside it. Now crush it. You are stronger than the pain. Conquer it. Hold it there, hold all that pain in that ball.”
 
   Her voice filtered through him. Tendrils of sensation fluttered in his mind. Without thinking, his hand gripped the ball hard. His knuckles whitened over it and his fingers began to ache. He thought he was going to cry out as the tension corded his forearm and sweat broke out on his brow. Crystal touched his forehead and he opened his eyes. She was right there in front of him, her lips only inches from his. If he leaned forwards he could have touched hers with his, but the agony still swept through him, down his arm and into his hand. He had to stop this. He was going to break the bones in his hand, but something stopped him releasing the ball. Panic swept through him as he realized that he couldn’t let the ball go. His eyes widened in shock just as Crystal lips moved again. Her words were so soft that he barely heard them over the roaring in his ears.
 
   “Let the ball go. Now!” She tapped his forehead again.
 
   His hand unclenched instantly and the ball dropped to the floor. For a moment he didn’t know what was meant to happen, but then it hit him. The pain had disappeared completely. There was nothing, not an ache, not a throb, or a sudden stab, just peace and nothingness for the first time in years.
 
   “Holy fuck,” he breathed out softly as he shook the tension from his shoulders. “What just happened?”
 
   Crystal took a towel and wiped the sweat from his brow before she spoke.
 
   “It’s just suggestive stuff that lets you visualize your pain as something solid. The rational part of you knows that you can’t have pain in legs that don’t exist any longer, but your brain still hasn’t worked that out. Your pain receptors still remember the nerves and your brain couldn’t switch them off. Transferring all the pain into the ball helps your brain pick that up. When you let the ball go, your mind can visualize something solid, a true action and reaction. The pain leaves with the ball.” She gave a smile and a small shrug. “Well, that’s the idea behind it. Seems as though it worked too.” She looked beyond thrilled.
 
   James took some calming breaths.
 
   “But I thought you said you were going to hypnotize me. I thought I’d be looking at a swinging watch and going into a trance.”
 
   Crystal laughed.
 
   “Idiot. You watch too many films.” Her face became serious again. “What I did was a form of hypnosis. You just didn’t recognize it as such. Unfortunately I can’t promise that the pain won’t come back, but at least you know we can possibly get rid of it again. It’s all a matter of trial, error, and tweaking a treatment so that it works for the individual patient.” She paused and looked down at his legs. “Right, well, we need to get to work on that hamstring now. With all your other pains gone, at least you’ll be able to tell me truthfully if anything I do hurts for real.” She began lowering the backrest of the bed. 
 
   James sat there, still slightly stunned. He let himself fall back with the headrest as her words sank in. Something definitely hurt. His heart. Joe had been wrong. She didn’t like him any more than any other man. He was just a patient to her. He thought about getting up off the bed and walking out but he was suddenly lying flat and Crystal’s hands were wrapped about his knee, lifting it and placing a triangular shaped wedge of foam beneath it. He gave up the struggle for a second time, closed his eyes and let her do her work. If this was going to be the only time he had with her he was going to appreciate every second of it.
 
   She began talking him through what she was doing as she manipulated his leg. He tuned out until she finished pressing and pulling and then he turned over, lying on his belly again as she instructed. He wondered how she felt as she bent what was left of his lower leg up towards the back of his thigh and then pressed it back down again. She knew he wasn’t whole, but did seeing him like this revolt her, or scare her? It was nothing to be ashamed of, but it couldn’t be easy for her to look at his broken body. Someone so young and beautiful shouldn’t have to see the evidence of what had happened to him. He suddenly wanted to get up off the bed again and get out of the room, but she must have felt something change. She stopped manipulating his leg and rested her hand in the centre of his back.
 
   “Don’t think about moving. I’ve not finished yet.” She waited until she could feel his muscles relax and then returned her hands to his leg. She was too good at this. She could read him like an open book. He smiled inwardly and let his mind drift as he felt the tendon in his thigh pull painfully tight and then release. 
 
   He settled into the bed, deciding that it was so much easier to give in than to fight it. She continued her explanations but he let the words drift over him, her voice enough to calm and sedate him. He let out a long breath and became more comfortable as she stopped massaging his legs, moving her hands up to his back and shoulders. The sensations hit him as hard as they had at the previous session, but this time he didn’t want to sleep. He wanted to feel them all. He relaxed completely, tension easing as her warm, oily hands swept up and down his flesh. He let out a long rumble of satisfaction as his taut muscles yielded to her skill.
 
   It was a few moments later that he realized her voice had changed from the gentle but matter of fact comments about what she was doing to something far more intimate. He didn’t move, couldn’t. She clearly thought he’d fallen into a deep sleep again. If she suddenly noticed that he was actually wide awake, listening to every word, she might never speak to him again. He concentrated on his breathing, deep and regular while he listened to her words.
 
    
 
   Crystal knew that he’d fallen to sleep only moments after she began massaging his broad shoulders. His body became supple and pliable, so different to the tense, hard muscles he had when he was awake and active. She stopped telling him exactly what she was doing and sighed as she swept her hands over his silky skin.
 
   “You are such a contrast. Sometimes hard as steel, sometimes soft as butter. I don’t know which I like the most. Strength and security or kindness and vulnerability,” she whispered as she leaned over and pressed her lips to his shoulder. She stood back again and brushed her hands over the place her lips had touched. “Sorry, I know I shouldn’t have done that, but I just couldn’t stop myself. It’s too hard to resist you when you’re like this. I know that you wouldn’t let me do it if you were awake.” She added some more oil and pushed her fingertips into his flaccid muscles. “I was so frightened the other day. I thought you had died. Gone, just like dad...James, I couldn’t bear it if you left me. I want to throw myself into your arms and tell you that I love you, but I don’t think I can stand the rejection if you don’t feel the same way. I don’t know how to tell you how I feel without embarrassing myself, or you, and you never let me know what you’re thinking. Your emotions are so guarded. I haven’t had any experience with men. I don’t know what I am meant to look for or what to do.” She leaned over again and pressed three feather-light kisses down the centre of his spine before she covered him with warm towels, lowered the bed, and walked out of the room.
 
    
 
   James lay there barely breathing as her words sank in through the drift of languorous feelings that had come over him and he suddenly realized that he had to move. Her dream hadn’t been about her father. It was all about him. She loved him. 
 
   She loves me! She freaking, fucking loves me! 
 
   His thoughts went wild as he pulled himself out of his stupor. He flipped over and immediately made to raise the bed. He had to catch up with her, wanted to take her in his arms, wanted to press his lips to hers. Dear God! He needed her in his bed. Needed to make love to her all night until they were both spent and sated and she was his forever. And he needed to do it now! 
 
   He grappled with the buttons beside him, cursing as the foot end of the bed suddenly rose in the air and then the head end squashed him into a ‘v’ shape. It was another minute before he was flat again and rising into the right position. Refitting his prosthetic legs took him a few minutes longer and then his pants refused to pull up his oil slicked thighs. He wrenched them up, tearing at the waistband. Tugging his soft t-shirt over his moist shoulders was a nightmare. It rolled up and doubled over, becoming stuck under his armpits and refusing to fall down over his chest. He ripped it from his body and shook it out again, this time holding it away from his skin as he pulled it down to his waist. He grabbed his soft bottoms and shoved his legs into the material. His false limbs caught in the elastic at the bottom of the trouser legs and he swore loudly as he grappled with the over-stretched material. 
 
   It took more than ten minutes to finally find his way up the stairs from the treatment rooms to the entrance hall. David stood by the huge front door, staring out into the night. He turned back as he heard James heading across the tiled floor towards the stairs. James stopped. Staring out at the forest in the late evening wasn’t one of David’s known habits. He was normally within touching distance of his wife, and Geraldine was nowhere to be seen. David’s stricken expression also didn’t bode well either.
 
   “Problem?” he asked quickly, not wanting to delay finding Crystal, but realizing that something was seriously wrong. David only stared silently back at him, his mouth slightly open, his eyes damp with tears. Tears? He tried again. “I was hoping to catch Crystal. I need to talk to her, but if there’s something wrong...”
 
   David shook his head, his expression so distressed that James took a step closer and he took his friend by the shoulders and gave him a small shake. 
 
   “Dave, what’s going on? Where’s Crystal? Where’s Geraldine? Is there a problem with the kids?”
 
   David opened his mouth and then closed it again. Then he coughed and shook his head as his body seemed to collapse beneath him and he slumped into one of the chairs in the entrance hall. He looked up at James, a hopeless expression in his eyes.
 
   “Andy...You remember the young guy who came for dinner?” He stopped speaking and swallowed audibly before carrying on. “Gemma called about ten minutes ago. She’s at A & E in Roscoff. Andy decided to top himself. Left a note saying he couldn’t go on without Crystal helping him.”
 
   James felt his insides clench. 
 
   “What! You mean he has gone, he has died? Jesus! What did he do to himself?” He couldn’t believe the news. Andrew Lawson had looked so strong, so confident, and he had so much to live for.
 
   David shook his head again.
 
   “No, he’s alive, thank God, but he’s unconscious in ICU. Gemma says that he broke into the drugs cabinet at the rehab centre and took a load of painkillers. Amy went to do her usual evening stock check and immediately realized that a whole bottle of the strongest stuff was missing. She checked the CCTV and saw what happened. Called the emergency services immediately. They’re trying to bring him round now. Crystal just left with Geraldine. You know she’s a nurse, right? Well, they are going to do what they can to help, if the hospital will let them. Gemma is in a right state. It’s the first time we’ve ever had anything like this happen. She’s blaming herself already. She thinks that she should have realized his state of mind earlier, but that’s not her job at all. We have counsellors for that.” He wiped his hand over his face and ran his fingers through his hair.
 
   James dragged a chair over so that he could sit beside his friend.
 
   “I never would have guessed he’d do anything like that. I thought the kid seemed fine. All three of them looked as though they were coping okay.”
 
   David leaned back on the chair and looked over at James.
 
   “Do any of us really cope okay? Especially in the first few months. It’s overwhelming. The changes are so drastic, so difficult to come to terms with. I know that I was barely hanging in there until I was back at work and had this place and Geraldine to think about. That woman just about saved my life, she made me hope like I had never hoped before. Patrick had a nightmare with it all until Ellen rescued him from the brink of hell, and you know about how both Joe and Paul suffered. Joe was a recluse and Paul ended up being a homeless beggar. Even Gemma found it hard, until Ryan rescued her, and she’s the toughest one of us all. This crap isn’t easy.” He waved down towards his own missing legs. “It’s never going to get easier. We’re just lucky that we have friends and wives who don’t judge. Andrew doesn’t appear to have anyone. No family at all outside life in his regiment apparently, and now he can’t be a part of that. He’s twenty-three, for God’s sake! It’s all so fucking wrong!” David screwed up his eyes while trying to control his emotions.
 
   James remained silent for a few moments until he felt the throb start up again in his lower limbs. He clenched his hand into a fist and thought about letting go of the squash ball. The pain lessened considerably. He breathed out slowly as he chose his words carefully.
 
   “Dave, Crystal’s methods work. She’s done something for me that no one could before.” He rolled his eyes as David quirked a knowing eyebrow at him. “I don’t mean the stuff about falling in love with her.” He rolled his eyes again as David grinned delightedly. “Shut up messing about for a moment. This is serious. I never would have believed it if it hadn’t worked on me. It wasn’t wishful thinking. I knew that it couldn’t work on me and yet it did. She’s tapped into something I’ve never heard of or seen before. It wasn’t hypnotism as we know it. It’s way beyond that and if Andrew was suffering before and she gave him some kind of relief that he can’t get now, I can see why he might want to end it all. I know that you found a method that worked for you, but I never did. The pain is relentless, mind numbing. It’s like a fog that never lifts and nothing makes it go away. When Crystal didn’t go back to the centre after I fell, Andy probably thought he was never going to find that kind of relief again. She’s so gentle and caring, it’s like a warm blanket spreading all over you. He needs her back at the centre. All the clients do.” His voice became a mere whisper as something clenched hard within his chest.
 
   David lifted his head from back of the chair. He leaned forwards and stared at his friend.
 
   “You know what this means, don’t you?”
 
   James nodded slowly as knives pierced their way through his heart.
 
   “Yes.” He breathed out the word as the knives tore at him. “You have to ask her to stay here to work with Andrew and the rest of our people who come through. I know that she’ll want to do it. I’ve never met a more compassionate person in my whole life.”
 
   David breathed in and out slowly.
 
   “And Emily? You’re her guardian and she’s going to university in England in September. You are meant to stay with her until she’s twenty-five. If Crystal stays here, and knowing her, she will, that will mean giving her up for at least the next seven years. Can you do that?”
 
   The knives went deeper. James felt his heart split down the middle. She was everything he had dreamed of, everything he had ever wanted and now, now that he knew that she loved him, that he loved her just as hard, she was about to slip from his grasp. But he couldn’t be so arrogant as to assume that she wanted the same things he did. He forced his heart rate and the burning blood racing through his veins to slow and cool, knowing what he had to say and do. He had to let her go. 
 
   “I’ll do anything that makes her happy. If seven years is what it’s going to cost then that’s a cheap price to pay. We can’t let our companions suffer if she can give them any kind of relief. It would be selfish of me to consider it, and it’s not as though I couldn’t visit. France isn’t so far, and Emily will want to see her sister anyway.” He smiled ruefully as he looked steadily at his friend, disguising the pain that had now gone from his legs and settled deep in his chest.
 
   David nodded solemnly, knowing what it cost his friend to say the words.
 
   “I knew that you would feel like that. And yes, you and Emily will be able to visit at any time, you know that. Look, let’s go and grab a coffee. It’ll be at least half an hour until we have any news from the women, but I can’t think of going to bed and I don’t suppose you can either. Let’s go and wait it out in the kitchen.” He looked up suddenly as Patrick and Ellen burst through the front door.
 
   “Geraldine rang us. We just took Rose down to Lucy and Joe. We thought we’d come here to wait with you two for any news.” A breathless Ellen ran into her brother’s arms.
 
   Patrick pounded toward kitchen.
 
   “Come on. I’ll put the kettle on. I think it’s going to be a very long night.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   “He’s okay! Thank God! He’s going to make a full recovery!” David shouted to the others in the kitchen as he placed his hand over the receiver. 
 
   He stopped speaking and listened again as Geraldine gave him all the details. Ellen slumped over the kitchen table and Patrick let out a thankful sigh. James took hold of Emily’s hand and gave it a squeeze as the girl burst into relieved tears. She had joined them in the kitchen after Crystal had woken her with a frantic phone call from the hospital.
 
   David put his phone down on the table and turned to the expectant faces around the table.
 
   “Geraldine says that they’re taking him back to the centre later today. It was a close thing but apparently there’s been no permanent damage. Fortunately Crystal was right beside him when he first came around. Her being there made him fight and he’s been co-operating since. She’s going to stay with him until they get him settled back in the centre. I’m just going to phone Joe. I know he’ll be awake worrying.” He picked up his phone again and began dialling.
 
   James put his selfish emotions to the back of his mind as he passed a tissue to Emily.
 
   “Hey, come on, he’s going to be fine.” He passed her another tissue as the first became sodden.
 
   “I’m just so happy that he’s okay. I really liked him when he came to dinner up here and he enjoyed the art we did so much. I would never have thought he was about to give in like that. He seemed to be the life and soul of the party.” She sniffed loudly and then blew her nose before giving James a brittle smile.
 
   Ellen passed around more cups of tea and a tray of still warm croissants that Patrick had baked to help pass the time. Dawn had already been and gone but none of them had left the kitchen or eaten while they waited for news. Now the tension had broken all of them leaned in to take one of the deliciously sweet, flaky confections.
 
   Patrick leaned against the counter.
 
   “Andrew said that he was suffering from phantom limb when he came up here to dinner. That’s why Gemma brought the guys, so that they could meet Crystal and see if she could help them. Seems like her methods worked far better than we ever thought they might. I never had it that badly. Maybe having one leg helps. I did the mirror image thing for a while and found I could cope pretty quickly.”
 
   David finished his phone call to Joe and grabbed another croissant.
 
   “It was bad for me to begin with, but as soon as my physiotherapist suggested that I clench my invisible toes, I seemed to get control over it. Geraldine helped too. She does this stupid tickling my feet thing. It’s completely mad as I don’t have any, but I swear I can feel her doing it. The laughter makes the pain go away.”
 
   James’ eyes widened as he looked at David incredulously.
 
   “Geraldine tickles you? Good grief, I’m not sure I wanted to know that, but whatever works is good, I suppose. I swear it has been absolute hell for me. I thought I’d tried everything and was just going to have to live with it, until last night. Crystal did something for me that no one else has ever begun to get close to. The pains are back now, but I think that’s just the tension of the night. I feel as though I have more control over it already, though I daresay another couple of sessions with Crystal before we go home will be beneficial.” 
 
   Emily glanced nervously around the table before looking back at James. Her lips trembled as she spoke.
 
   “She’s going to want to stay here, isn’t she?” Her voice was little more than a whisper.
 
   James felt an invisible something grip him about his throat.
 
   “Probably.” His strangled tones croaked about the room. “I can’t see her leaving this alone now and certainly not while Andrew needs more help.”
 
   Emily’s frightened eyes searched his.
 
   “What are we going to do? You have your security business with Alex to run back home and I have my exams and my place at university already sorted out. Dad’s will said that you have to live with us.” Her voice faded as she saw the hopeless look settle in James’ face. 
 
   James gave a small smile, more to encourage himself than anyone else. He felt sick at the thought of having to go home to England but he spoke bracingly.
 
   “We don’t know what Crystal will decide to do yet. She may change her plans, but she might not. Whatever she does is up to her. She’s twenty-five in a few weeks. I can offer advice, such as I have, but I won’t have any say in what she does after her birthday. Her trust fund will be hers to do with as she wishes.” He rubbed his hands over his face and yawned until his jaw almost popped. “It’s been a hellish night. I can’t think straight at the moment. No one is going to make any life changing decisions until we are all feeling a little more human.”
 
   David nodded and looked out of the window at the rapidly lightening sky.
 
   “You have that right. Although there’s no school today, my three are early risers. I know Robbie will keep them all amused for a while, but it’s not his responsibility. I have to go and have a couple of hours’ kip before Geraldine comes home. She’ll be far too exhausted to look after them.” He pushed away from the table.
 
   Ellen glanced at Patrick.
 
   “We should go and try to sleep for a while. Rose is likely to wake early too and I don’t suspect that Joe and Lucy have slept much either.”
 
   James stood up and tilted his head towards the door as Emily yawned.
 
   “Come on, Emily. You need sleep. Crystal will either phone us or be back later today. Let’s not speculate on what might happen until we know exactly what’s going on here.”
 
   Emily let out a little huff of air.
 
   “Okay. You’re right, but I want to be woken the moment she calls or arrives here. I don’t want you discussing anything without me being included.”
 
   James held the door open for her.
 
   “I’d never do anything behind your back, kiddo. You know that. Go on, go get some shut-eye. It will all seem a lot better when we’ve had some rest.” He didn’t say sleep because he knew that he wasn’t going to get any. Though he was tired, his mind worked furiously. Every scenario, every way he could figure it, none of it was helping. If Crystal decided to remain in France, there didn’t appear to be any way that all three of them could stay together.
 
    
 
   Geraldine and Crystal returned to the chateau in the late afternoon. Both of them looked exhausted and with only a quick hello to their friends and some more reassurances that Andrew would be fine, they both disappeared to their rooms. It wasn’t until dinner time that they both reappeared, still looking hollow and tired.
 
   “It was the worst thing I’ve ever seen. We weren’t allowed in at first but we could see him through the windows. He was just lying there looking so broken.” Crystal wiped a tear from below her eye. “It was worse than when dad died, and when he woke I swear that I’ve never seen anyone look so hopeless. He shouted at the doctors and told them that he wanted to die.” The whole room remained silent as she recounted the moments after Andrew had come around. “Gemma talked to him for a long time before he agreed to see me and by then he seemed more upset with himself than anything else. He’d been hiding it all so well, but he was in a really bad place and my treatment had given him some kind of hope that it would all go away. When we cancelled the sessions for a couple of days it all became too much again. He just couldn’t cope. The pills were just a cry for help.” Crystal explained as they sat around the table. 
 
   David grunted miserably.
 
   “He could have just asked instead of scaring us half to death. That’s what the centre is all about, for God’s sake. The men have access to counselling whenever they want it. They only have to flipping ask.” He stabbed a roast potato viciously.
 
   Ellen laughed grimly.
 
   “When has a man ever asked for help when he needed it? Go on, give me just one example. And you army guys are a lot worse than any other men. You all think you’re so tough that it makes you look weak to need assistance with anything. I could have kicked you on several occasions when you first came home, David, and Patrick needed a good smack too despite it being years since his injuries had happened. You lot would rather just stuff your heads in the sand and become as miserable as sin before you asked anyone for the least bit of help.”
 
   Patrick raised both of his eyebrows accusingly.
 
   “And a stubborn and resolute woman isn’t exactly the same. I seem to recall someone sitting not too far from me thinking that she could load up a whole truck full of scaffolding by herself. Don’t remember her asking for any help at all.” He grinned as Ellen’s cheeks flushed.
 
   “That’s not the same thing, and you know it. I didn’t have anyone to ask as you were being such a big idiot at the time.” She grinned as she dug him in his side with her elbow. “But whatever happened with us, Andrew’s problems have raised some issues that we cannot ignore. He might have died. Just thinking about it makes me sweat. We have to increase the security and make sure that situation can never happen again.”
 
   Patrick passed the bowl of buttered spring greens to Joe as he spoke.
 
   “But the trouble is that our guys,” he motioned about the table, “are all very good at bypassing security systems and breaking into locked cupboards, and if it hadn’t been pills it would have been something else. We’re lucky that this was a cry for help rather than a serious attempt to take his own life. We all know umpteen ways to kill ourselves as well as our enemies. Thank God he didn’t think about dressing gown cords or anything else.” He wiped his hand over his face as his skin paled. “Just think of the amount of lethally sharp knives there are in the kitchen at the centre since they began the cooking programme. We might have been dealing with something a lot worse than what happened last night.” Everyone had stopped eating as they listened to him. 
 
   Crystal was the first to break the tense silence.
 
   “I had a long talk about it with Paul, Amy, Gemma and Ryan last night.” Crystal looked at everyone around the table. “I know that you have someone on hand twenty-four seven at the centre, but it wasn’t enough this time. Andrew needed practical help. It was Gemma’s day off and Andrew didn’t know the duty nurse well enough. He and his friends have only been there a few weeks and it sometimes takes a while to build the kind of trust that he needed. By the time Amy went to check the stores and finish for the night it was already too late. Andrew had gone to the nurse and decided that she didn’t know enough about his condition to help him. This kind of thing is so personal to the individual affected. I know I’ve not lived like you have and I don’t have amputations, but knowing how dad was affected gave me a good perspective of what you all go through. I know it’s not easy and I’m not saying that I have all the answers, but you need a sympathetic specialist there all the time, or if not all the time, at least only a phone call away so actual practical help can get there pretty quickly.”
 
   David hissed out a low curse.
 
   “We should have done it before, but we thought we’d done enough. All the staff have trained in counselling as well as first aid, but hands-on therapy, even if it doesn’t work immediately, makes the person feel that their symptoms are being addressed. It probably would have given Andrew time to rethink what he was doing, if nothing else. We can’t let this happen again.” His eyes sought his sister’s. She gave a tiny nod of her head. “Crystal, I know that this is sudden, but everyone at the centre has seen how well the men have responded to your treatments.” He took a breath and glanced between James and Emily, mouthing ‘sorry’ before speaking again. “We want to offer you a place at the centre as our resident therapist. I know that you were thinking about a business of your own back in England, but we want you to reconsider your options and...” He didn’t have to finish. Crystal was already smiling and nodding.
 
   “Yes, I accept. I’d love to work here with you. Thank you.” She was about to say more, but Emily suddenly let out a sob and scraped back her chair. She ran from the room without another word. 
 
    
 
   James left the table a few minutes later and found her standing in the twilight at the edge of the forest. Her shoulders shook gently as she cried into the evening air.
 
   “Emily?” He watched her stance stiffen.
 
   “What do you want? Crystal had made up her mind before David asked her. Everything has been decided without thinking about me. There’s nothing further to say on the matter.” She took a step nearer to the forest.
 
   James lay his hand on her quivering shoulder and when she didn’t protest, turned her towards him.
 
   “She made the decision on her own. She didn’t speak to me about it. She’s twenty-five in less than a month and her half of the trust fund will be available to do with as she wishes. I can’t hold her back and three weeks is neither here nor there. There’s nothing I can do to stop her. If I’m honest, I didn’t want her to do this either. More for my own selfish reasons, obviously, but even so...” His voice trailed away into the silence that surrounded them.
 
   Emily looked up at him as she suddenly heard the pain in his tones.
 
   “Why didn’t she discuss it with us? Does she know how much she’s hurt us by doing this? She knows that we have to go home later this week. I have my ‘A’ levels starting next week and although I’ve revised, I still need time to prepare. With dad going and now this, I doubt I’ll pass them now, let alone get high enough grades to go to the university of my choice. She’s the one being selfish not you.” Anger burst from her lips, only to be followed by more bone wracking sobs.
 
   James pulled her into his arms and held her gently as she sniffled against his shirt. He rested his chin on the top of her head as the forest leaves rustled around them.
 
   “You know that’s not true. You are going to do fine in your exams and she’s being quite the opposite of selfish. She loves her work and it’s clear that she can make a difference. I know that now. I was pretty sure that she was considering staying here even before this thing with Andrew, but that’s what sealed it for her, and I don’t blame her for feeling like that. He needs her right now and so do the other men. Their need is far greater than ours.” He stared blindly out into the darkness that now wrapped around the pair of them. 
 
   Another louder rustle from the edge of the forest set all his nerves on edge. There was always the possibility of a wild boar and he didn’t fancy coming face to face with one of them, especially not with Emily out here. He lifted his head, about to suggest that they make their way back to the château, when Emily suddenly threw up her arms and let out a shrill scream as a screeching bird soared overhead. James ducked involuntarily as Emily slapped her flailing hands on his chest and breathed deeply.
 
   “God, sorry! Didn’t mean to attack you.” She pushed herself back from him and glanced at where the bird had flown, but it was too dark to see it any longer. “Damn animals, and it was only a stupid owl too. Sounded a lot bigger than it really was when it was rustling about in the bushes a minute ago.”
 
   James frowned back at the bushes. Movement and a faint rustling were still evident, but nightfall and the dense foliage at the edge of the forest made it impossible to see anything clearly. Maybe the continuing sounds were the breeze or perhaps the aftermath of the owl disturbing the undergrowth while it had been hunting. He put his arm around Emily’s shoulder and only glanced back once as he guided her away from the forest’s edge.
 
   “Come on. We need to go back. Crystal will want to talk to you.” He gave Emily a little shake as she stiffened again. “Don’t be too hard on her. I know that there must be a way to work this out.” He sounded far more positive than he felt. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   James lay somewhere between the haze of wakefulness and sleep where he knew exactly what was going on, but his mind had drifted into a dreamy mist of pure sensation. Only his forearm still felt stiff from where he’d squeezed the squash ball so hard and so many times, transferring all his pain into it before letting it all go. 
 
   Crystal’s gentle hands swept up over his shoulders and down the centre dip of his spine then around his sides and up to the back of his neck. She worked her fingertips into his skin and the pads of her thumbs down his tense arms before swirling them back up and then down to his waist. His bones turned to mush and his muscles to water as he let her work her magic on him one last time. 
 
   He and Emily were returning home in the morning. 
 
   She had already been over her pain management system, making sure he knew how to use the remedy by himself. Talking him through it time after time, she manipulated his hamstring, pronouncing it almost healed. She had just begun the later stages of her relaxation therapy treatment on him, and he wasn’t going to miss a moment of it. He settled into the bed and let out a soft sigh of contentment.
 
    
 
   Crystal felt her heart break the moment James drifted off to sleep. Part of her had wanted him to stay awake, but the other part had wanted to be able to talk to him and she couldn’t bring herself to disclose her innermost secrets when he was awake. It was better this way, knowing that he wouldn’t deny her or reject her. 
 
   Her hands worked the delicate oils into his beautifully muscled body. He was a spectacular specimen of a man. Broad, honed, and perfect in every way possible. She gave his legs a long look and where some people might have seen a disabled man, she recognized only strength, determination, and raw power in his reduced limbs. He was one of the bravest, kindest, most honourable men she knew and she was going to leave him. The thought nearly crippled her.
 
   Her lips trembled as a lone tear ran down her face a dripped off her chin. It landed heavily in the centre of his back and she glanced at the side of his face to see if its fall had woken him. His eyes remained closed and his features relaxed. She let out a deep sigh and whispered her words as she carried on the massage.
 
   “I know that you can’t hear me, but I need to tell you some things anyway,” she murmured into the quiet room. “James, I love you. I love you more than anyone, apart from Emily, and have done from the moment I first met you, but I have to stay here and you have to go.” She took a few shuddering breaths. “I have to help these men, men who aren’t as strong as you yet, and you and Emily have your own lives to lead. I can’t ask either of you to give up your dreams anymore than you would want me to give up mine.” She added more oil and remained silent for a long moment as she trailed her fingertips through the shining liquid. “I didn’t know this was how I’d feel when we arrived here. I swear that I was going to set up a small clinic in England, but this is so much more rewarding.” Another tear chased the first down her cheek. “I don’t know why I’m telling you this. It’s not as if you think of me in the same way that I think of you. I know I’m just Adam’s daughter to you, nothing more, but I so wish that there could have been more. I wish you could see me as a woman, not just a girl. I’d make you love me and then maybe you wouldn’t be able to leave me. God! What am I saying? You have to go with Emily.” She gulped on her words and moved back from the bed as more tears slipped down her face. “But I will never stop loving you. Not for as long as I live.” She lay a warm towel over his tear splashed back and gently wiped them away before she leaned down and brushed her lips against the tender skin just below his ear.
 
    
 
   The veil of sensuality had twisted into a cold web of misery. Guilt wracked him, but he couldn’t move, couldn’t open his eyes or his mouth and tell her how he felt now. He had no choice but to stay quiet even though he wanted to haul her into his arms and kiss her senseless before telling her that he would give up everything to stay with her. 
 
   It was all too late. He was going home in the morning and taking Emily with him.
 
   He had run every way possible to keep them together through his mind, but it wouldn’t work. The responsibility of the position Crystal was taking on meant that she had to be on hand at the centre. Even taking a few days off was going to be difficult, especially while her clinic was being set up and her current clients so vulnerable. To have him in her life at this critical stage would be impossible.
 
   His own business presented another problem. He couldn’t just give it up. He had worked so hard to make it work and he employed ten other retired servicemen, all of whom needed an income. He needed one of his own too and he couldn’t leave Alex to run their security company alone while he took a salary. That wouldn’t be fair. James needed to be there almost as much as his computer expert did. The fortnight they had been at the château had been a week too long. He would be catching up for the next month.
 
   Sponging off Emily’s trust fund was not an option either, although the funds allowed him to take any reasonable expenses. His conscience wouldn’t let him do it. 
 
   And then, apart from the guardianship and trustee issues, there was Emily’s degree. Her interests and dreams were just as important to her as Crystal’s holistic and alternative therapy course had been. If Emily was serious about her idea of opening an art gallery, she needed the experience of working in different mediums and with other artists as well as taking on the challenges of the marketing and business management side of things.
 
   He had to stop thinking about it. Had to let it go if only while she worked on him. Her fingertips felt like a caress on his skin and he let Crystal’s gentle words roll over him as he lay there feeling as though he was dying inside. He wanted to tell her that he saw her as a woman, wanted her as a woman, wanted her so badly that he was having trouble lying flat on his stomach right at that moment. 
 
   He wanted to wipe away the tears from her cheeks and the sorrow from her heart. And he wanted to tell her that he loved her. 
 
   But he lay silent and still, keeping his breathing regular although his blood raced through his veins as her delicate scent came nearer, her breath wafted over his cheek, her lips touched the skin below his ear and his heart shattered into a million pieces.
 
    
 
   Saying goodbye to her the next morning was one of the hardest things he had ever done. It was hopeless everyone saying that France was only a couple of hours away, that they could come over every weekend, could catch the ferry or a plane. He had heard it so many times in the last few hours he was tempted to strangle the next person who mentioned it. It wasn’t going to be that easy. 
 
   Tears poured down both the young women’s faces as Emily gave Crystal a hard squeeze and then ran for the car. James hugged David, Patrick, and Joe before he gave Ellen, Geraldine, and Lucy a peck on their cheeks. 
 
   He saved his moment with Crystal until last, wanting to remember the imprint of her body against his for the rest of his life. He knew he would see her again, that this wasn’t a final goodbye, but it still felt as though he was putting something behind him, making a separation that would never be re-established in the same way. He pulled her to him as she dabbed at her damp eyes, and wrapped his arms around her as she melted into his chest.
 
   “Going to miss you,” he whispered into her hair, his voice sounding hoarse to his own ears.
 
   She choked on her own response.
 
   “I’ll, I’ll miss you too. Take care and look after Emily for me.” Crystal mumbled into his shirt.
 
   He brushed his palm over her silky hair, memorizing its softness and satin bright shine as he fought for control over his roiling emotions.
 
   “I will, don’t worry.” Shards of broken glass felt as though they had been poured down his throat. He swallowed several times before he could think of speaking again, his falsely jovial tone making him feel sick to his stomach. “We’ll be back in a few weeks when I’ve caught up at work. We can conference call about any investments I might make on your behalf, but at the moment I’m just going to let things lie. There’s no rush to do anything just yet.” His mind was too numb to consider money.
 
   She let out a deep breath against him.
 
   “No, of course not.” She hesitated as if about to say more, but it took a few seconds for her to gain enough composure. “Don’t forget how to do the squash ball thing and call me if you have any problems. I can talk you through it again if you need me to.”
 
   He closed his eyes for a brief moment, sucked in a long pull of her unique perfume, and kissed the top of her head before setting her back from him.
 
   “I won’t forget, and I will call if I need to. Promise.” He clenched his teeth together and blinked hard before letting her go and walking swiftly to the car. He climbed in, closed the door, and pulled his seatbelt around him before he looked over at Joe who was driving them to the airport. “Okay, we’re ready. Let’s go.” 
 
   Emily waved out of the rear window and then turned back around, slumped down in her eat and howled. James dug in his pocket and handed her a wad of tissues. He blew his own nose before settling into his seat and staring silently out of the window screen.
 
   Joe kept his mouth shut for ten minutes before he could hold back no longer.
 
   “You’re making a big mistake. Both of you. You could work this out. There has to be a way. You could come back after Emily has finished her exams. There’s nothing to stop you.”
 
   James shook his head.
 
   “It would only be a temporary thing and I don’t want that. I didn’t sleep a wink last night. I’ve been through it a thousand times trying to come up with a solution, but there isn’t one that will work for all of us. I can’t give up work, Emily can’t give up her future and Crystal’s not going to change her mind about this venture. And in all good conscience, who would want her to.” He clenched his hands into fists as the tension suddenly turned to real pain. His legs throbbed mercilessly. Let go of it. Put it all in the ball and it let go! He repeated the mantra and pulled Crystal’s beautiful face to the forefront of his imagination. The pain receded instantly and he let out a long, relieved breath before speaking again. “I feel as though I’ve had my heart ripped out and Emily feels the same. If there was a way around it, any way that would mean we could all be together, don’t you think I would grab the chance with both hands?” Desperation cut through his words.
 
    
 
   Emily gulped back the last of her tears as she listened to the two men. She sniffled noisily into another tissue as she stared at the man sitting in the front of the car. His head fell back against the headrest and his broad shoulders slumped into the seat. Misery radiated off him and permeated the car. She glanced at Joe, whose eyes flicked briefly over his friend and then she turned to watch the beautiful French countryside whip by as thoughts spun through her mind. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
    
 
   “Brain food!” James announced brightly as he tipped the huge pancake out onto Emily’s plate. He pushed the freshly cut lemon wedges and bowl of sugar nearer to her before turning back to the stove to add more batter to the pan.
 
   Emily rolled her eyes and shook her head but dutifully began spooning sugar over her breakfast.
 
   “You mean I have a flat, spongy brain?” She asked as she glanced up at him.
 
   “No.” He turned and picked up a lemon wedge and crushed the juice out of it over her pancake. “You have a very sharp one, or you will now I’ve added some lemon juice to your sugar. I’ll call that one of your five fruit or veg in a day, though I’m not sure it really counts.” He turned back to the stove. “Is this the last exam or do you have any more?”
 
   Emily made sure he wasn’t looking as she added another heaped spoonful of sugar before quickly rolling her pancake. She cut a slice and examined it before speaking.
 
   “Why? Are you fed up of making me breakfasts like this? Because, honestly, I’m going to be glad if you are. We’ve had take-away nearly every evening this week. I’m beginning to look like the side of a house.” She popped the sugary morsel into her mouth.
 
   James flipped his own pancake out onto a plate, sprinkled a small amount of sugar and squeezed several of the remaining lemon wedges over it. He had been starting work late on the days of her exams, making sure that she ate a full breakfast before heading out to college.
 
   “Pancake is fine. It has what you need to get you through the day. Take-away, well, it’s not what I want to give you, but I’m still catching up at work. Alex found us another thirty clients in those two weeks we were away. If we don’t get their accounts sorted quickly they’re going to go to our competition. I can’t let that happen when we’ve just become really profitable. We’ll have to take on more staff at the rate we are going.”
 
   Emily cut into her pancake and scrutinized it again to make sure there was plenty of sugar before taking a big bite. She spent the next few seconds chewing before she spoke again.
 
   “It’s actually a great pancake, but you can put your pinny away tomorrow. It’s my last exam today. Going to be a long one too, it being the final day of the art practical.”
 
   James rolled his own pancake.
 
   “How do you think you’ve done so far? Your exams seem to have gone on forever.” He dug into his breakfast, savouring the tartness of the lemon.
 
   She shrugged indifferently. 
 
   “It’s because they are all done in different sections now. I’ve probably done okay. Can’t say really, but all things considered, I think it’s gone better than I thought it might. It’s all down to the moderators now. My tutor thinks I’ve done fine but a lot hangs on this last piece. It’s a six hour exam and represents forty percent of the total mark.” She stabbed the last of her pancake and popped it in her mouth.
 
   “Wow! Six hours. No pressure then. You sure you don’t want another pancake if you’re going to be sat in an exam room all day.” He glanced over to see how much mixture remained in the jug.
 
   She shook her head as she patted her stomach.
 
   “No, thanks. One was plenty. We have a break at the halfway point in the exam, but we have to stay in the art studio. I’ve packed a sandwich and some fruit so I should be fine.”
 
   He finished his breakfast and stacked their plates.
 
   “Maybe we should go out and celebrate you finishing. We could go out to dinner or something.”
 
   Emily gave him a small smile.
 
   “Thanks, that would be nice. I’m going out with my friends for coffee straight after the exam, but we’ll be done by six. What about that Indian place in town, you know, the one opposite the precinct? It’s only five minutes from your office and it always smells heavenly when you walk past. I can meet you there if that’s more convenient for you.”
 
   James slid their crockery into the dishwasher.
 
   “Yes, that would be fine. I can come straight from the office if you don’t mind me wearing my work gear.” He smiled as she laughed for the first time in what felt like weeks.
 
   “Yeah, I think I can put up with you, seeing that you only ever wear jeans and casual shirts every day. You won’t be too embarrassing if any of my mates see me out with an old man like you.”
 
   James turned slowly back from the dishwasher, a grin plastered on his face.
 
   “Why you little...Old man indeed! What a cheek! I am still your guardian, remember, and you’re only a shrimp of a girl. I can still put you over my knee.”
 
   Emily shrieked with laughter.
 
   “You just try it. I’ll hide your prosthetics for a week.” She countered as she pushed her chair back from the table. “Right, I mustn’t be late so I’ll get going now. See you tonight just after six.” 
 
   James waved her out of the room.
 
   “Yeah, see you there. Break a leg and all that today.” He wished her good luck as she blew him a kiss, grabbed her packed lunch and left the house soon after. James turned back into the kitchen to finish the chores before heading out to work.
 
    
 
   They had been back in England for three weeks and while they enjoyed each other’s company both he and Emily knew that they were putting a brave face on the situation. They both missed Crystal terribly. 
 
   While Emily had revised, taken exams and revised some more, James had buried himself in his work. Only weeks before heading to France, one of their major competitors had gone out of business. The firm had tried to undercut the market and found that they couldn’t live up to their own publicity. Clients had left them in droves, forcing the company into liquidation and giving James and Alex the perfect opportunity to cash-in on the outcome. 
 
   But however busy they were, and however many times James tried to convince himself otherwise, it appeared that Alex had managed perfectly well while James was away by delegating any urgent work to other staff. Although James jumped right back into the melee as soon as he arrived back at work, the smooth running of the operation made him feel that he was a little surplus to requirements.
 
   Knowing how much she missed her sister, James had made the effort to be at home for Emily as much as he could, but her eighteenth birthday was only two months away and he didn’t feel the need to be around all the time. That was a sentiment she confirmed after flushing bright red and rolling her eyes towards the group of friends who accompanied her when he had picked her up at the college gate one afternoon. She had been fine about it, but a short discussion about teenage etiquette later that same night had him promising not to turn up at the college gates again unless asked. They had lapsed into a comfortable, casual familiarity since. 
 
   Crystal Skyped Emily every couple of days. Their conversations had grown from the awkward ‘yes/no’ question and answer sessions with Emily giving as brief answers as she could to her sister’s queries about exams and college. Recently their chats had been getting longer with Emily asking questions about Crystal’s work and especially about how Andrew was getting on.
 
   Occasionally James had casually walked behind Emily as she sat sideways on the settee with her tablet resting on her knees. Crystal had given him a wave and called out a hello. Several times he had noticed Andrew hovering in the background or sitting shoulder to shoulder with Crystal. On other occasions, Geraldine’s brother Jules appeared at her side. 
 
   The previous evening had been pure torture. Crystal had Skyped Emily while the rehabilitation centre clients helped celebrate their new therapist’s twenty-fifth birthday. One of them had made her an enormous cake. They all sat around the huge kitchen table waving and singing tunelessly while eye-wateringly pink icing dripped down the sides of the cake. The warbling continued as the twenty-five candles caused the pictures in the tablet screen to flicker and glow, but their brightness still hadn’t been enough to blot out the image of both Andrew and Jules, their eyes sparkling joyously and their lips plastered to Crystal’s blushing cheeks. James’ guts burned with jealousy despite slapping on a smile and waving back as he joined in with the chorus.
 
    
 
   James put the pancake pan away and cleared the kitchen surfaces, leaving everything tidy before he headed up the stairs. His breath caught in his throat as he entered the bedroom and his eyes sought Crystal’s as she gazed back at him. 
 
   Emily’s latest painting stood propped up on his chest of drawers, still unframed where he couldn’t bear to part with it, even to leave it for a day at the framers. He smiled at the woman who had captured his heart and a lump formed somewhere deep in his chest. Emily really was a talented artist and while she often painted abstract designs that he didn’t fully appreciate, he instantly cherished the picture she had presented to him shyly only a few days previously. 
 
   Stunned by the beauty of Crystal’s portrait, it had left him breathless. Blue eyes seemed to follow him about his room and there was something about the way Emily had captured the light bouncing off Crystal’s hair. Unable to form words after Emily had given it to him, he had just gasped like a fish out of water while Emily chuckled at his side and elbowed him in the ribs.
 
   He tore his eyes away from the painting and glanced down at his watch but he had plenty of time before he needed to shower and change from his casual morning gear into his work clothes. He was about to gaze at the painting once again when his phone rang. He picked it up as he looked at the clock on the screen. It was just before nine. An agitated voice came on the line.
 
   “Hello, hello. This is Gaitlor and Gaitlor Solicitors. Am I speaking to James Ellington?”
 
   “Yes, how can I help you?” James answered as something twisted in his stomach.
 
   “You recall Adam Bowden’s will?” The solicitor was short and to the point.
 
   James’ guts twisted tighter as he gave out a short laugh.
 
   “I’m not likely to forget becoming Adam’s daughter’s guardian or ten million pounds. Is there a problem?” He could hear the solicitor shuffling papers.
 
   “Possibly. The woman who came with you on the day we discussed the will, well, I can’t disguise this as anything other than bad news. She’s officially contesting the will.”
 
   James slumped onto his bed as shock smothered him.
 
   “On what grounds? You said that his will was completely legal and correct.”
 
   “The will is fine, but Ms Saskia Chalmers is contesting its contents on the grounds that you are unfit to be given such a responsibility. She also says that Major Bowden was not of sound mind at the time he wrote it due to fighting the initial stages of pneumonia. She alleges that he had a temperature that was so high it could have affected his reason.”
 
   James shook with fury as he rose from his bed again. There was no way he could take this news sitting down.
 
   “What! Me, unfit? In what way? Is she out of her tiny mind? She’s only doing this because she assumed Adam was going to leave everything to her. She mentioned a new will at the man’s funeral and presumed that it was going to be in her favour. It was the only reason she came with us to your office that afternoon.”
 
   There was a short silence on the line before the solicitor spoke again.
 
   “Yes, I could see that it wasn’t as she expected, however that doesn’t mean that she is lying. I had seen Mr. Bowden only the fortnight previously and although he looked well enough then, his illness did appear to come on rather suddenly. For all we know he might well have had a severe temperature that caused him to change his will in a fashion that he might not have done should he have been well.”
 
   James couldn’t believe his ears.
 
   “You’re joking! Are you telling me that you agree with her? You really think that woman is a better custodian of Adam’s family and their assets than I am?” He didn’t wait for the stammering solicitor to respond. “Look, Adam had a sore throat, that was all and that was a week after he had already changed his will. We should be asking ourselves how he came to die right after Saskia had kept him in bed for almost a week. How come she didn’t notice that he had pneumonia? She was the one who was with him all the time. And I’d love to know what she’s holding against me to accuse me of being an unfit guardian and trustee. Apart from the fact that I have an outstanding military record, I’ve known Emily since she was at primary school. I also run my own successful company. What evidence does she have to back up her claim?”
 
   Mr. Gaitlor forced down his stammers and responded quickly.
 
   “Unfortunately I don’t have that information yet. I came into the office this morning and my secretary had already flagged this up for my attention. I called you immediately, of course, but I only have a notification that the will is being contested on those grounds. I suspect that either you or I will hear from official channels later today.”
 
   James wiped his hand over his face and ran his fingers through his hair.
 
   “I’m at work today. If you hear anything, can you call me there?” He wound up the conversation by giving his work telephone number.
 
   His head pounded and his legs throbbed as he showered. He took a few deep breaths and leaned his head against the wet tiles, willing the pain away, but it was relentless and by the time he’d shaved, dried himself off, and replaced his prosthetics, he didn’t know how much longer he could take it. Kicking himself for relying on Crystal’s methods and not obtaining a repeat prescription of his strong painkillers, he took a hopeful look through the bathroom cabinet. There were a couple of small bottles of tablets tucked away at the back. Adam’s name was on the outer label. 
 
   Crystal and Emily had put most of their father’s belongings away but the smaller things turned up all the time. He read the label. Antibiotics. Nothing he’d ever heard of before. The label was dated a fortnight before Adam died. So the man had gone to his doctor’s appointment for the sore throat. James shook the bottle. There were still several of the tablets sitting at the bottom and James glanced at the instructions. 
 
    
 
   ‘One tablet to be taken three times a day before meals.’  
 
    
 
   James closed his eyes briefly as the few remaining tablets rattled about. Adam clearly hadn’t finished the course. It looked as though about eight pills were left in the bottle. Would they have made any difference? Probably not if he’d taken the rest as instructed. He slid the bottle back onto the shelf and dug further. Another bottle with a similar label came to light, but this time James recognized the brand name immediately. They were strong painkillers, the exact same ones that had been prescribed for himself on more than one occasion. 
 
   He didn’t want to rely on them but with the way his head and legs felt, he wasn’t sure that he would be able to make it through the day without them. He marched back to his room, threw on his clothes, shoved the bottle in his jacket pocket, and then tramped back down the stairs, his head still reeling at the solicitor’s news. He had to call Crystal and let her know what was going on, but he didn’t want to worry her unnecessarily. Mr. Gaitlor might phone him in the next few hours and tell him that the whole thing had been sorted out or that it was all a horrible mistake. A day or so wouldn’t make any difference if Saskia really was going to contest the will, and with the hour time difference between England and France, he knew that Crystal would already be deeply involved in therapy sessions. 
 
   Therapy sessions! He wished he hadn’t thought of them as visions of her delicate hands and slender fingers spreading oil over other men’s bodies ripped through his mind. He ground his teeth and felt as though he was going to need several therapy sessions himself as twinges of pain threaded their way down his legs. 
 
   Squeeze the ball, let it all go, squeeze the ball, let it all go! He repeated to himself as he decided to wait until the solicitor came back with specific details before frightening Crystal with something that might amount to nothing.
 
   He was about to head out of the front door when through the opaque panelled glass he noticed several dark shadows walking up the path towards him. He opened the door before anyone knocked and the twisting that hadn’t left his stomach since the solicitor’s phone call, suddenly became a lot worse. Two official looking men, one of them holding a large buff envelope beneath his arm, followed by a grey haired, motherly looking woman held out their identification badges. 
 
   “James Ellington?” the lead inspector asked.
 
   James nodded. He was already fed up of hearing his full name that day. He glanced down at the badges to check the men’s names while his already snaking innards began to churn. 
 
   “Yes, how can I help you, Inspectors Marsh, and Lincoln?” The woman was too far in the rear for him to read her name, but he acknowledged her with a brief nod. “I was about to go to work.” 
 
   Marsh, the bigger of the two men stepped forwards.
 
   “I’m afraid you will have to be late. We’d like to ask you a few questions.”
 
   James narrowed his eyes and held his ground.
 
   “Oh, what about?” Suspicions flooded his mind that this visit, only minutes after his disturbing conversation with the solicitor, couldn’t be a coincidence.  
 
   Inspector Lincoln inched closer.
 
   “We’d really prefer to discuss this inside, however if you want we can take it to the station. Is Miss Emily Bowden inside?” The man looked past his shoulder as if expecting Emily to appear. Maybe he did as college was officially over and only the exam time remained.
 
   James frowned down at the two men and then looked again at the woman. She didn’t smile. Her eyes raked over him as he answered.
 
   “No, Emily has her final art exam today. She won’t be finished until nearly four and then she’s going out with her friends. I’m meant to be meeting her in town at six tonight, after work. What’s she done?” He felt a sudden throbbing in his legs as concern for Emily swept over him.
 
   The woman answered quickly.
 
   “She’s done nothing, but I doubt that you will be meeting her tonight.” She narrowed her eyes more.
 
   James was about to respond when Marsh coughed.
 
   “So is it going to be inside or in an enquiry room? Your choice, Ellington.”
 
   James felt his mobile phone vibrate in his pocket. He lifted it out and saw the solicitor’s number displayed on the screen. He ignored the ringing tone as he looked back at the policemen.
 
   “Inside initially, but if I’m unhappy with anything, I’m calling my solicitor immediately.” He stepped back to let the trio in and grabbed a bottle of painkillers from his jacket pocket. He had the feeling that he was going to need them.
 
    
 
   He felt the blood drain from his face and his body numb as he stared down at the pictures in front of him. Taken in isolation they looked bad, even he could see that. 
 
   One showed Emily’s panicked expression as she shouted at something off the side of the picture. His own face was in the second image, his hands spread possessively over Emily’s back, his head was tilted downwards. He looked almost angry about something. It gave the impression that he was about to force a kiss on the girl in his arms. Another photograph, apparently taken soon after the second had Emily with her arms flailing, looking as though she was attempting to punch his chest while he held her shoulders tightly, shaking her as tears sparkled on her cheeks. The last was two shots lined up side by side. One from a distance of him sitting on a log, his head clasped in his hands. The other was a close-up of the same picture. It had been cropped to show a section of his forearm. There were three long scratches visibly etched into his skin.
 
   He looked up at the two men before glancing at the woman.
 
   “I don’t know what you are suggesting but this isn’t what it looks like.”
 
   The woman’s doughy face hardened.
 
   “That’s what they all say.” Her face was doughy but she had a voice of cold steel.
 
   James stood up quickly and glared at her insinuation.
 
   “You can think what you like, but there is a perfectly innocent explanation for all of these pictures. I actually have witnesses to this one. Jesus, I think that’s from when I was passed out on the floor after chasing a flock of chickens around a vegetable garden.” He stabbed his finger at the picture of Emily shouting. “And that one,” he pointed at Emily’s flailing arms. “That was right as a dirty great owl missed our heads by about an inch. I bet if this hadn’t been selectively cropped and you had the whole picture the damn thing would be on there. Scared the life out of both of us. You can ask Emily as soon as she comes back from college.” 
 
   The woman drew in a breath and shook her head knowingly.
 
   “Chickens and owls? Hmm,” she muttered. “I wonder what sort of bird explains those scratches.”
 
   “That wasn’t any bird. That wasn’t anything to do with Emily ether. It was Crystal. She caught my arm when she had a nightmare.”
 
   The woman’s chin lifted.
 
   “So you are sleeping with the sister too.”
 
   He took a deep breath.
 
   “No, I’m not sleeping with anyone. Not that it’s any of your business, but she just slept in my room the night after I had passed out. We’re not having any kind of affair and nothing is going on with Emily either. These pictures are not what they look like or what you are implying. You can ask Emily.” The woman raised a disbelieving eyebrow at him. He glanced at the images again and his mind reeled at the implications revealed in the pictures. 
 
   Marsh stacked the photographs and slid them back into the envelope.
 
   “We fully intend to ask her for her side of events, that’s why we were hoping that she was here. We understand that Crystal is the older sister. Is she at home?”
 
   James shook his head, shock still reverberating through his frame.
 
   “No, she moved to France a few weeks ago. It’s just Emily and myself living here at the moment.”
 
   The woman’s eyes glittered menacingly at him.
 
   “So you live here with Emily on your own? With no other adult female present?”
 
   He nodded as the seriousness of the situation hit him again. How could she make something so innocent sound so wrong? He stared back at the woman. 
 
   “Emily’s not a kid, though I am her guardian until she’s eighteen. Her father made it official in his will. He also made me trustee of both girls money until they are twenty-five. The terms of the will mean that I have to live here.”
 
   Inspector Lincoln sifted through his notes and paused at a particular sheet.
 
   “Yes, it was a lot of money. I understand that your own business has been in trouble.”
 
   James stared at the man.
 
   “What? No, that’s not true. We might not have been making a fortune but the company is doing well. Who told you that we were having problems?”
 
   The man ignored James’ question and glanced at his notes again.
 
   “We have it on good authority that your business has only increased rapidly in the weeks since Major Bowden’s demise. There must have been some big investment to cause the sudden jump in trade.”
 
   James bristled at the implications
 
   “Yes, a massive investment or our own time and energy. One of our competitors went down. Since their business collapsed we have taken on a lot of new accounts. My business partner and I have busted a gut gaining all their existing clients. Alex has worked on it like a demon while I was away.” 
 
   “Away with Emily,” the woman said smugly.
 
   James turned to her, somehow managing to keep calm. He knew that losing his temper wouldn’t help at all.
 
   “Yes! With Emily. And her sister, half a regiment of my old army pals, and their wives and families. God, this is unbelievable! Where did these pictures come from? Someone must have been sneaking about the château grounds at all hours to get these, and all of them have been cropped to only show part of the story.” Frustration etched his tones. “Have you asked to see the photographer’s memory card for the rest of them?”
 
   The two policemen looked at one another briefly.
 
   “That’s one of the reasons we came to talk to you here rather than making it official down at the police station. The pictures and some other relevant information arrived via an anonymous email at our headquarters early this morning. In view of the fact that Miss Bowden is nearing eighteen and hasn’t made any complaint against you we waited until a suitable member of child services was available to come and assess the situation.”
 
   James calmed somewhat. At least nothing was official. Yet. He wiped his hand over his brow as his phone began to vibrate again. He pulled it out of his pocket and looked at the screen. 
 
   “I have to answer this. Alex, my business partner, will wonder what has delayed me. I said I’d be there by nine thirty today. We have a load of systems to check.” He swivelled quickly and marched towards the hallway for some privacy, but the woman suddenly spoke quickly.
 
   “You do understand why we are doing this? We have to investigate all claims of sexual harassment.”
 
   James glanced back at her and took some calming breaths.
 
   “Yes, of course I understand that, but those pictures mean nothing. They’re a complete misrepresentation of the facts. Something that will be verified as soon as Emily gets home. I swear to God that she’s going to be as outraged as I am. You might want to make sure you plug your ears.”
 
   The woman peered up at him.
 
   “Yes, well, we can’t take your word for that, I’m afraid.” She spoke over her shoulder to her companions. “I think we should take him in until a more official enquiry can be made. Who knows what he’s going to cover up if we leave him here alone. I mean, it’s obvious that you’ve been lying about some things, why not others.”
 
   James stopped dead in his tracks. He pressed the hold call button on his phone as he spun around slowly.
 
   “What do you mean? I’ve not lied about anything.”
 
   The woman looked him up and down rather obviously.
 
   “You’re claiming a disabled pension from the army. Apparently you broke both your legs in some accident and couldn’t walk properly thereafter. I think it’s fair to say that’s quite clearly a lie. You don’t seem to have much difficulty walking on your very broken legs.” She made no attempt to hide her sarcasm.
 
   James stared at her disbelievingly for a few seconds before he found his tongue again. He took a step closer to her and hissed out his words.
 
   “You make it sound like I tripped over a grain of sand! I did not break my legs in some random accident. Some prick thought blowing up a kid would be fun. I was caught in the blast. The engine block of the army vehicle I was in crushed the lower halves of my legs.”
 
   A twisted smile appeared on her lips.
 
   “But they mended anyway. We’ll have to look into that disability pension a little closer. You’ll probably have to pay most of it back. Oh, and that would be something else you might need a lot of money for. Seems like you are getting in deeper and deeper here, Mr. Ellington.” Her toad like smile became stretched across her doughy features.
 
   James looked over the woman’s head at the two Inspectors. 
 
   “Please tell me that you made a mistake bringing her. This witch can’t have anything to do with children, surely?” He rolled his eyes when the two men gave negligent shrugs. He looked back down at the grey haired harridan and raised an eyebrow before bending quickly and lifting the hems of his jeans. The woman let out an outraged gasp of shock as she saw that his shoes fitted over moulded fibreglass feet that rose into jointed metal ankles and lower limbs. The bottom edges of the cups holding his prosthetics onto what was left of his own legs were just visible. His eyes bored into hers as he spat out his words. “Disabled enough for you? I can still claim the army disability pension because I had to leave due to the pain caused by crushed bones. My body continually rejected the metal pins used to hold me together. The agony was so intense that I elected to have them amputated just over four years ago.” He paused a beat and then turned back to the now silent hallway. “Now, if you don’t mind, as I do not appear to be under any official scrutiny I am going to phone my office.”
 
   The officers shrugged again.
 
   “Fine, but if you don’t mind, we’d like to take a look around your house before we leave. And maybe it would be an idea to come to the station with us. Just so we know that you aren’t hiding anything, you understand.”
 
   James stopped again. He turned back to the men and looked at them coldly.
 
   “Look, I’ll come to the police station just to prove that I personally have nothing to hide, but I’m afraid that I cannot allow you to search the house without consulting the owner. I don’t own this place so I can’t say whether you can go riffling through it without a warrant.”
 
   The woman pounced again.
 
   “But you are trustee. That means you have the authority.”
 
   James smiled at her.
 
   “Sorry, wrong. Crystal turned twenty-five yesterday. She’s now the official owner. I can only act for Emily and as we discuss all decisions and you have no official paperwork, I’m afraid that you will have to wait until you can ask her what you can see and what you can’t. And before you think about doing that, just remember that she’s taking an exam right now, one that could affect the rest of her life, so before you go dragging her out of it, you just think about that.” He strode out into the hall and jabbed at his phone.
 
   Alex answered immediately.
 
   “What’s happened? Don’t tell me you fell out of bed on your arse again. I thought Crystal’s remedy had stopped all of that crap? Do you need me to come and put cream on your carpet burns?” The man chuckled down the phone line. 
 
   James kept his voice low.
 
   “Ha bloody ha, pal. No, it’s nothing like that. I wish it were something so simple. Look, I need you to rake up all that stuff you found out about Adam’s old flame. Anything you have at all and all of it as soon as possible.” He tried to keep the anger down, but without much success.
 
   Alex answered immediately.
 
   “The skinny bitch at the gym, yeah, sure, I have a file of it all, but Adam worked on it after me. He probably has the same stuff and more in his own computer. You got a problem with her?”
 
   The dull ache in James’ legs rapidly turned to an intense throbbing. He didn’t want to think about what he was being accused of but had to make Alex see the urgency of the situation. He breathed in and out slowly trying to control the pain in his limbs as he spoke quietly.
 
   “You could say that. I’ve a couple of police Inspectors sitting in the lounge and some old bat from child services about to charge me with sexual harassment or child abuse. I’m not quite sure which. And I’ve also been stealing from the girls’ trust fund apparently.” He stuck his hand in his pocket and flipped the lid of the painkillers and moved the phone away from his ear as Alex bellowed out a huge laugh.
 
   “Yeah, right. What’s the problem really?” James remained silent as he waited. Alex stopped laughing. “Shit, are you for real?”
 
   “Unfortunately, yes. It’s not the sort of thing I’d joke about normally. I keep hoping that the three of them are a figment of my imagination and that they’ll all disappear, but apparently they are not, and after the phone call I had this morning from Crystal and Emily’s solicitor, I’m pretty sure that Saskia Chalmers has something to do with their presence here. She’s contesting Adam’s will on the grounds of me being an unfit guardian and Adam being of unsound mind.” He tipped the tiny bottle in his pocket. Two of the pills dropped into his palm. He popped them into his mouth and swallowed them quickly without the benefit of a glass of water. Hopefully they would kick in soon. His whole body had begun to ache. 
 
   Alex gasped down the phone.
 
   “Shit! She didn’t! The evil bitch. Don’t worry, I’ll get onto it immediately. If you can, turn on Adam’s computer, I’ll hack into it and see what other stuff he came up with.” He sounded happy to have something interesting to do and a moment later confirmed it. “Nothing quite like an emergency to wake you up on a Monday morning.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   Emily sat in the restaurant trying to pick the paint from her nails. The exam had gone well and she looked forward to telling James. She glanced up at the clock on the wall and then down at her phone that sat on the table. James was late. She picked at her nails again before motioning to the waiter for the second time.
 
   “Are you sure a James Ellington hasn’t called to leave a message? He would normally have rung me but he might be hung up on a job and not have a mobile signal. Can you check again?”
 
   The waiter went to the bar but came back and shook his head. Emily tried ringing James’ number again. It rang until the voice mail activated the messaging service. She rang off without saying anything. Something was wrong. James never ignored her calls and she knew that if he had been held up he would have rung the restaurant. 
 
   She spun round as the restaurant door opened behind her, but slumped back in her seat when she saw only an older woman and two men walk in. She tapped her phone again, scrolling through her contacts to find Alex’s number. Perhaps he knew what was going on.
 
   A chair scraped beside her and she glanced up to see the older woman smiling at her.
 
   “Sorry, that place is taken. I’m expecting someone.” She looked back down at her phone. 
 
   The woman didn’t move.
 
   “It’s okay, Emily. My name is Alice Trout and I’m here to talk to you about your guardian.” She smiled gently.
 
   Emily looked at the woman again, panic suddenly settling in her stomach.
 
   “Where’s James? Has something happened to him? Is he okay? He was meant to meet me here at six and I know he’s not just late. He’s always punctual. I’m really worried.” Her heart started racing. She couldn’t lose anyone else. It was bad enough living without her father and sister.
 
   The smile vanished from the woman’s face.
 
   “It’s quite all right. I fully understand how he has this kind of control over you. It’s part of what they do.”
 
   Emily stared uncomprehendingly at the woman.
 
   “Part of what who does? What are you talking about? Do you know what’s happened to James or not?”
 
   The woman reached out to pat Emily’s hand, but Emily snatched hers back. The woman let out a sigh as she pulled out her identification.
 
   “He’s not coming. He’s been advised to have no contact with you until we can sort this out.”
 
   Emily glanced down at the badge and then over Alice Trout’s shoulder at the two men. They looked back at her before stepping forward and showing her their own identification. She frowned deeply.
 
   “Why are you here? What’s James meant to have done?”
 
   The sickly smile was back on Alice Trout’s face.
 
   “We’re hoping that you will be able to tell us that. I know that this will be difficult for you. I’d prefer to talk to you about this at your home, but I’m a trained counsellor and the restaurant is quiet. I can help you accept the truth, Emily. We know that Ellington is a very bad man and that he’s influenced you into thinking that what he’s doing is right, but it isn’t. I want you to understand that we have experience in these things and that you won’t be the first to be fooled by a man like him.”
 
   Emily shoved her chair back and stood up.
 
   “You’re nuts. I don’t know what you’re talking about. James is not bad. He’s wonderful, so stop harassing me and tell me where he is, or I’ll go find him myself.”
 
   One of the officers took a step closer and put an envelope on the table. Alice Trout took the photographs out and sighed as she lay them on the table. 
 
   “We have the evidence, Emily. We can’t stop you leaving, but we just want you to know that we are here to help. If it wasn’t you he was doing this to, it would be someone else. We can’t let that happen, Emily.”
 
   Emily stared down in horror at the pictures. She grabbed the one of her looking terrified and shouting at something just out of view.
 
   “Where did you get this? This was taken only a couple of weeks ago. We were chasing chickens round a vegetable patch. James had just passed out after injuring his hamstring.” She looked down at one of the other pictures and let out a snort. “And these are not what it looks like either. I was upset because Crystal had just told me that she was staying in France, and a flipping great owl half scared me to death just before this one was taken. I thought it was going to land on my head, it came so close.” She lifted her gaze and stared at the woman in front of her. “What are you trying to accuse James of?”
 
   The woman looked over her shoulder at the two Inspectors and shook her head.
 
   “He’s trained her already. He must have known something was coming and made her learn the story. We see it all the time. Takes a long time for some of the victims to admit that they have been coerced.”
 
   Emily picked up the other two pictures. She stared at them for a moment before gathering the whole lot together, ripping them down the middle, and throwing them back on the table.
 
   “I’m not a victim and you can stick those where the sun doesn’t shine. He’s not trained me to do anything, you stupid cow. He’s one of my dad’s best friends and since he died James has been my guardian. I’ve known him since I was about seven. I doubt there’s a kinder, braver, more selfless man on the planet. You lot are completely barmy if you think he’s done anything inappropriate, because he hasn’t. Ever.”
 
   Alice Trout stood up and glanced back at the two men.
 
   “She’s in denial. It’s a variation of Stockholm syndrome. I’ll organize temporary foster care until we can...” She stopped as Emily interrupted.
 
   “Foster care! You have to be joking. I’m going to be eighteen in a couple of months. I’m not a kid and I’m not in denial. You are making a big mistake here. Whoever put you up to this is going to get their arse sued off for defamation of character. And don’t think I can’t do it. I have shed loads of money that I’d be willing to spend defending James.” She grabbed up her bag. “I’m going home and if you try to stop me and put me anywhere I don’t want to go I’ll just run away. I’ve not done anything wrong so you can’t just come waltzing in here trying to take over my life while you ruin someone else’s.” She turned towards the door and took a step forwards. Alice Trout held out an arm to stop her. Emily brushed it aside and stared at the two policemen. “Are you going to let her get away with this? It’s all complete crap.”
 
   One of the men looked at the child services woman.
 
   “She seems pretty sure that he’s okay, and it’s not like she’s a child any more. I’m not sure that we can make a case here.”
 
   Alice Trout bristled and puffed out her chest.
 
   “Are you doubting all my years as a counsellor? We see this kind of thing all the time. It has to be stopped. That man is a predator, you only have to look at him to see that. He probably frightens the life out of the poor girl with those cyborg limbs of his. She doesn’t know what she’s saying. James Ellington is not a fit guardian or trustee. How can you think of leaving him in charge of all that money!”
 
   Emily had moved behind the men and was backtracking towards the door. She almost stopped in surprise at the woman’s words. It seemed that she was suddenly more concerned over the money than that James was a child abuser. Something didn’t ring true and Emily didn’t wait any longer. She turned and quickened her stride. She heard the men shouting as she ran out of the restaurant door, but she didn’t stop. 
 
   She picked up her pace as soon as she hit the pavement, running across the road and into the shopping centre. It was still packed with busy shoppers out for the late night opening. Emily dashed through the crowds and into a department store, dodging past sales assistants and customers. She didn’t stop until she reached the rear entrance. 
 
   She glanced up and down the next street, making sure that there were no police about before she ran over the road and into the small industrial unit opposite. It took her only another few seconds to reach the door she wanted. She ran up the narrow flight of stairs, stopping briefly at the top as she gained her bearings. She hadn’t been to James’ office very often. Three doors faced her. She heard a click from the door at her left. Relief flooded her.
 
   “Alex! Is James here? Is he in prison?” She burst through the doorway, tears now streaming down her face.
 
   Alex grabbed her in his arms and held her close, smoothing her hair and kissing her temple gently.
 
   “No sweetheart, he hasn’t been arrested. He was questioned at your home this morning but as you were in your exam all day and the police didn’t want him to contact you they advised that he went to the police station. Don’t worry, he’s fine. I’ve been waiting for you to come here. Just saw you run into the estate on the security cameras. The police didn’t want James to have any contact with you until they had investigated everything thoroughly. He wouldn’t allow them to disturb you in your exam. I guess the trio that turned up at your front door this morning found you at the restaurant. I’m so sorry that I couldn’t warn you.” He tried to break it to her gently, but there was no real way around it.
 
   Emily’s eyes widened in shock.
 
   “You mean he has been incarcerated all day! The police should have come and found me right after my exam instead of letting me go for coffee with my mates.” Anger laced her tones but Alex shook his head. 
 
   “And have half the college whispering about what was going on? He’s done the right thing, Em. It’s only a few hours hanging about and James was a soldier. He’s used to that. Nothing is going to happen to him while he’s sat in an enquiry room.” He gave her shoulders a reassuring squeeze.
 
   She wasn’t about to be appeased.
 
   “They could have left me a message to get in contact with them as soon as possible. James could have left me a message too. I was sitting worrying at that restaurant for ages while I waited for him. I knew something was wrong, and then those three idiots came in and showed me those ridiculous pictures. They’ve taken them all out of context and made them look so incriminating.” Her voice rose in distress.
 
   Alex let out a deep breath before he explained.
 
   “He couldn’t phone you and neither could I. It would have looked as though I was helping him. Which I am, of course, but they don’t have to know that.” He gave her a wink.
 
   Emily calmed a little but not enough to cool her temper.
 
   “How are you helping him? You’re sitting here and he’s stuck in some horrible room being accused of a load of rubbish. They had pictures of us, but they had been cropped and altered to make it look like I was scared of him, that he was threatening me. They were from when we were at the château. How did the police get pictures like that?”
 
   Alex took her hand and pulled her towards his computer.
 
   “Look.” He scrolled over an icon and tapped his screen. “The police were sent this email early this morning. Although the sender doesn’t leave a name and they’ve blocked their own address I’ve been able to decode it.”
 
   Emily dropped into the chair in front of his desk and looked closely.
 
   “Argent & Ore Investigators? Who are they?”
 
   Alex smiled and tapped another area on his screen.
 
   “Well, they are a bit of an unsavoury lot who normally work divorce cases proving adultery. It appears that they send out some gorgeous woman or man and see if they can tempt their hapless victim into some compromising situation. Someone with a hidden camera takes shots of the supposed unfaithfulness and gives it to their client to use as proof of infidelity. It seems they thought that taking pictures of you and James was a similar enough type of work for them to take on.” He flicked another tab. “And this is their client list. Note the name at the bottom. Kassia C. Marshel.” He pointed at the bottom of a long list of names.
 
   Emily stared at the name blankly for a moment before realization dawned.
 
   “Saskia! She’s lost the plot. Does she think that we’re stupid? She has used a false name and hired investigators to take clandestine pictures of James and me. Why? What’s she hoping to prove?”
 
   Alex nodded at the screen again.
 
   “Your solicitor called James this morning. Your dad’s old girlfriend is contesting his will on the grounds that James is unsuitable to be left with such responsibilities. She’s not only had those pictures commissioned to cast doubts on his reputation but she’s accusing him of misappropriating money from your trust fund to prop up this business too. And she says that Adam had a high temperature prior to the pneumonia and wasn’t of sound mind when he made the new will.”
 
   Emily frowned.
 
   “What? Dad had a bit of a sore throat but was taking stuff for it, but even if he was ill that doesn’t make any sense anyway. If his new will was proven to be unsound surely his old one would prevail where he left everything to Crystal and I anyway. She still couldn’t gain anything.”
 
   Alex took a deep breath.
 
   “Yes, I think she realizes that. She is being quite clever and not contesting his actual will, only the part where Adam names James as guardian and trustee. She’s saying that Adam was confused due to his high temperature and meant to put her name there. If she has control of your trust, she has control of your money. I think we can safely say that you could kiss your five million goodbye if she gets her hands on it.”
 
   Emily’s expression darkened.
 
   “But she’s no relation and she hadn’t known him for long. I never once heard him say that he wanted her to be anything more than a girlfriend. Why would the courts believe that she is in a better position to administer the trust than James? Dad had known him for years. It’s ridiculous.”
 
   Alex agreed.
 
   “I know, but she’s saying that she lived with your dad for over six months and that they had been planning to marry. He gave her a ring apparently.” He covered his ears and waited for the explosion to come. He wasn’t disappointed.
 
   She leapt up from the chair.
 
   “What the hell! Lying bitch! He never gave her a damn thing and she never lived with us either. Sure, she came around and sometimes stopped over, but not regularly. Crystal can back me up on that.” She paused for a second, struggling to calm her temper. “You say that the solicitors called James this morning. What time did the police turn up?”
 
   Alex sat down and swivelled to face his screen again. He checked out a call log.
 
   “I spoke to him at nine thirty. I didn’t know that the police were already there. I made a gag about him being late coming into work due to him falling out of bed and having to tend to his carpet burns. I think he’s being burned a little more severely than I first thought.”
 
   Emily slumped down into the chair beside him.
 
   “This is a complete nightmare.” She pulled her phone from her pocket. “Have you or James called anyone in France yet? They need to come home and help sort this out. They can’t leave James to rot in that awful police station when we have about a dozen eye witness to say that those pictures are a load of rubbish. I suspect that Ellen has films of us from their security cameras around the château, you know, the ones they use to keep an eye on the grounds in case any of your lot have an accident. And Crystal should come home too. She’ll back me up. It might add some weight as she’s my sister rather than one of James’ friends. I’ll call her now if you haven’t had time yet.” A loud bang on the door downstairs made her jump around. She grinned as thundering footsteps pounded up the stairs and along the corridor outside.
 
   Alex grinned at her back at her.
 
   “As if I hadn’t called them. David said they would get over as soon as possible and it sounds as though the cavalry just arrived.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   “You are not putting me in a cell.” James bristled at the officer who tried to move him from the enquiry room. He’d been patient for almost nine hours but it was wearing a bit thin especially as the painkillers hadn’t worked and he was feeling sick and lightheaded. “You’ll have to charge me before you’ll get me in there and if you want to charge me, you had best get hold of my solicitor first.” He folded his arms across his chest and refused to move from the chair.
 
   The policeman looked chagrined. 
 
   “It’s unfortunate, but we have other enquires to follow up. Busy day and all that, and it’s now getting late. The duty staff are about to change shift and it would really help us out if you would do as I ask.” He rocked onto the balls of his feet.
 
   James shook his head, and then stopped as he felt dizzy. It was probably just the stress of the situation, but he’d only just stopped himself being sick earlier that day and didn’t want to throw up now.
 
   “You have to be kidding me! I’ve sat here all day waiting for you to make enquiries. As far as I know you haven’t yet contacted the person that sent you those pictures.”
 
   The man looked uncomfortable.
 
   “Unfortunately our computer whizz has called in sick. We can’t find out who emailed the pictures to us without him.” 
 
   James threw up his hands in frustration and stood up to stretch his legs. The policeman looked hopeful for a second but James soon quashed that.
 
   “And you don’t have anyone else who can do that for you? My business partner could have found out in about five seconds. I suspect any computer savvy school kid could too.” He sat back down in the hard chair again. “Well, I’m not moving until you decide that those pictures are total bullshit and destroy them or you arrest me. You’ll have to conduct your other enquiries somewhere else.”
 
   The policeman frowned.
 
   “Your attitude isn’t helping you, you know.”
 
   James raised an eyebrow and looked up at the officer.
 
   “You think! I’ve done nothing wrong and you’ve nothing on me. I’m sitting here out of the goodness of my heart because I want this cleared up as much as you. Those pictures are crap and you know it. They’re all taken out of context and if you had bothered finding the person who sent them this could have all been dealt with in minutes instead of hours. I don’t think I’m the one suffering from an attitude here.”
 
   The man let out a deep sigh.
 
   “Okay, I see your point. I’ll see what I can sort out with the duty staff. It might mean you being in here a while longer though.”
 
   James closed his eyes and waved his hand dismissively as he sat back in the chair.
 
   “Whatever, I’ve sat here all day. Another couple of hours isn’t going to kill me. Just do me one favour. Bring me another couple of those painkillers from my jacket pocket, and can you let me have the squash ball back.”
 
   The officer looked puzzled.
 
   “I’m not sure about that. I’ll get you a couple of the tablets but I can’t have you throwing a ball at the wall for hours. It’ll drive everyone crazy.”
 
   James opened his eyes, shook his head and tried not to wince as the throbbing in his legs became a solid wall of pain. 
 
   “I’m not going to throw it anywhere. I use it for pain management.” Under supervision he’d been allowed to take the tablets in his jacket pocket just after they had brought him a cup of tea and a biscuit at lunchtime, but it hadn’t touched the sensations and the headache. He wanted to try taking them in conjunction with using the ball.
 
   The man stiffened and his eyes widened.
 
   “You like pain?” Suspicion laced his tones.
 
   James almost laughed. He would have found the man’s reaction funny if the ache in his legs hadn’t been pounding violently for the last few hours. He’d tried Crystal’s method over and over, but without much success. Without the visual stimulation of the ball, it didn’t appear to work nearly as well. He shook his head at the policeman.
 
   “No, quite the opposite. I use it to control the pain in my legs. I suffer from phantom limb syndrome. I take the painkillers for that too, as well as for the headache I’ve had all day.” He lifted his jeans a fraction and nearly laughed again as the officer jumped back in surprise. 
 
   The man gained control of himself quickly but frowned deeply.
 
   “I can’t leave you in here with those on. You’ll have to pass them over.”
 
   James dropped the denim and stared up at the man incredulously.
 
   “What? Why?”
 
   The policeman narrowed his eyes.
 
   “They’re made of metal. You could use them as a weapon and attempt to escape.”
 
   James really did laugh this time.
 
   “What! Now you really do have to be joking. Apart from the fact that I don’t have to escape, as I haven’t been charged with anything, do you really think I’m going to whip one of my legs off and bash you over the head with my foot? These things cost a fortune and I cannot afford to damage the fitting on your thick skull.” He emphasised his words and found some small satisfaction in the look of annoyance that passed over the constable’s face. “They might be metal but I do have to look after the things. They would be pretty useless if they won’t fit back onto what’s left of my legs.” He jabbed his finger towards his knee. “And even if I didn’t care about the cost of replacing them and I did bash you over the head with one, then what? There’s no way to put these on fast to make my ‘escape’.” He dittoed his fingers in the air before carrying on. “Do you have any idea how difficult it is to walk with one leg ten inches longer than the other? I would have to crawl out on my knees. Or do you expect me to hop out of here without anyone noticing?” He tilted his head enquiringly.
 
   The officer had the grace to blush.
 
   “No, of course not. I wasn’t thinking,” he muttered before turning to the door. “I’ll talk to the duty officer and tell him that you are staying in here. And I’ll see what I can do about that ball.” He stomped out of the enquiry room and closed the door behind him.
 
   James closed his eyes again and fought the pain at the same time as his frustration. The clock on the wall beside him ticked away reminding him that he was already late for Emily’s end of exams celebration dinner. He exhaled slowly and stared at the blank walls. Celebration! He had never felt less like celebrating in his life. 
 
   A woman came in with a mug of tea and two tablets. He threw them into his mouth and curled his lip as he downed the weak brew. Minutes passed, then a half an hour. No one came back with the squash ball. The corridor outside fell silent. He groaned as the agony in his legs increased. The painkillers were having no effect at all. Strange, as they normally numbed him for a short while. It was as if the three weeks of relative relief he’d enjoyed since learning Crystal’s method had all come back to torment him at the same time. He tried his damnedest to gather the pain in his palm and let it go just as Crystal had coached him, but without the ball it was a useless exercise.
 
   Crystal! God I need you! His mind cried out as his jaws clenched together. The images of her beautiful blue eyes and delicate features crowded into his mind. Normally he would try to banish them, the misery of losing her almost too much to bear, but now he opened his mind and let memories of her gentle hands and voice soothe his soul.
 
    
 
   “What do you mean? James can’t be in custody. He’s done nothing wrong. This is Saskia’s doing. She was only going out with dad for his money right from the start. I can’t believe that he fell for that cow. We have to get James out.” Crystal’s frightened eyes met Alex’s.
 
    
 
    She had arrived on the five thirty flight from Dinard to London Stansted, frantic with worry and surrounded by a posse of huge men.
 
   Emily had cried out in delight as the group crowded in through Alex’s office door. She flew into her sister’s arms before noticing Andrew, who had insisted on coming not only because he wanted to help but because he couldn’t do without his daily therapy. If there was any chance that Crystal might be delayed in England he wanted to be there with her.
 
   David, Joe and Jules crowded in behind them, all there to give moral and practical support. 
 
    
 
   Joe lay his hand on Crystal’s shoulder, trying to allay her fears after Alex and Emily had told them the whole story.
 
   “Hey, come on. Don’t be so upset. He’s not in custody, Crystal. He’s just doing the right thing and helping with enquiries. I’m sure it will be sorted soon.”
 
   Crystal pulled in some staggering breaths. Her whole body shook with fear for the man she loved.
 
   “But she’s accused James of doing something awful. And they won’t believe Emily.” She hugged her sister. “It’s too horrible to think about, especially as none of it’s true.” 
 
   David rummaged in his pocket and pulled out a small plastic stick.
 
   “Don’t worry. Alex sent me a copy of the anonymous email. Ellen pulled up all the tapes of the château. I have the whole film of Emily and James on this memory stick. I only need to show it to the police and everything will be cleared up.”
 
   Crystal glared at him.
 
   “So why haven’t you done that already? You could have emailed it to the police here.”
 
   Alex took hold of her hand and pulled her towards a chair.
 
   “I asked David not to. No one in authority had shown me what the police had received in that email, and hacking into the police databases was highly illegal the last time I looked at any rules. David was protecting me. We could only use that film if the police showed us the pictures first or it becomes a real emergency. If they give up pursuing him then we have nothing to worry about.”
 
   Emily began to tremble.
 
   “When you say pursuing him, you mean if they charge James with anything? But surely I could have asked Ellen to send the film of around the château over in an email. I’ve seen the pictures. That horrible woman took great delight in showing them to me.”
 
   Alex nodded.
 
   “You have seen them now, but you hadn’t at nine thirty this morning. I couldn’t reveal that I knew anything more than what James had told me, and I don’t want anyone from the police snooping around here to check up on my computers. Not that they could discover anything easily, but there just might be someone who is better on a computer than me.” He shrugged. “Not likely, but all coding has it fallibilities. If you can make it, you can break it. Best not let anyone look. Could be very incriminating.” He lifted an eyebrow as he coughed into his hand.
 
   David grinned.
 
   “Oh really? So what have you got hidden away in them that you don’t want anyone to know about?”
 
   Alex shook his head.
 
   “Probably best that you don’t know, but let’s just say that I probably know far more than I should about certain things and I certainly don’t want to do time in America. Best I keep it all under everyone’s radar.”
 
   Joe sniggered.
 
   “You must be the nosiest person I know...Okay, so what can we do to help out? What’s happening about Adam’s will?” 
 
   Emily spoke up quickly.
 
   “She’s contesting it. Can she do that? Mr. Gaitlor seemed adamant that it was legal when we first saw it.”
 
   Alex pushed his chair away from the computer desk. His office felt overwhelmingly crowded with five big men and two women in it. 
 
   “A will can be legal, but that doesn’t stop someone contesting it. Your solicitor has been looking at it all day checking it over and as far as he’s concerned there’s absolutely nothing wrong with it, but Saskia isn’t contesting the actual will. She’s contesting the fact that James is an unsuitable trustee and guardian which is clearly why she had those pictures taken.”
 
   David snorted.
 
   “So she’s putting herself up there as suitable? Only a fool would think she’s offering from the goodness of her heart.”
 
   Alex agreed.
 
   “We all saw what a witch she was at the funeral, but Saskia can’t use any of these photographs to slur James’ character if the police don’t press any charges and they’re not going to be able to now we have the film. Let’s not concern ourselves with her contesting the will for the moment. I’ve something far more important on my mind.” He glanced between Emily and Crystal. “This is going to be hard. I really wanted James here with us to help on this. He might know something you girls don’t.”
 
   Emily spoke quickly.
 
   “What sort of something? Is James involved with Saskia too? Don’t tell me that she’s got her claws into him as well.” She wished she hadn’t spoken when Crystal sagged into Jules’ arms.
 
   Alex shook his head, trying to reassure her.
 
   “No, nothing like that. This isn’t directly about Saskia. Well, it might be, but I don’t want to become distracted if there’s nothing to go on. I’d really prefer to wait until James gets out of that place.” He drummed his fingertips on his desk.
 
   Jules shifted his big shoulders uncomfortably in the tight space.
 
   “Maybe one of us should go and enquire as to what is ‘appening. James has been there a very long time. I think he will be stressed and in pain. I’m not sure that he will remember his coping methods when he is being ‘arrassed so unjustly.”
 
   Crystal immediately grabbed Jules’ arm as apprehension spread though her.
 
   “You’re right. This is just the sort of thing that would set off a bout of his syndrome. Come on. We’ll go. Emily, stay here with this lot.” She stopped her sister when she looked about to follow them. “Please, Em. I’d feel safer if you do. They can protect you far more than Jules and I can if the police decide to come after you, and I don’t want you anywhere near that police station just in case that horrible woman thinks that taking you anywhere away from me is a good idea.”
 
   Emily backed up and nodded as she shuddered.
 
   “She was weird. There’s something not right about her. She just wouldn’t listen to a word I said, talked all over me like I was an eight year old. It was creepy. If you ask me, she’s the one who is a danger to children. Alice Trout, she called herself. We should check her out.” She shivered again.
 
   Alex nodded and turned to his computer again.
 
   “Good idea. James said that she was a complete nut job too.” He glanced up at Crystal and Jules. “Give us a call and let us know what’s going on, and then get back here as soon as you can. I have some things that I need to go over with you all before I can take matters further.”
 
    
 
   James’s knees jumped randomly as spasms shot up his shins. His whole body ached with sitting all day, but standing hadn’t helped either. Although he knew he should be coping better, nothing was working. It seemed that all of Crystal’s tutoring meant nothing without the damned squash ball. Such a stupid thing, but it had worked. He could still barely believe it. He grabbed a tissue from his pocket and wiped the perspiration that beaded on his brow. Weird how he felt so hot in the room despite the air-conditioning blowing blasts of cold air down his neck.
 
   The door suddenly opened and he looked up at the man who came in through the door.
 
   “Friends of yours have come to pick you up. As you aren’t being charged with anything and we need the room, you’re free to go. I wouldn’t advise going back to Miss Bowden’s house as yet though. There may be further enquiries.”
 
   James stood up and tried not to stagger as splinters of what felt like hot metal shot up into his knees. He took a few breaths and held back the nausea that threatened to swamp him.
 
   “Friend’s? What friends?” He couldn’t think straight and his tongue felt thick in his mouth. He swallowed the strange lump that seemed to have formed in his throat. “Where’s Emily? She’ll be frantic that I haven’t turned up for our dinner together.” He croaked out the words and didn’t care if the policeman thought his voice sounded strange, he was more worried for the teenager.
 
   The policeman shrugged.
 
   “Maybe you should ask her sister. She’s waiting outside for you.”
 
   James’ eyes widened in surprise and delight.
 
   “Crystal’s here? Thank God!” He breathed out a sigh of relief. At least Emily would be safe. He staggered towards the door, hanging onto the frame as he left the room.
 
   “You all right, mate?” The officer enquired as James swayed past.
 
   James gritted his teeth before speaking. He actually felt terrible now that he thought about it.
 
   “Just need to get my bear...bearings. Been sitting for too long, I th...think.” He couldn’t get his tongue to work properly.
 
   The officer shrugged carelessly.
 
   “Those chairs aren’t made to be comfortable. Sorry.”
 
   James fixed his eyes on the corridor and freedom.
 
   “Don’t worry about it. Just point me in the right di..direction.” He stammered again and grimaced as the pain became almost too much to bear. “I need Crystal n..now.” He hadn’t felt sensations like this since falling in the vegetable garden. Actually, he didn’t think he’d felt sensations quite like this ever before. Dark patches began to cloud his vision. He staggered forward a few steps and the corridor began to tilt. He leaned up against the wall, breathing hard as he tried to focus on the doorway. The policeman’s voice was suddenly in his ear.
 
   “You feeling okay? You’re staggering all over the place. Can I get some help?”
 
   James fought the sinking sensation.
 
   “Just need Crys...Crystal and my squash ball. She knows what to do.” His thighs wobbled as he found he couldn’t drag in any air. 
 
   The officer looked curiously at him for a moment longer and then hustled along the corridor, shouting for help as he went.
 
   James hung onto the wall, waves of agony making every step a test of his resolve. It felt as though he was trying to walk through thick, clinging mud. He raised his head as the sound of voices came closer, but his vision had blurred. Was that Jules? It couldn’t be. He didn’t want it to be. If he was here with Crystal, it could only mean one thing. 
 
   His already broken heart splintered, adding to the pain that wracked his body. He spun away as the big, dark haired figure came rushing toward him. He tried to focus on anywhere to escape seeing the man, and found that he couldn’t. His legs refused to work. Someone grunted beside him, caught hold of him around his middle. The scent of spicy cologne over a layer of garlic and rosemary hit him and he struggled against the man’s hold, but it was pointless. Jules hung onto him, held him in a vice like grasp as his legs gave way and he slid to the ground. 
 
   It wasn’t until he felt a small, cool hand on his forehead and heard Crystal’s panicked tones that he could see clearly again. Summer blue smothered him, swept him up and caressed him. He lifted a hand to the side of her face but it felt as heavy as lead and dropped back uselessly to his side. The blue began to fade and panic took hold of him.
 
   “Crystal? Help me, please!” He called out, even while knowing it was too late. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   The bleeping woke him. He tried to switch the sound off in his head but it refused to listen to his instructions. Opening his eyes, he groaned as he realized that he wasn’t in a wonderful dream where Crystal’s hands were on his body, coaxing him to relax and enjoy the massage he’d so wanted. Bright white ceiling tiles and strip lighting almost blinded him. He blinked rapidly, wondering where he was exactly. He could already tell that it wasn’t his own bed. It was far too narrow and way too firm, and it certainly wasn’t the comfortable therapy bed that he’d lain on while back at the château. 
 
   He took a deep breath and he immediately knew that he was in hospital. He’d spent a lot of time in hospitals. The smells that surrounded him now reeked with a horrible familiarity. He turned his head slightly and immediately wished he hadn’t. There was a bag of transparent fluid hanging at his side with a line feeding into his arm. A bank of machines stood slightly to the rear at his side. He could see a regular flashing red light that coincided with the small beep that had woken him. 
 
   His memory flooded back all at once. The enquiry room, the questions. The pain! And then the swaying walls, the rolling nausea, the dancing lights. What had happened to him? He could recall trying to walk along the corridor. Someone had been walking toward him, grabbing at him. Garlic and rosemary, his brain shouted at him. He’d thought it was Jules. But then he’d seen clear blue...Crystal!
 
   He turned his head to his other side and felt his heart lurch. She sat at his side, head resting back on a pillow that she had squashed into the corner of the chair. Dark circles of exhaustion lay beneath the sooty black eyelashes that brushed the tops of her velvet cheeks.
 
   “Crystal...” He croaked out her name. She didn’t stir. He swallowed around something that was poked down his throat. God! Was that a line running into his stomach? “Crystal.” Louder this time, and he was relieved to see her eyes flutter open. 
 
   She flew forwards, barely taking the time to wake.
 
   “James! Thank God!” She leaned over him and kissed him on his forehead, his nose, his cheeks. “Just give me a second.” And before he could react, she was gone from the room.
 
   The next few minutes were pandemonium. Nurses rushed in and pulled needles and tubes from various parts of his body, doctors shone lights in his eyes and ears. They held fingers up and asked him to count them before pressing their stethoscopes to his bare chest and stomach. They whipped up the sheet covering him and tapped the tendon below his knee to test his reflexes, and they scribbled unknown notes on numerous charts. 
 
   It felt as though hours had passed before they stopped probing his body. A strange weariness came over him and he lay back as the room became relatively calm again. 
 
   He lifted his gaze to the woman who had stood quietly through it all. She blinked back at him, relief yet concern still etched on her features. 
 
   “I’m okay, Crystal. Must have just been the stress of the day. It was pretty awful being accused of that kind of stuff.” He spoke clearly but was suddenly worried. Had he been cleared of any wrongdoing? He hoped so, but no one had confirmed it. “Am I in the clear?” He asked quietly.
 
   Crystal let out a heart-wrenching sob and buried her face in her hands while she nodded.
 
   “Of course you are in the clear. How could anyone think otherwise?” Her fractured tones rent the air.
 
   James lifted himself in the bed. He felt sore and achy all over but he leaned over and winced as he drew the one remaining needle from the back of his hand.
 
   “Jeez! I hate that kind of shit.” He glanced back over to Crystal who had clearly watched him pull the needle from his flesh. Her face became a weird kind of grey and her eyes became glassy. “Crystal!” He yelled and scooted forward in the bed, thinking she was about to faint.
 
   Her chin shot up and she blinked rapidly as she took some deep breaths.
 
   “Sorry, I’m just so tired.” She gave herself a slight shake and looked down at his hand. A tiny spot of bright red blood had beaded on his skin. She reached for a tissue and wiped it way before speaking again. “I don’t think you were meant to do that. I think they were keeping the line in, in case you needed any sudden medication.” Her voice trembled as she spoke.
 
   A frown crossed his brow.
 
   “What sort of medication? What happened?”
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “I can’t say, but he wants to talk to you.” She glanced over her shoulder. 
 
   James’ eyes followed her gaze. A wide shadow blocked the light coming in through the window in the door. Jules!  Tall, handsome, kind and utterly perfect. Ice crystals gathered in James’ heart. 
 
   “Well, I don’t want to speak to him.” He looked back at her. “Why are you here, Crystal? Shouldn’t you be in France with your, your friends.” He finished lamely, hearing the bitterness etched in his tones, but he couldn’t hold it back. He had been the perfect one once. He looked down the bed at the tell tale empty sheets where his feet should be and raged at the injustice of it all.
 
   Crystal flinched back, her eyes wide.
 
   “What! Why wouldn’t I be here? After Alex called David, I had to come. Emily needed me.”
 
   James felt as though he’d been hit by another bomb. Though she had denied it, perhaps she had initially believed the police and the pictures. He swept his hand through his hair.
 
   “Jesus! You never thought I would...” He didn’t finish. Crystal had turned to the door as it had opened. Inspectors Marsh and Lincoln walked in.
 
   “We’ll have to ask you to leave, Miss. Your companion is waiting outside for you.” Marsh held the door for her.
 
   Crystal nodded. She took a last glance at James before walking out of the room. James followed her with his eyes and wished he hadn’t when he saw Jules gather her into his arms.
 
   A small cough brought him back to his senses.
 
   “We’d like to ask you a few questions, if you feel up to it, sir.” The man waited while James gathered himself.
 
   “What about? I thought we’d cleared up all that stuff with the pictures.” He didn’t bother disguising the impatience he was feeling, but then he raised an eyebrow at the strange look the Inspector was giving him. “Now what? What am I meant to have done now?” he demanded.
 
   Lincoln stepped forward. 
 
   “This is about something different. A lot more serious than a few cropped pictures, I’m afraid.” He glanced at his companion and cleared his throat before he began again. “James Ellington, I am arresting you on the suspicion of the murder of Adam Bowden. You do not have to say anything, but it may harm your defence if you do not mention when questioned something which you later rely on in court. Anything you do say may be given in evidence...”
 
   James’s mind went blank as the man carried on, and then began working overtime.
 
   “What the fuck! I want my solicitor now!” The two men appeared to ignore him but suddenly his wrist was cuffed to the rail on the bed. He looked down in disbelief. “You have to be joking! I don’t even have my legs in here! You think I was going to crawl out of here on my belly!”
 
   The officer looked at him.
 
   “Sorry, sir. I’m afraid that it’s standard procedure in murder cases.” He didn’t appear to be apologetic at all.
 
   “I haven’t murdered anyone!” He shut his mouth again and thought hard about what solicitor he would ring. Not Gaitlor & Gaitlor. They were specialists in probate and will writing. God damn it! He didn’t know anyone who dealt in murder. The best he could think of were the people who dealt with Adam’s case against his insurance company. At least they had been thorough and never backed down. Or maybe Alex could help! He’d find the best person in an instant. He looked up at the officers who now stood silently at his side.
 
   “Do I get a phone call?” He asked.
 
   Marsh nodded and handed him his mobile phone. James rang his office. Alex answered on the second ring.
 
   “Hey! You’re back in the land of the living!”
 
   James quashed his jubilation.
 
   “Yes, but don’t celebrate yet. I have another emergency just come up. I’ve been arrested and this time it’s for murder.” He listened to the great bellows of laughter that echoed out of the phone and found a slight satisfaction in the fact that Lincoln tried to hide a smile. James rolled his eyes and waited until Alex had caught his breath. “I’m serious, you idiot. I need a solicitor now and I need you to find me a good one.”
 
   Alex came to a spluttering silence.
 
   “You what? Who are you meant to have murdered?” His shocked tones suddenly sounded hollow.
 
   James glanced between the two men standing either side of him, barely able to say the words.
 
   “Adam. They think I murdered Adam.” He held the phone away from his ear as Alex’s voice blasted out.
 
   “THEY WHAT! Are they fucking mad! What the hell gives them the stupid fucking idea that you murdered him?”
 
   James closed his eyes and pinched the top of his nose with his fingers as he let out a sigh.
 
   “I have absolutely no idea yet. I just woke up. Crystal was here but she was evasive and then left with Jules.” He tried not to grind his teeth. “No one has told me anything. I don’t know why I’m here anyway. I had tubes coming from everywhere!” His throat still felt as though something was stuck down it though he knew that it had been removed.
 
   He heard Alex draw in a deep breath.
 
   “Shit! I thought they would have told you. Those painkillers you took weren’t painkillers. They were Adam’s antibiotics and you took an overdose of them. You had an allergic reaction. You’ve been out for two days straight.”
 
   It was James’ turn to draw in a shocked breath.
 
   “What! How? I took them from Adam’s bathroom cupboard. The bottle was for the exact same painkillers that I use on occasions.” He struggled to make sense of what Alex was telling him.
 
   He could almost hear Alex shrug down the line.
 
   “Well, they weren’t the same whatever the bottle said. They were definitely antibiotics. Penicillin. You’re mildly allergic to it in small doses, but becomes a bit more major if you swallow over double the dosage. The first tablets didn’t have a massive reaction, you probably just felt a bit sick and lightheaded, but by the third lot and with having virtually nothing to eat for the best part of the day, the allergic reaction suddenly set in big time. Your whole throat swelled up. They had to insert a tube just to get air into your lungs. Jesus, James. You nearly died!” James could hear the panic in his friend’s tone. 
 
   He wiped his hand over his face as perspiration suddenly broke out all over his skin.
 
   “Shit! I had no idea. The bottle was definitely labelled the same as the tablets that I have in my own flat. I only used Adam’s because they were there when I was in pain. I assumed they were what it said on the bottle and never thought to check on exactly what they were. They looked pretty similar to any kind of pill I take.” His mind was going overtime.
 
   Alex spoke again.
 
   “Well, another time, in an emergency, take an Asprin out of a blister pack until you can get to your own medical cabinet. You should know not to take anyone else’s prescribed drugs.” 
 
   James closed his eyes for a moment. His legs had begun throbbing again.
 
   “It’s not that simple sometimes. You have no idea what it feels like. It was an emergency and I just took what I could lay...” he stopped speaking and opened his eyes to glance at the two officers again as he thought about his own words. Was this a real emergency? Should he look inside the envelope Adam had left for him? The officers were clearly becoming impatient. “Look, you just find me a decent lawyer... and can you get a message to Crystal or Emily?” He prayed that the two women didn’t believe what the police were inferring. “Can you remind them to take my suit to the cleaners? The one I wore for the funeral. Tell them that this really is a real emergency and I need it cleaned as soon as possible but ask them to make sure they empty the pockets first. I think I forgot before I put it away.”
 
   Alex grunted.
 
   “You want your suit cleaned? You’re thinking about your trial already?” He laughed before continuing. “Okay. A solicitor and your laundry. They’ll know which suit you are talking about, I presume?”
 
   James drew in a deep breath and mentally crossed his fingers and his non-existent toes.
 
   “I can only hope so.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   Emily bolted up the path but came to a grinding halt as a policeman stopped her at the front door.
 
   “You can’t go in there, Miss. We’re conducting an investigation here.” He folded his arms across his chest as he barred her entry.
 
   Crystal panted up behind her sister.
 
   “Can’t you ever wait?” She admonished Emily gently as she caught her breath before she turned back to the officer. “We really need to get in. We own the house and need fresh clothes if we can’t stay here. We don’t mind if someone accompanies us. It’s not as if we are going to contaminate the place. Our DNA is all over it anyway.” She blinked slowly and gazed at him with her beautiful blue eyes.
 
   The policeman looked slightly dazed as he stared down at her, then gave a slight nod.
 
   “If you can give me a moment, I’ll ask the senior investigator.” He called out over his shoulder and relayed the message to another officer who disappeared back inside the house. 
 
   He reappeared a few minutes later.
 
   “It’s okay. Apparently we’re done. The guys are just clearing out. We’ll be another ten minutes but then the place is all yours.” 
 
   Crystal nodded and sat on the wall at the side of the path. Emily joined her and stared grumpily at the policeman while they waited. The ten minutes felt like a lot longer, but a man eventually walked out of the house and said that they could come in.
 
   “I can’t believe we’re having to do this. Can’t they see that James is completely innocent? It’s utter madness.” Emily grumbled as they stepped into the hallway.
 
   Crystal led the way up the stairs.
 
   “You and I know that, but it looks as though Saskia has her ways of getting to a guy. How she managed this, I’ll never know. I had no idea that she was such a bitch.”
 
   They passed two investigators in the hallway upstairs as they totally ignored their own rooms and walked straight into James’. Crystal gave a slight gasp and stopped dead as she noticed the painting of her standing on the dressing table.
 
   “Did you do this?” She asked her sister in a voice only just above a whisper.
 
   Emily nodded.
 
   “Of course. I think I’ve caught you rather well, actually.” She admired her own painting.
 
   Crystal swallowed before speaking.
 
   “But what’s it doing in here? Did James take it from you?” 
 
   Emily stifled a chuckle.
 
   “Twit! Of course not. I gave it to him. The way he has it displayed on here makes me think he rather likes it.” She looked at how it was tilted slightly. He would be able to see it from where he slept.
 
   Crystal watched her sister as she turned away from the picture and towards the wardrobe. Emily began rooting through James’ clothes.
 
   “Can you remember which suit he wore at the funeral? I’m afraid that I didn’t really notice details?”
 
   Crystal pushed her sister out of the way and picked out James’ best suit.
 
   “This one.” She scrunched the material in her hands and brought it up to her face, breathing in deeply as a slight whiff of his scent caught her. 
 
   Emily wrestled the jacket away.
 
   “Stop sniffing it will you. We don’t have time for all that sort of thing. We need to find out what’s in that envelope.” She dug her hand into the pocket and pulled it out. The seal was still intact.
 
   Crystal stared at it for a moment.
 
   “We should show this to the police.”
 
   Emily snorted. 
 
   “Not before we show it to James’ lawyer. Why do you think he gave us that message to find it in a sort of code? He wants to see what’s in here before the police do. We should photograph it, just in case the police decide they’re going to lose it.” She quickly snapped away with her phone, making sure she had a close-up of the unopened seal.
 
   A frown creased Crystal’s brow.
 
   “Why would they lose it? It could be evidence that proves James innocent.”
 
   Emily shook her head at her sister.
 
   “Sometimes I wonder about you. You believe the best of everyone when you shouldn’t. Don’t you think it odd that the police believed Saskia’s fake pictures so quickly? I mean, it’s obvious to anyone that they have been cropped. It took Alex no time at all to find the company that took them. I know the police might be a bit slower than him, but they are not useless. And then there was that Trout woman. She was like a dog with a bone. Had an answer for everything I said and she was clearly more interested in the money than anything else. There’s definitely something odd going on.”
 
   Crystal put the letter in her jacket pocket and turned to leave but stopped as she noticed the picture again.
 
   “You didn’t answer my question earlier. Why did you give this to James, and why does he have it in his room like this?”
 
   Emily let out a low laugh.
 
   “If you don’t know by now, I’m certainly not going to tell you.” She made for the door but Crystal caught hold of her arm.
 
   “You think he likes me?” She could barely speak.
 
   Emily placed her hands on her hips.
 
   “No, he thinks you are a complete troll. He’s put it there so he can throw darts at you from his bed.” She rolled her eyes dramatically.
 
   Crystal lifted her hand to her throat and gasped before she suddenly huffed out an exasperated breath.
 
   “Okay, so he likes me, but maybe he keeps it there so you see it when you come in here.” Her voice quivered.
 
   Emily’s eyebrows shot to the top of her forehead.
 
   “I don’t come in here, and he would have put it somewhere in the lounge if he’d wanted to share it...Crystal, don’t you really know why he keeps it here? Are you being stupid on purpose?”
 
   Crystal shook her head.
 
   “I just don’t want to get my hopes up. He’s never said anything to me to make me believe he likes me more than just a friend.”
 
   Emily took hold of her sister’s hands.
 
   “He more than likes you. I don’t think he realized it himself until after dad died, but I can tell you that it’s killing him you being in France and him being stuck here with me.”
 
   Crystal let out a strangled whimper.
 
   “But I have to be there. I’m making a difference to those men and women and he can’t leave his business, or you.” She closed her eyes tightly in case the tears began to fall again. “He won’t give up his guardianship of you because it was one of dad’s last wishes, and I don’t want you to be here alone anyway. I don’t know how we can make this work unless I give up the centre.”
 
   Emily shook her head.
 
   “You can’t do that. You’ve done something that no one else has been able to. I understand why you can’t leave there, but James needs you too. He loves you, Crystal. I know he does.”
 
   Crystal pulled her hands away from her sisters.
 
   “Don’t, that just makes it all so much worse. I don’t want him to love me if he can’t be with me. It will waste his life.”
 
   “And what about you? Are you suddenly going to go off with someone else? What about Jules? He looks pretty keen on you. Or Andrew. He has followed you here. Are you going to switch off your feelings for James and date one of them?” Emily sounded almost annoyed.
 
   Crystal shook her head.
 
   “I will never love anyone else. If James doesn’t want me or can’t come to me, I’d rather be alone.” She gave a small laugh. “And you can forget about Jules and Andrew. Jules has his own reasons why he wouldn’t want to date someone like me. He has become a good friend but it’s more to do with the therapy than anything. He wants to see if he can train in it too so he’s work shadowing me while I help Andrew. Andrew is going through all sorts of emotions, and he can’t seem to get through a day without help. That’s the only reason he’s here. He’s far too young for me anyway, besides, I think he’s rather fond of you.” She gave a sudden smile.
 
   “Me!” Emily shrieked as she blushed to the roots of her hair. “Is he fond of me?” The sudden hopefulness in her tone revealed more than her words.
 
   Crystal gave her sister a squeeze.
 
   “I think you are far too young to think about it yet, but yes, he’s very fond of you. Why do you think he keeps sitting by me when we’re Skyping?”
 
   Emily glowed.
 
   “To see me? Really? I didn’t realize. I don’t think James realized either. You need to talk to him about this. I think he’s thinking stuff that isn’t there.”
 
   Crystal took hold of her sister’s hand as she glanced around the room again. A squash ball sat on his bedside table.
 
   “Is he suffering badly?” She asked quietly.
 
   Emily followed her sister’s gaze and nodded.
 
   “He’s rarely without one. He has them all over the house.”
 
   Crystal let out a deep sigh.
 
   “Maybe that’s why he keeps the painting in here. Maybe he can imagine me giving him instructions on how to deal with his syndrome if he can see my face.”
 
   Emily scoffed.
 
   “Huh! You really need to talk to him.”
 
   Crystal moved to the door.
 
   “I will, but we have to get him out of jail first. Come on. We need to get this envelope back to the hospital.” The two women ran back down the stairs and out of the front door.
 
    
 
   James sat in the hospital bed staring at the two Inspectors. His solicitor sat by his side and looked almost as shocked as he felt.
 
   “You think I swapped Adam’s antibiotics so that his sore throat and cold became worse, turned into a chest infection and he eventually died of pneumonia...Then I left the evidence right there in the house for anyone to find and tried to kill myself because I suddenly felt so guilty? Is that right, or have I missed something?” He glared at the two men. “Do you think that because I’ve lost my legs, I’ve lost my brain as well?”
 
   Lincoln drew in a sharp breath.
 
   “You tell us, sir, we’re just pointing out the evidence against you.”
 
   James laughed.
 
   “There is no evidence against me. I didn’t swap the pills in the bottles. I just grabbed what I thought were painkillers and took them as instructed on the bottle, same as I would with my own.”
 
   Marsh looked down at his notes.
 
   “Your fingerprints were on both bottles. How do you explain that?”
 
   “Easy. I picked up the antibiotics bottle first to see what they were. I was looking for painkillers so I put them back in the cupboard.”
 
   Lincoln frowned.
 
   “Why? Mr. Bowden wasn’t going to need them. Why didn’t you throw them away?”
 
   James sighed.
 
   “They weren’t mine to get rid of. Crystal and Emily have done a load of clearing, but we keep finding the odd thing. It’s not like you can wipe out thirty years of living in one house that quickly, and I’m not going to decide what they keep or throw out. It’s not my place.”
 
   Marsh came straight back at him.
 
   “But there were only your prints on the bottle. Seems that you were the only one who touched them so you must have swapped the contents.” He sounded a little too pleased with himself.
 
   James frowned and glanced at his solicitor.
 
   “Can’t have been just my fingerprints on the bottle. Adam’s must have been on there too. Even if they were the wrong tablets, there were only a few left of them as far as I recall. He must have taken the rest, so his fingerprints would have been there as well. They might have been old or unclear, but there would have been some on the bottle besides my own.”
 
   Lincoln raised one eyebrow at his colleague as though saying, I told you so, but he let Marsh speak.
 
   “Yes, we wondered about that too, but you could have wiped your own prints previously and then forgot when you were looking for painkillers.”
 
   James snorted.
 
   “Don’t be stupid.” He looked between the two men. “You know I didn’t do this. If you know that the tablets were swapped, why haven’t you gone after the one person who could have done it, and probably did? After all that crap with the pictures and the ridiculous allegations about my delving into Adam’s daughters trust funds, why are you looking at me? What does Saskia Chalmers have on you that’s holding you back from questioning her?”
 
   A nervous glance shot between the two men and then Marsh sighed deeply as he leaned forward and unlocked the handcuffs. He motioned for the lawyer to leave the room and was about to speak when Crystal and Emily burst in waving the envelope. They stopped dead when they saw the two policemen. 
 
   Emily bristled immediately.
 
   “Not you two again! I might have guessed you would have something to do with this. How can you be so idiotic as to arrest James?”
 
   James interrupted her as he stared at Crystal.
 
   “I don’t think I am under arrest anymore.” He glanced at Marsh who shook his head quickly.
 
   “No, seems pointless. Even I can see that the evidence we have wouldn’t stand up in court, but we don’t have enough against anyone else either.” 
 
   Crystal ignored the two men and handed the envelope to James.
 
   “I don’t know whether it’s an emergency any longer, but Emily and I think you should open it anyway. If there’s anything in there that will bring dad’s killer to justice, I want to see it.”
 
   James nodded and slid his finger under the seal. He lifted out several sheets of paper and a sheaf of photographs. He grabbed them up and pressed them to his chest as soon as he saw the top one.
 
   “What the hell! Out!” He pointed towards the door as he stared at Crystal and Emily.
 
   Emily stood her ground.
 
   “Why? We’ve come to help you!”
 
   James shook his head.
 
   “You have helped, but you are not looking at any of this. I’ll tell you what it’s all about as soon as I’ve spoken with Inspectors Marsh and Lincoln. Until then you and Crystal will have to wait outside.” 
 
   Crystal moved immediately, but Emily frowned for a moment before she gave up and followed her sister. 
 
   James waited until the door shut behind them before turning the pictures back over again.
 
   “Want to explain any of this before I pass it to my lawyer? I’m sure he will know exactly who to give it to.” He waited patiently until Marsh gave his partner an almost imperceptible nod and Lincoln’s shoulders slumped as he spoke through gritted teeth.
 
   “That bitch could ruin our careers. She could ruin my marriage and my kids’ lives too. I made one mistake. Have regretted it ever since, but she won’t let it go.” He took a deep breath. “She’s blackmailing both of us. Looks like your friend had evidence of it too.”
 
   James leafed through the pictures. They were like scenes from a porn shoot.
 
   “You and a lot of other guys by the looks of it. Do you all go to the same gym?” He turned one picture and tilted his head at an angle before raising his eyebrows at a red faced Marsh. “Some interesting equipment they use there. Didn’t know you could fit three people on a bench like that.”
 
   Marsh snatched the picture away from him and stared at it.
 
   “Don’t! I feel sick enough about it as it is without you rubbing it in. She’s got us both over a barrel and there’s not a damn thing we can do about it except keep paying her.”
 
   James wiped his hand across his brow.
 
   “You’re the police, damn it! Of course you can stop her. Call her bluff. Go see some of these other guys and testify against her.”
 
   Lincoln shook his head.
 
   “I’ve got three kids in school around here. Even if she ever forgave me, my wife is a GP. Her career would flounder as well as mine, and I don’t want to think of what will go on at school with the kids. Frank’s in a similar position.” He nodded towards Marsh who looked back miserably. “He can’t lose his job either. He pays for his grandmother’s nursing home costs. All the other guys have reasons why they won’t come forward. Mostly it’s to do with their families, and who can blame them. That witch couldn’t care less who she takes down.” 
 
   James scratched his head as he thought about the implications of the man’s words, but he couldn’t help his rising temper.
 
   “Yeah, but you were almost willing to take me down too. Bloody hell! What lengths would you have gone to?” He fisted his hands in his sheets to stop himself lashing out.
 
   Lincoln shook his head.
 
   “We took the cuffs off you before you had this evidence. It wasn’t going to go any further than this room.” He sighed deeply and sat down in the chair beside the bed. “She wants the money from your mate’s will and she’s willing to go to any lengths to get it. She had us trying to bang you up for a crime you didn’t commit.” He raked his fingers through his hair. “Shit! I can’t believe what we’ve been reduced to by that woman. She set a trap for us and we fell right into it.”
 
   Marsh nodded in agreement.
 
   “Our own stupid fault, of course. We’d heard rumours about what was happening at the gym but didn’t want to believe it. It was only when she came on to us with a few of her friends that we realized it was all true, but it was too late. We fell for the worst trick. Could barely believe it when we saw the photographs.” He looked up at the ceiling and then closed his eyes as he spoke. “Rohypnol, or something like that, we guessed, but those pictures don’t tell anyone that. We look like we are enjoying ourselves, but the truth is that I don’t remember a flipping thing.”
 
   Lincoln took up the story.
 
   “Only a couple of weeks later we saw the bitch eyeing up your mate. That huge payout of his had been all over the local rag. We decided that we had to warn him, but for the first few weeks it looked as though he’d ignored our advice. It took us a while to realize that he wasn’t into her at all. It turned out that he was investigating her. He said he was gathering evidence, trying to find something on her that would mean we could all sleep soundly in our beds.”
 
   James could scarcely believe what he was hearing.
 
   “And you let him do it? For your own sakes! Christ! What were you thinking?”
 
   Lincoln shook his head quickly.
 
   “No! Not just us. There’s been about another dozen men that she’s done it to. All of us have too much at stake to go against her, and your mate wanted to do it. We tried to stop him but it was like trying to move a mountain. He was outraged by her callous cold heartedness and was determined to do something about it. We had no idea what he was up to or how far he’d gone, until now.” He looked down at the pictures and winced at the graphic scenes.
 
   James blew out a breath, feeling partly relieved that Adam hadn’t been as easily hoodwinked as he, Crystal, and Emily had suspected, but also slightly annoyed that his friend hadn’t asked for any help. He knew exactly how stubborn Adam could be. The man never backed down from a challenge and this one would have presented him with a perfect opportunity to feed his insatiable desire to see justice done.
 
   Yet another thought crossed his mind.
 
   “So you knew the pictures of Emily and me were fakes right from the word go! And yet you still had that harridan from social services try to see me branded as a pervert.” Anger laced his tones.
 
   Marsh coughed into his hand.
 
   “Actually Saskia paid her to do that. It’s amazing what lengths some people will go to for a few quid.”
 
   James rolled his eyes.
 
   “Great!” The sarcasm lay thick on his tongue. “And I suppose you made all that rubbish about the pills up? Jesus! But hang on, why did I collapse if they were only painkillers?” His brain ached with trying to work it out as he sifted through all the papers in his hands. Most looked like sworn statements of what Saskia was doing. They documented the blackmail threats and the incidents photographed. Some of the images were graphic enough to grace any pornographic magazine. He threw them down in disgust but then noticed that Lincoln suddenly looked slightly happier.
 
   The man rubbed his hands together.
 
   “She swapped them! When you said it earlier I thought you were just making up an excuse to get yourself out of this, but you weren’t. She really did swap them.” He frowned again. “But why didn’t she swap them back? Leaving them in the wrong bottles was a daft move. It doesn’t make sense.”
 
   James laughed as he caught on quickly.
 
   “She thought she was going back to the house after the will was read. She really thought it was all going to be hers. She hadn’t bothered before because she’s so arrogant that she didn’t think she needed to hurry. She thought she had all the time in the world to get rid of the pills! But Adam didn’t leave her a damn thing. He knew what she was doing all along and was gathering evidence to call her out on her activities. I bet Saskia wanted that awful social services woman to swap them back when she realized that there was no way she could get in the house herself, but that didn’t work either because I refused to be intimidated by you all and wouldn’t let you search the place without a warrant.” He glanced through the letters. There were at least ten of them. Pictures of more than ten men in varying states of undress and in extremely compromising positions, accompanied the letters. Maybe Adam hadn’t had chance to speak to all of the men, or hadn’t been able to persuade them to sign a full disclosure document. 
 
   “So what do we do now? I bet that she has something in place that will make sure these pictures are shown everywhere if she’s ever arrested, and I’m not just thinking of myself in this. Everyone she’s got her claws into will suffer.” Marsh groaned as he noticed another compromising picture of himself. “Damn, she got me twice. I don’t ever recall seeing that woman I’m with before, and I didn’t know she had this other picture. Look, there’s another one of you too,” he fumed as he picked up the photograph and handed it to his colleague. 
 
   James didn’t look. He was beyond revolted already.
 
   “Jesus, I hope you two have been to the sexual health clinic since all of this.” 
 
   Lincoln buried his head in his hands.
 
   “And to think I was going to pay her five grand for that other picture on top of getting the money off you. I thought that would be the end of it.”
 
   James shook his head in despair.
 
   “You should know that blackmailers never stop, but I do have a plan that might just help you both.”
 
   Marsh looked up hopefully.
 
   “I’m not letting her get away with murder, if that’s what you’re thinking. That’s a step too far.” He pressed his lips together determinedly.
 
   James nodded.
 
   “I agree with you. I’d see a thousand of you blokes humiliated before she gets away with killing my friend. Listen up. This is what we have to do.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   “So you’re officially off the hook?” Alex looked across at his friend as they drove away from the hospital the next morning. “And you’re really well enough to go home?”
 
   James nodded.
 
   “Yes, I’m fine.”
 
   “And that bitch is going down? For murder or manslaughter?”
 
   James nodded again.
 
   “Manslaughter probably, but she’ll get a long sentence either way. She swapped those pills. She was the only one who had the opportunity and the motive for doing it. As the girls were going to get Adam’s money anyway, they had no reason to get rid of him and I didn’t know anything about my role before the will was read. Adam’s solicitor can testify to that. Saskia said that Adam had changed his will in her favour in front of about twenty people at the funeral. That awful Trout woman from social services admitted that Saskia had offered her a hundred thousand pounds if she proved me to be a child molester and unfit to administer the trust. She was also meant to swap the pills back around or get rid of them when searching the house, but with no warrant that didn’t work either. Marsh said that the chemist swore it was Saskia who picked up the antibiotics, and both Crystal and Emily can testify that Saskia was there most of the last two weeks of Adam’s life. She was handing out his dosage while she pretended to be his loving and devoted girlfriend.”
 
   Alex stopped the car outside Crystal and Emily’s house and wiped his hand over his brow.
 
   “I knew that there was something fishy going on. I was going to ask you about it after that stuff with pictures of you and Emily, but I hadn’t considered that you might take the damn pills yourself. God! I wonder if Adam guessed what she was doing to him? It doesn’t bear thinking about.” 
 
   James had wondered the exact same thing.
 
   “He must have known that he wasn’t getting any better. He knew that a chest infection could kill him. I wish he’d had time to realize what she was doing.”
 
   Alex leaned his head back.
 
   “What a nightmare! But how did you persuade Trout to confess that she was paid? And how on earth are the police going to get a conviction to stick? I bet a decent lawyer could get Saskia off. The evidence is too scanty.”
 
   James laughed. 
 
   “Nope, it’s cast iron for manslaughter at least. The swapped pills were still in the bottles. Trout confessed and broke down when she realized that she could be charged for murder as an accomplice, and I thought of something that will get a conviction for Saskia, while Marsh and Lincoln were at the hospital yesterday afternoon.” He looked pleased with himself. “There were a few tablets left in both bottles. Those bottle tops are really small. To swap the pills you would have to put them in a couple at a time, not tip them in. Saskia’s fingerprints were the only ones on the shiny coating of both sets of the tablets.”
 
   Alex looked at him.
 
   “And that’s conclusive enough? I doubt it. She could say that she spilled them and put them back. Or that Adam dropped the bottles and she helped him put them away.”
 
   James shook his head.
 
   “Yes, but if Adam knew about that, why would she have put the two switched bottles in the upstairs cupboard? He hadn’t been upstairs since he was confined to a wheelchair so he couldn’t have medicated himself. His medicine cupboard is in his suite downstairs. The two bottles should have been there too but Saskia was probably worried that he would check on the antibiotics as his throat infection wasn’t getting any better, so she hid them upstairs and just gave him the tablets when he was meant to take them so he wouldn’t become suspicious. He probably didn’t think about it until he was too ill to move.”
 
   Alex let out a groan.
 
   “Poor bugger didn’t stand a chance once he had that money. Gawd, I hope the police aren’t going to muck it up. Are Marsh and Lincoln going to say anything about the blackmail?”
 
   James nodded.
 
   “They’re hoping to keep it quiet, but they have been to see their Chief Inspector already. They’re not involved in the murder investigation any longer because of the conflict of interest, but that’s fine so long as someone gets that bitch. I can’t believe what some people would do to get their hands on money.” 
 
   Alex agreed.
 
   “It makes you wonder what Crystal and Emily might go through. Thanks to the newspapers, everyone knows that they are loaded. Have you given any thought to Emily’s safety while she’s away at university?”
 
   James looked out of the car window towards the house. 
 
   “Not yet, but I’ve been thinking about it. We’ll have to set up something.”
 
   “And what about Crystal? Have you thought about that? She might be vulnerable even though she’s living in France. You could always offer to be her personal bodyguard.” Alex goaded him.
 
   James spun back to his friend.
 
   “Don’t. You know I can’t.”
 
   Alex tilted his head enquiringly.
 
   “What’s holding you back? Emily is going to be eighteen soon. You might be her guardian until then but you don’t have to be afterwards.”
 
   James closed his eyes briefly.
 
   “The will says I have to be about until she’s twenty-five or she doesn’t get her trust fund. Look, I don’t want to talk about it. There’s really nothing to say anyway. Crystal is with Jules. He’ll be loads better for her than I could ever be.”
 
   Confusion covered Alex’s features.
 
   “Jules? Really? I don’t know why you think that. He’s become a good friend of hers, but I don’t get the feeling that there’s anything else going on.”
 
   James opened the car door.
 
   “Like I said, I don’t want to talk about it. I just want to go indoors, have a shower and a beer, and forget about everything for a few hours.”
 
   “And are you going to tell the girls what’s been going on?”
 
   James shrugged.
 
   “I don’t think I’ll have to. They had to go to the police station to make statements. I don’t suppose they’ll be back until later. Jules was going to bring them home.” He climbed out of the car and shut the door, waving Alex off as he made his way up the path to the front door.
 
    
 
   The silence surrounded him as soon as he walked through the door. Several boxes stacked against the wall made walking down the hallway far more awkward than it should be. He opened one up and peered inside. Crystal’s delicate perfume assaulted him. He immediately shut the lid and walked around them, up the stairs and to her bedroom. The door stood open and he looked inside. Only her bed and a few furnishings remained. 
 
   His heart lurched as he realized that she had packed all her belongings and virtually moved out. Somehow it hadn’t hit him before, not like this. While her things still remained there was always the chance that she would change her mind and come home, but now he knew there was no chance at all.
 
   He closed her bedroom door, unable to bear the sight of all that emptiness, and made his way to the bathroom. He stripped his clothes and removed his legs as he sat on the chair. For a moment he wondered why he hadn’t used Adam’s bathroom. It would be easier than kneeling in the cubicle up here, but Crystal had never suggested it and he hadn’t liked to ask why. Maybe she thought her father’s rooms were too personal, although she had mentioned getting the suite reconverted.
 
   He grabbed the faucet and held it away from him until the water temperature warmed and then he let it run over him, taking away the clinical smell of the hospital. A good soap up and shampoo helped him feel a little more like himself although he had noticed the pains in his legs again already. Weariness swept over him. It had been a tense few days.
 
   He wrapped a towel around his hips and re-fitted his legs for the short walk back to his bedroom. His mobile phone buzzed on his bedside table and he opened the message from Emily.
 
   ‘Staying with Lara. See you in the morning.’ He closed the message and sat down. Emily hadn’t mentioned her sister. Crystal was probably going back to the hotel with Jules. His stomach churned at the thought.
 
   Laying back, his eyes swept over the painting of the woman he loved, and not for the first time he wished that he’d never taken her out to the château in France. If it had only been about the rehabilitation centre he might have been able to accept her decision, but with Jules on the scene the whole situation had changed. He couldn’t compete with a God. Wasn’t sure he would have been able to even if he’d been whole. He wasn’t scared of a challenge, but he didn’t want to upset Crystal. It was her choice after all. If only he could stop thinking about her.
 
   He rolled over, turning his back to the painting and noticed his wardrobe door stood open. He groaned as he saw that his suit jacket hung lopsidedly from its hanger. Crystal couldn’t have missed the picture, but he was too tired and in too much pain to worry about what she had thought of him having it so prominently displayed in his room. He reached out to his bedside table and picked up the squash ball he always left there. He squeezed it hard and put everything inside it. His pain, his jealousy, and the ache in his broken heart. 
 
    
 
   Crystal squeezed past the boxes lining the hallway. Joe and David had spent the previous day helping her pack her belongings. She was a little surprised at how many boxes they had filled and was grateful that David had found one of the château’s guests would be able to transport them when they came for their holiday the following week. She couldn’t wait to move her belongings into the house she had rented only a few minutes away from the rehabilitation centre. Having fallen in love with the cottage from the moment she set eyes on it, she was thrilled to discover that she could rent it while going through the process of buying it.
 
   She climbed the stairs wearily and walked quietly along the hallway. She passed James’ door and was about to move onto her own when she heard a soft groan. Standing quietly, she listened at his door. The groaning happened again, this time followed by a whimper. 
 
   She waited for a moment longer but when the sounds seemed to quieten, she carried on to the bathroom. 
 
   It had been a trying day. Devastated by the news that her father had been as good as murdered, she had wanted nothing more than to curl into a ball and let the whole world carry on without her, but Emily had been distraught as well, and James was still in hospital recovering from the allergic reaction. Andrew had needed a therapy session and Jules had been busy attempting to organize their flights home again. Adding the police interview, as well as Patrick, Paul and Gemma constantly calling her for updates on what was happening, she hadn’t had a moment to herself. The shower beckoned.
 
   She scooped up shampoo and lathered her hair before rinsing and then taking up the bottle of her favourite body wash. The familiar scent calmed her riotous thoughts. She was going back to France the next day. Her whole body ached with the thoughts of leaving her sister and James, but there was nothing she could do about it. She knew that the men in the rehabilitation centre needed her and she also knew that she would never be fulfilled opening a simple therapy centre now.
 
   The soap bubbles drained away and she turned off the shower. Wrapping her towel around her, she was about to go to her bedroom when she turned her head back towards James’ door and listened as she thought she heard movement. A pained moan suddenly rent the air and she hurried to his door. Turning the door handle, she peered inside. Moonlight flooded the room through the open curtains, illuminating James’ rippling skin as he thrashed in the bed. She rushed to his side.
 
   “James. It’s me, Crystal. Shh... It’s just a dream.” Smoothing her palm over his sweat-covered forehead, she smiled as he instantly became calm again. She sat on the edge of the bed as his breathing slowed. “There, just a dream.” She whispered again as she gazed down at his toned torso, so beautiful in the silver light shining in through the window.
 
   A frown lined his forehead and his lips parted in another agonized groan. His arm swept across his stomach and she noticed a sliver of rubber ball clutched in his tightly gripped fist. His knuckles had turned white with stress and the muscles in his forearm corded with tension.
 
   ‘I want her back! I need her!’ His words were so shallow that she almost believed she had imagined them.
 
   She took hold of his hand and rubbed the back of it with her thumb. Not quite sure what to do, she began massaging his forearm, spreading her fingers over his damp flesh and stroking his skin with a gentle but firm pressure. 
 
   “And I thought you would be fine. What a fool.” Her voice sounded hollow and she gulped back a choked sob. “I should never have left you and now it’s too late. I have to go back.” She leaned down and pressed her lips to the back of his hand. It felt ice cold and she leaned her cheek into it to warm it. “Let it go!” she intoned.
 
   His knuckles released a little as she kissed them again and she looked back up at his face, hoping that the frown would be gone. She dropped his hand as she saw his silver grey eyes watching her.
 
   “Crystal? What are you doing here?” His voice sounded husky with sleep.
 
   She began to stand but he suddenly dropped the squash ball and grabbed a hold of her wrist, stopping her from leaving the bed. She didn’t struggle against his hold as she watched the curious frown pass across his features. 
 
   “You were moaning. I came in to see if you needed anything.” She hesitated and glanced at the ball that now sat on his flat stomach. “It’s not working then?”
 
   He shrugged. 
 
   “Sometimes, but not every time. Not when I’ve just been through the stress of the last couple of days.”
 
   She gave out a grim laugh.
 
   “No, that would take some mind control and probably a massage too.” She cleared her throat. “Would you like one now? I don’t have my special oils, but there’s some lotion I can...” 
 
   He shook his head before she could finish.
 
   “No,” he breathed out slowly, knowing he was on dangerous ground but finding that he hadn’t the willpower to stop himself. 
 
    
 
   The pain had overtaken his dream. It was if the splinters of bone that had driven straight through his skin were snagging in the sheets, and while somewhere deep in his consciousness he knew that the pain wasn’t from real injuries, he couldn’t control the terror that consumed him. Until he had suddenly sensed something cool and delicately fragranced. 
 
   The dream instantly turned into something so much more. He was there, lying on the therapy bed in the château, Crystal’s delicate hands working their magic on every part of his body, even in the areas that she had never touched before. 
 
   And then she was gone. The pain lanced through him instantly. He squeezed the ball as hard as he could. I want her back, I need her! His weakness nearly broke him. He clenched his teeth as hard as he clenched the ball, crushed it harder. He was going to break his own hand if he didn’t stop. 
 
   Something with heaven’s touch pressed against the back of his hand, a soft brush of velvet against his rough skin. Nothing could be that warm, that gentle. Nothing but the touch of Crystal’s lips felt that silken. His heart lurched violently in his chest and he opened his eyes.
 
   Her damp hair curled over her naked shoulders. His eyes dipped lower. A fluffy towel just covered her from her breasts to the top of her thighs. The moonlight made her glow with an ethereal quality that belied the warmth of her skin, and he was lost. So lost that when she spoke he had no thoughts but to touch her, to feel her body pressed against his, to pull her beneath him and make love to her until they were both too spent to move.
 
   A massage? She was offering him a massage? It wasn’t enough, nowhere near enough. He shook his head.
 
   “No.” He lifted his head from the pillow, reached out as he sat forward and threaded his fingers through the moist tendrils of hair. He leaned in close and pressed his nose to the soft skin below her ear, drawing in breath as though he had been drowning only seconds before. 
 
   Her scent invaded him, turned his body to liquid mercury as the silver light of the moon skimmed across him and her fragrance melted him. 
 
   “You are so beautiful.” His lips touched the base of her throat and his tongue darted out to taste her glistening skin. Honey smothered apples with a touch of cinnamon laced her shower damp flesh. He brushed the knuckles of his free hand along the length of her arm and he felt a tremble flicker to life.
 
   He lifted his head, fearing that he had scared her, had gone a step too far, but her eyes were closed, lashes fanning onto her cheekbones. Her breath came in tiny gasps of pent up passion through parted lips. He cupped her face with his palm and slid the tip of his thumb over her bottom lip. She opened her eyes slowly and gazed at him as though she were in a dream.
 
   Her tongue darted out, licked the pad of his thumb and it was all over. Resistance wasn’t a word he knew any more. It had been erased from his vocabulary. He bent his head to hers, their heated breath mingling as he spoke.
 
   “Tell me to stop. Tell me to stop now, or I won’t be able to.” A fierce longing that she wouldn’t deny him rose in his chest. She shook her head and for an infinitesimal moment he thought she meant that she wanted him to stop, but then her hands reached for his shoulders and she pulled him to her. 
 
   “I don’t want you to stop.” Her voice was just a breath of air as she closed the last gap remaining between them.
 
   Sensation exploded through him as her damp towel dropped from her body and pooled about her hips. He tugged it out of his way even while his lips closed over hers. Their mouths met as their bodies melted together. His hands wove around her and found the dip of her spine, swept around her waist and clamped down as he lifted her into the bed beside him. 
 
   She fell back under his assault but arched her body into his, her breasts heaving against the wall of his chest. Her fingers dug into the muscles over his shoulders and a groan rose in his throat as his head fell to the base of her neck. His lips devoured the delicate flesh over her thrumming pulse as she explored his body with questing fingertips.
 
   A cry left her as he nipped the skin beneath her ear and his lips left a blazing trail of heat. His palms sought her breasts he cupped them gently before he bent to take one in his mouth. She drew in a sharp breath and he revelled in the sting of fire left by her fingernails as they scored his back. 
 
   His heart pounded furiously, banging so hard against his ribs he thought they might break. He could feel her chest rising and falling, her ribs expanding as she dragged in the now sultry air. The tightened peaks beneath his lips left him lightheaded as his blood raced to his groin. Her leg slid up over his thigh and caught on his hip. A flush of damp heat pressed against his lower belly and the scent of her passion assaulted him. 
 
   He let the air pucker her nipples to firmer points as he kissed his way across the soft curve of her stomach. Lifting her thigh higher, he draped her leg over his shoulder before nuzzling his way between the pulsing moistness that cried out to be tasted. 
 
   She bucked against him as his tongue delved into her, a cry of surprise leaving her lips and her fingers spearing through his hair as he chased her liquid desire. Nothing could have prepared him for her sweetness, her potent nectar driving him to please her more. 
 
   Her body began to quake, her shuddering breaths heaving in and out as she trembled beneath him. He rose up quickly, took her face in his hands, and pressed himself into her heat. 
 
   Her sudden intake of breath and stillness confirmed what his body had sensed almost too late, and for a moment he thought his heart might have stopped beating, but then her hips moved slowly, rotating around him as he held himself in check for what felt like a hundred years.
 
   He stared down at her, almost unable to believe what he had just done, what she had let him do.
 
   “Crystal?”
 
   She shook her head against the crook of his neck, her rapidly drying hair frothing over his shoulder.
 
   “Please, don’t stop. I want...I want...” she let out a breath as she lifted her gaze and her blue eyes met his. “I want you.” She tilted her head and bit down gently on the corded tendon between his shoulder and throat and he suddenly knew he was in far deeper than he had ever thought possible.
 
   Her slender legs wound around his waist and he gave up the fight, moving his hips slowly as he found a gentle rhythm. She moved with him and against him and then she was gasping, her whole body undulating as he felt the first flutters of her release. His own couldn’t be contained. Wildfire swept through his veins and his heart thundered against his ribcage. Sweat ran down the dip of his spine as he plunged into her, every inch of him buried until he could fill her no further. Spikes of pleasure pierced him as he withdrew and thrust again. And again.
 
   The intensity of his climax blinded him. His arms locked her to him as streaks of white heat seared his soul. Pleasure such as he had never known rocked his very being as the sounds of her own bliss filtered through the haze of passion.
 
    
 
   He held her against him. She pressed her lips to the muscle still twitching in his chest.
 
   “I should have told you.”
 
   “You should have told me.” They spoke at the same time. 
 
   Crystal let out a small laugh as he became quiet again.
 
   “It’s not easy admitting that you’re the world’s oldest virgin. I sort of hoped that you wouldn’t notice.”
 
   He shifted in the bed and let out a laugh of his own.
 
   “I know that you women think us men are generally insensitive beasts, but honestly? You thought I wouldn’t notice? Jesus, Crystal. You really should have told me. I would have been more careful.” He kissed her forehead.
 
   She smiled against his skin.
 
   “You were perfect. It was perfect.” She threaded a finger through the dusting of hair on his chest.
 
   James brushed his fingertips along the length of her arm.
 
   “I’ve not been with anyone for a long time. Since before...Well, you know how long. I don’t think I gave you my best performance.” He rested his chin in her hair.
 
   Crystal shook her head sending tendrils of hair all over his shoulder.
 
   “Then perhaps it’s just as well I have no one else to compare you with.” She lifted her head and leaned up on her elbow. She gazed down at him for a moment before stretching a leg over his hips and pulling herself above him. “Perhaps it’s just as well that you have forgotten what any other woman feels like.” She bent from the waist, kissed him once before moving backwards and twirling her tongue over his nipple.
 
   He sucked in a breath as his cock hardened instantly. She wriggled her hips a little and knelt up over him before sinking down on a sigh. He held her as he breathed through the desire to surge into her, but his choice was taken from him when she began to move. 
 
   “Crystal!” A deep groan built in his chest and his eyes widened as he marvelled at her perfection. He folded his arms around her and pulled himself to meet her, finding her lips and kissing her deeply. Seconds later she was beneath him, his mind reeling with the joy threading through him. He never wanted this to end, was never going to let it end. She was his and although he didn’t know how it would work, he was never going to let her go again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   An excited yell from downstairs woke him but he kept his eyes closed, basking in the weary glow that covered him while he yawned until his jaw felt as though it was about to pop. He reached out across the sheets and cracked an eyelid as only cool sheets slithered under his palm. 
 
   He lifted his head to check. Crystal wasn’t beside him and by the feel of the cotton bed linen, she hadn’t been there for some time. He sat up as he heard footsteps thundering up the stairs and smiled as he imagined Emily racing to her sister’s room. It was all going to be all right. As soon as they had a chance to tell Emily that her sister would be sleeping with him from now on, Crystal wouldn’t have to creep away from him in the dead of night.
 
   His lips quirked up as he thought of their lovemaking. An indent remained in the pillow beside him and he lifted it to his nose. Her scent invaded him, the delicate perfume of her surrounded him. He puffed out a long, satisfied breath and shifted in the bed. His lower back ached, muscles tight from more use than they had experienced in years. His thighs and buttocks held a delicious burn that he didn’t want to leave him. God! She had been fabulous! She’d given him everything, not holding back for a second, and he had returned her generosity with every fibre of his being. 
 
   He was about to slump back onto the bed and drag the scented duvet back around him when the door of his room flew open and the next instant Emily bounded in waving some sheets of paper. Grabbing the sheet to make sure he was covered, he held up his hand to stop her before either of them became embarrassed.
 
   “She’s gone back to her room.” He stated with a small smile.
 
   Emily stopped dead at the end of his bed and looked around.
 
   “Who are you talking about? There’s only us here.” Confusion covered her features.
 
   James raised an eyebrow.
 
   “Crystal, of course. Who else would I be talking about? She’s gone back to her room but that was probably only for your benefit. If she hasn’t already told you, we’ll be sleeping together from now on.” He grinned widely but his smile slipped from his lips as he noticed Emily swallow. “What? What’s wrong?” He smoothed his hair into some sort of order while he wished she wasn’t staring at him so hard.
 
   She took a step forwards and then sat down heavily on the end of his bed.
 
   “Crystal left this morning. Jules came and picked her up at about six. I only just arrived home in time to see them off. The flight to Dinard was fully booked so they all took the early ferry to Caen. I thought you knew she was leaving this morning. I assumed that she told you.” she said quietly as she looked down at her hands.
 
   James swallowed over the lump that suddenly clogged his throat.
 
   “She’s gone already. Oh, I see.” He choked out his words. He didn’t see at all. She’d given herself to him. Had only ever given herself to him. She was his. He was hers. He wasn’t going to just let her go. Or was he? Was that what she wanted? Just one night and then nothing. Her career was important to her, he knew that already, but although they hadn’t talked about it, he had assumed that she would come home, would maybe open a clinic in England. Well, he had that wrong, that was for sure. 
 
   His thoughts tumbled over one another. She had obviously made some kind of unbreakable attachment to the men at the rehabilitation centre, but those three men wouldn’t be there forever. Maybe if she saw out this challenge, she would come home. Perhaps if he pleaded with her, or even used Emily as leverage, he could persuade her. 
 
   But then he remembered Jules? Bitterness filled him to the point of near furious jealousy. Why had she slept with him if she was going to go back to the handsome Frenchman? He couldn’t reason it out, couldn’t begin to imagine what she had been thinking. Had she used him? Perhaps Jules had assumed she was experienced. The way women as good as threw themselves at the man James was pretty sure that Jules was as experienced as they came. Jesus! He suddenly felt sick at the thought of Crystal merely using him for a trial run. 
 
   Emily was muttering something, but he couldn’t stop the roar that filled his ears. Something flapped in his face, distracting him from his ire. He remained silent for a moment longer before noticing the letter Emily held. Something else to talk about. Good. 
 
   “Postman’s been? He was early,” he said sharply.
 
   She glanced up at him suddenly aware that he probably hadn’t heard a word she had been saying to him. She spoke patiently, realizing that things weren’t as he had assumed.
 
   “Yes, but he wasn’t early. You were sleeping like a baby. It’s gone ten already.” She paused and looked down at her letter before she carried on quietly. “I thought that you would want to say goodbye, but you were sleeping so well that Jules said not to wake you. Having to take the hire car back made them tight for time.”
 
   He took another few breaths as his whole world crashed down around him.
 
   “And Crystal didn’t want to wake me either, that’s obvious.” He couldn’t keep the bitterness from his tones.
 
   Emily shook her head.
 
   “It wasn’t like that. She was crying. I don’t think she wanted to go.”
 
   James let out a bark of a laugh.
 
   “Yeah, sure. She might not have wanted to leave you, but it’s perfectly clear that she couldn’t care less about leaving me.” He shrugged while the jealousy tore at him. “Just getting me out of her system before she makes a match with the oh so perfect Jules. Can’t say I blame her. She must wince every time she looks at an aging cripple like me.” He didn’t want to hate the pair of them but the agony burning through his veins was too much. If Jules had been in front of him, he didn’t know if he would have been able to stop himself from tearing the man’s heart out.
 
   Emily gasped in shock.
 
   “No! How could you say that? You know she’s not like that. And you’re wrong about her and Jules. They’re just friends.”
 
   James shook his head in resignation.
 
   “No. You’re the one who is wrong, Em. They were at the police station together and at the hospital. I’ve seen the way he looks at her and they would be perfect together. She’s so beautiful and he’s so...Well, you can see for yourself how fucking glorious he is.” He threw up his hands in despair before he stared hard over at his prosthetic limbs. “Why wouldn’t she want someone like him.” It was a statement, not a question.
 
   Emily stood up, anger in her own expression.
 
   “Just stop! You’re so up your own arse! Why don’t you pull your head out of it and smell the roses? Jules is handsome and perfect for someone, but it’s not going to be Crystal or any of the women who fawn over him. He’s gay, you idiot.” She ignored James’ dropped jaw. “Now get up and get dressed. We have a lot to do before we leave.” She walked towards the door.
 
   James slammed his jaw shut, the shock of Emily’s revelation completely befuddling his brain.
 
   “Gay? Jules is gay?” he swallowed as a smile crept over his lips. “Jules is gay! My God! Of course he is. Don’t know why I never saw it before.” He scowled again. “But what about Andrew? It’s as if he’s attached to her with glue.” 
 
   Emily rolled her eyes.
 
   “There are more women in the world than my sister, you know. Andrew has been hanging around her not only to have his therapy, but to see me.” She grinned delightedly.
 
   James’ eyes widened in surprise.
 
   “Andrew is interested in you? But he’s a lot older than you, and...” he didn’t finish as he saw Emily glower. “Okay, well he’s obviously a better choice than the last boyfriend you had, but we can discuss that another time. You said something about leaving. Where are we going?” 
 
   “We’re going after them. If we hire a private plane we might get there before them.”
 
   James’ mouth fell open again.
 
   “What? I don’t have money for private planes. And we can’t go after them anyway. Even if Jules is gay, it doesn’t change the situation.” He still felt stunned by the news. He had no idea. “I have my work here and you have university in September.”
 
   Emily grinned suddenly.
 
   “It might not have changed your work situation yet, but I think I have a way around that. Ellen’s been in touch this morning. She’s sent everyone an email. You probably have one too if you look.” She waited for him to pick up his phone.
 
   He scrolled through a few screens and then stared hard.
 
   “They had the go ahead for the units. That’s great.” He frowned back up at Emily. “What are you thinking?” Suspicion laced through him.
 
   “Just working things through in my head,” she replied lightly before returning to the papers in her hand. “It’s a pity that the postman didn’t deliver this yesterday.” She waved her letter beneath his nose.
 
   James could barely follow her. He pressed his fingers to his temples, trying to concentrate as she flicked the letter at him again.
 
   “What are you talking about? What did the postman deliver?” He grabbed the letter and looked at the header before scanning the rest of the page and forms attached. His head jerked up and he stared at Emily. “You didn’t! Does this mean what I think it does?”
 
   She gave a small smile.
 
   “Yes, it does. Now, where do we go to hire a private plane?”
 
   James shook his head, disbelief clouding his thoughts and worry lacing his tones.
 
   “I’m not sure about this. I’m your guardian. You should have talked it through with me.”
 
   Emily shrugged and her smile became a grin.
 
   “Oh, blah! I’m old enough to make some of my own decisions and I think this one will be okay. Nothing is set in stone, but this gives us some breathing space. Everything with dad and Crystal was getting too much. My life has altered so radically in the last few weeks that I need some time to work things out and maybe try something different.”
 
   James stared at her. He’d always thought she was a scatty kind of girl but he could now see that she had a good head on her shoulders. Things had changed in all their lives. Perhaps it was right that they reconsider their future.
 
   “Okay, I concede that you might have a point. With all the changes going on, maybe we should slow down a little, but that still doesn’t mean that I have enough money for private plane trips.” He wasn’t poor but he certainly wasn’t rich either.
 
   Emily shoved his shoulder.
 
   “Idiot! I don’t know what Crystal sees in you sometimes...” She rolled her eyes as he winked and flexed a rock-hard bicep. “Yes, well, you do have impressive muscles, I’ll grant you that, but honestly sometimes you can be frighteningly daft. I’m not asking you to pay for anything. I just want you to release some of my trust fund. I want to go and see my sister and you have to come with me. I’m not allowed to fly unaccompanied as I’m not yet eighteen.”
 
   James suddenly laughed. Something shifted inside him even while he thought of the consequences of Emily’s letter.
 
   “I doubt that a private plane would come under the heading of good investments.”
 
   Emily laughed back at him.
 
   “Of course it is. It’s a small investment in my future happiness. Come on. Get yourself dressed. I’ll have a look on the internet and see if we can’t get a flight out in the next hour or so. You never know, if we hurry, we might actually arrive at the château before them.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   David handed Crystal yet another tissue. Her eyes hadn’t stopped leaking since Jules had picked her up early that morning and it was now well past lunch. The ferry rolled on through the waves as the men gathered around her.
 
   “Come on, love. I know it has been a trying few days but he’s fine and it’s not like you won’t see him again. We’re not that far away.”
 
   She gulped back the tears.
 
   “I know, I know, but you didn’t see him when he was wired up to all that stuff. It was awful. I thought he was going to die, and now that we’re going home it seems like it’s so final. Don’t get me wrong, David. I’m not giving up on my clinic, but I wish there was another way. I’m going to miss my sister so much and...” She sobbed again, unable to finish.
 
   Jules rubbed his hand soothingly up and down her back.
 
   “I shouldn’t ‘ave rushed you this morning. I didn’t realize leaving them would cause you so much distress. Emily didn’t appear so distraught.”
 
   Crystal frowned as she wiped at her eyes. Jules was right. Emily hadn’t appeared that distraught at all, but then she still had James. Though she knew her sister’s relationship with James was purely friendship, jealousy gnawed at her insides.
 
   Joe leaned in.
 
   “I think she was excited about something. When I saw her yesterday, she said that she was waiting for some news. Maybe she was just distracted this morning.”
 
   Crystal blew her nose and blinked hard.
 
   “Probably just waiting to hear about her exams, but the results are not released until August. She’s still a couple of months to wait.”
 
   Andrew shook his head.
 
   “No, it was definitely something else. She said to me that she was hopeful about something. She didn’t want to give specifics in case it didn’t work out and I didn’t press her for answers. I thought that she might have applied for a job over the summer. Perhaps she was waiting to see if she had an interview.”
 
   Crystal sat back in the chair and gazed out over the sparkling sea towards the French coastline. There was hardly a wave and the ferry bound for Caen rocked only gently as it edged nearer the port. She turned back to Andrew, a hint of confusion on her brow. 
 
   “An interview? It’s a possibility I suppose. I wish she had told me.” She worried the damp tissue in her hands.
 
   David glanced out of the window as he felt the ferry begin to turn into the docking bay. He looked down at his watch and then at his phone. Still no signal. 
 
   “We’d best go up and wait. Ryan will probably be on time.” He referred to the helicopter landing pad on the uppermost deck. “With a bit of luck, we’ll be home before dinner. I’ve missed Patrick’s cooking.” 
 
   Andrew touched Crystal’s elbow as he nodded to David and Joe.
 
   “We can drop these two off and go straight back to the centre, if you prefer. I think I’m going to be all right today. Unless anyone else needs you, you’ll be able to go straight home.”
 
   Crystal nodded and yawned.
 
   “Yes, it’s been a terrible few days. I’m looking forward to having a few hours to myself. I need to catch up on some sleep.” Her thoughts dipped back to the previous night. Her muscles still ached, but she didn’t regret anything. James had been perfect. Tender, passionate, and giving. Everything she could have ever wanted, and still wanted. She twisted the scenarios in her head again. His work, her work, Emily at university...It went around and around in her head.
 
    
 
   James stared at the stone-faced cottage. The evening sunlight glinted off the thick slate tiles, the heavy grey turning to a dancing blue shimmer. An abundance of early summer flowers crowded the path to the front door. He listened carefully, but silence enveloped him. He had arrived before Crystal after the taxi had dropped Emily at the château, and now he wondered what he should do. He hadn’t known that she had bought a place. Not that she had to tell him, of course but he’d been surprised to discover that she’d been living in it for over a fortnight and yet she hadn’t let him know. 
 
   He turned around to look out over the beach opposite. Boats bobbed on the rippling waves in the bay. A lone man walked across the sand, bucket in hand and a shrimp net thrown over his shoulder. He raised his hand in acknowledgement and James raised his in return.
 
   He turned back to the door. It was daft to knock. He knew that she had not arrived home yet. Ryan, Gemma’s husband, would be flying her and Andrew directly to the rehabilitation centre, but they weren’t expected for almost an hour. 
 
   Doubts had plagued him all the way from England and now they became worse. What if Crystal had really only wanted one night? What if Emily had made a mistake and Jules really was bisexual and still a contender. He wiped his hand across his sweat damp forehead as he glanced about the front door step. 
 
   Several large, flat pebbles from the beach were artfully placed between the flower beds. He picked up the nearest to the door and shook his head when he immediately saw a key. He would have to give Crystal some advice on security, that was clear. 
 
   He inserted the key into the lock and turned it. The quiet click made him jump despite expecting it. Her fragrance enveloped him as he opened the door and he stood for a moment just breathing it in before ducking his head under the low stone entrance and stepping further inside. 
 
   The door closed behind him and he walked across the ancient flag stone floor, his footsteps sounding loud in the empty hallway. A bright living room to his right surprised him. He’d expected the house to be small and dark but it was deceptively spacious and lit with sunlight coming in through large patio doors. Thick rugs covered the flagstones and a log burner sat invitingly against one wall. An open archway led through to the luxurious kitchen, more modern than he had ever seen. Polished granite work surfaces gleamed and banks of sleek units covered one wall leaving a good space for a dining table and chairs. 
 
   Birthday cards covered the table, surrounding a huge bouquet of flowers. His own card stood in front of the others and he smiled at the implication. He glanced through the rest and tried not to grind his teeth when he noticed that several were from men at the rehabilitation centre. He lifted the note with the flowers and felt the tight knot that had tied itself in his stomach loosen when he saw that they were from all the staff at the rehabilitation centre. 
 
   He tucked the note back into the display and then stilled as he heard a sound behind him. A faint whisper of air brushed the back of his neck and he turned slowly. 
 
   Crystal clearly hadn’t seen him. She dropped her bag just inside the living room door. She sighed deeply and then moved out of his line of sight as she walked to the patio doors and threw them open. Warm air flooded into the house. He caught the faint scent of herbs, but only a second passed before the doors slammed shut again and she stormed back into his vision. She threw up her hands as she began talking to herself.
 
   “What on earth am I doing? I can’t stay here. I need him more than I would ever have thought possible. I should never have said I would stay here. These men will have to get along without me.” She sounded angry and upset at the same time as she swirled back towards the door. She grabbed up her bag and ran towards the hallway. 
 
   James stopped breathing for an instant and then strode across the room after her.
 
   “Crystal!”
 
   She let out a small scream of surprise before spinning around. Her bag fell to the floor once again and she lifted her hands to her face to rub her eyes. She blinked before she spoke.
 
   “I’m hallucinating. I think of him and he’s there. God! I’m going mad!” 
 
   James laughed.
 
   “Sorry, you’re not hallucinating. I let myself in. You really need to find a better hiding place for the key.” He walked slowly towards her.
 
   She blinked again and then took a step forward. She frowned as she lifted her hand and pointed her index finger moments before prodding him hard in his chest. His muscles tensed beneath her touch and her gaze rose to meet his.
 
   “James? How? I mean, how are you here? Is Emily with you? Is everything okay?” Confusion covered her face and her eyes filled with tears, but they didn’t fall.
 
   James caught hold of her hand before she poked him again.
 
   “Emily is with Ellen and the others. She’s staying at the château until we can find somewhere permanent.”
 
   Crystal opened her mouth and then shut it again. She took another step toward him and lifted her other hand to the side of his face. She caressed his cheek with a cool palm and he closed his eyes as he drank in the sensations that swept over his body. 
 
   “Somewhere permanent? What do you mean?” 
 
   James opened his eyes again and stared down into her blue ones.
 
   “She’s decided to come and live here. She’s postponed her degree. She sent them samples of her work and the university have given her an unconditional offer that she can delay for up to three years.”
 
   Crystal’s eyes widened in surprise and she took a step backwards.
 
   “She’s what? But she can’t do that. What about her plans for a gallery? She should have discussed this with me before making any rash decisions. Did she discuss this with you?” 
 
   James smiled and shook his head.
 
   “No, and I said exactly the same thing at first, but then she showed me an email that she’s had from Ellen. I suspect that you saw it already as Ellen sent it to everyone.” 
 
   Crystal shook her head.
 
   “I haven’t looked. We didn’t have a signal on the ferry and I hadn’t bothered looking while we were flying from the port.”
 
   James pulled his phone from his pocket and showed her the message.
 
   “They had the go ahead for the artisan units at the château. Emily wants to take one as soon as the place is ready.”
 
   Crystal’s head shot up.
 
   “She does?” She looked back down at the message. “And Ellen has a list of work that needs to be done before they open the units up to any craftspeople.”
 
   James nodded.
 
   “Scroll down a little more.”
 
   She scanned down.
 
   “They want a marketing manager too, a part time position at first but someone with experience of setting up businesses and working with other people. Has to be able to speak French.” She looked back up doubtfully.
 
   James smiled down at her.
 
   “Tu pense que je ne peux pas le faire?” He laughed at her surprise. “I can speak several languages, as it happens. I was thinking that I might apply.” He paused, suddenly uneasy again when she didn’t say anything, but he suddenly remembered her words as she had picked up her bag and was about to leave again. “Well, I might apply if I had anything, anyone worth staying for.” He waited, hope coursing through him as her eyes brightened.
 
   And then she was in his arms, her lips against his, her body flush with his own. He lifted her from the ground and deepened the kiss, his tongue chasing hers as she grasped his shoulders and kissed him back. 
 
   His passion roared to life as she moaned softly into his mouth.
 
   “I can’t believe that you are here. I thought I’d lost you. I never felt as bad as I did this morning. Leaving you was the hardest thing I’ve ever done.” She pressed another kiss to his lips and it was several minutes before he could bear to tear himself away from her. 
 
   His chest heaved as he suddenly blurted out his words.
 
   “I thought you had something going with Jules. He’s so handsome, so perfect, and I’m so...” He stopped speaking for a moment and then he took a deep breath as she raised an irritated eyebrow at him. “Let’s just say that I didn’t think I stood a chance.” A flush rose up his neck.
 
   She let out a bellow of laughter.
 
   “Jules! But he’s...” She didn’t finish. James interrupted her.
 
   “Yes, he’s gay. I know that now but I hadn’t a clue until Emily told me this morning. When I spoke to him last, he said that he thought you are really attractive.”
 
   She gazed into his eyes as she brushed her palm over his cheek.
 
   “Well, I am glad he thinks so. I’d hate it if he thought I was an ugly old hag, but even if he was straight, he would never have stood a chance.” She suddenly looked down as her voice dropped to a whisper. “I’ve never looked at anyone but you. I fell in love with you the day I fell off my bike into the sloe bush.”
 
   He curled his finger under her chin and lifted her face to look back at him again.
 
   “It’s taken me a lot longer to notice that you are far more than just my best friend’s daughter. But I love you too. I never realized what I was feeling until the gang here pointed it out to me. It kind of punched me in the face, but I tried to deny my feelings. What an idiot.” He pulled her against him and buried his face in her hair. “I chased after you the night Andrew took the pills, but by the time I’d put my legs back on and dressed again, you had gone.”
 
   She leaned back in confusion and then her cheeks blushed a delicate shade of pink as her eyes accused him.
 
   “I thought you were asleep.” She thumped his chest with the side of her fist. 
 
   He caught her hand in his as he shook his head.
 
   “Only the first time, and then when you had that dream. You said that you loved me then, but I wasn’t sure you meant me at the time.”
 
   Crystal’s mouth fell open.
 
   “Oh, God! How embarrassing.”
 
   He shrugged.
 
   “I said stuff too. I didn’t realize I had said anything aloud until you answered me. I wasn’t expecting the massage to be so relaxing.”
 
   She recalled his opposition to her techniques.
 
   “You were so stubborn about my therapies. What made you change your mind about them?”
 
   He leaned down again and moved her hair to kiss the skin beneath her ear.
 
   “I was as jealous as hell. The thought of your hands on the other guys nearly killed me. I was rock hard just thinking about you, and I was sure that they would feel the same. I had to know what you were doing to them and what they were doing in return. Drove me mad. I couldn’t eat for three days.”
 
   She laughed again softly.
 
   “I know! You were meant to be jealous, but you should know something else. I didn’t use massage on them. I’m fully trained in acupuncture too. I was just pushing needles into them.”
 
   He let out a low chuckle as he feathered his lips across her collar bone.
 
   “What? Really? You mean that you didn’t touch them, didn’t massage them?” Relief swept over him, though he knew he was being ridiculous.
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “Didn’t come close to it, didn’t need to. Andrew and the others were trying to be macho about the alternative therapy thing. They all wanted to try acupuncture first rather than giving in to a massage. We’ve had brilliant results, but the massage seemed to work on you, until you went home again. I saw all the squash balls about the house. It’s clearly not worked as well as it should have since you left here.”
 
   James glanced downwards, astonishment spreading through him as he realized that he wasn’t experiencing any pain.
 
   “Good grief! I’d totally forgotten about it, but since the minute Emily and I decided to come back here, I haven’t felt a twinge.” He looked into her eyes again. “Why didn’t you try the acupuncture on me if you knew it was getting results?” 
 
   She kissed him gently before she spoke.
 
   “I’ve loved you for ten years, James. I just couldn’t resist getting my hands on you at last.”
 
   He ran his knuckles across her flushed cheeks.
 
   “Do you feel like getting your hands on me again? I mean, like right now.”
 
   She tilted her head to the side.
 
   “But what about Emily? Isn’t she coming over? She doesn’t need to find any other place. There are two of spare bedrooms upstairs.”
 
   He shook his head.
 
   “She’s staying at the château for a few days, just until we’ve settled in. She wanted to give us some time alone.” He hesitated again, wishing he hadn’t assumed anything as her blue eyes flickered slightly. “That’s if you’ll have me,” he finished quietly.
 
   Crystal let him suffer for a long moment before speaking again.
 
   “Oh, I’ll have you, but I wasn’t thinking of putting you in any spare room.”
 
   He grinned wildly and suddenly bent, scooping her into his arms as he gazed at her with darkened eyes.
 
   “Good. I was hoping that you would say that. I need you, Crystal. Right now. I can’t wait another moment.” He walked back out into the hallway and took the stairs two at a time.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Epilogue
 
    
 
    
 
   Alex narrowed his eyes as he looked down at his computer. Another warning. He clicked his security software and frowned. Same source. The third hit in five days. Shit! Someone was trying to get in. He tapped at his keyboard, his fingertips racing across the keys as he began backing up his files onto his exterior hard drive. 
 
   His eyes flicked to his incoming emails as an icon flashed. A new one from James. He opened it quickly, already knowing what it would say. After being given the job as marketing manager for the château’s new venture, James would remain in France for the foreseeable future. 
 
   Alex had been expecting the news and didn’t mind in the least. His friend’s happiness was worth far more than their small security company, and it wasn’t as if he was deserting the business entirely. It would be at least another three months before the artisan units would be ready for occupation. 
 
   He sent a quick response, not only wishing the man luck in the new venture, but also confirming that he could attend James and Crystal’s wedding. He smiled as he hit the send button, but then frowned as yet another notification let him know that someone was probing his files again. 
 
   A glance at the bar on his external hard-drive icon showed the download to be already three quarters done. He hit an icon and made sure that his defences were still in place. Nothing to worry about there. Everything looked secure. The download showed ninety percent. It slowed dramatically and then another warning notice flashed up.
 
   Shit! Whoever it was knocking at his door was getting in somehow. He thanked God that he’d had the foresight to build his own firewalls into his system. Another blocker flashed up on the screen and he breathed a sigh of relief. Ninety-nine percent done. Sweat beaded on his brow as two more attempts on his computer’s brain were foiled.
 
   A ping told him that he was at one hundred percent. He instantly clicked the download complete icon, closed all the open screens, and hit the reset button. His screen went blank for a moment and then lit up. His finger shook as he touched ‘factory settings’ and then he reached into his desk drawer for a screwdriver. He flipped over the notebook and began turning the threads as fast as he could. Another bleep signalled a further attack. He didn’t waste time looking to see if the invader had breached his security. He gave up with the screwdriver and picked up the computer, slamming it onto the floor. The screen shattered instantly and he grabbed up his chair, ramming the leg down as hard as he could just as his final alert began screaming from the machine’s still intact speakers. He brought the chair down hard again, fragments of plastic and metal flying all about the office. The screaming stopped.
 
   Dropping the chair, he picked up what was left of the motherboard, separating it from the remnants of the plastic casing, ripping wires and ignoring his now bleeding fingertips as he stripped the connections.
 
   Ragged breaths left his lips as he stared down at the mutilated machinery that now covered half his office floor. Perspiration dripped from his brow and he felt the bile rise in his throat. He gulped in air, his head spinning at how close a call it had been. His tablet suddenly pinged with a new email. He stared at the sender’s name. Jesus! They had tracked his secret email address! Did they know who he was? There was nothing in the tablet that would lead to an investigation but he still hit the delete button without opening the message. 
 
   Glancing out of his office window, he looked down into the service yard. He was taking a chance but he had to get out now. Steve could deal with the business for a few weeks until he had covered his tracks and made sure that there was nothing incriminating for anyone to uncover. 
 
   He turned away from the window, strode to the broom cupboard, and pulled out the vacuum cleaner and the dustpan and brush. Cleaning the mess took longer than he wanted it to, but he couldn’t leave any more evidence than could be helped. He bundled the vacuum bag and larger fragments in a carrier bag and shoved it, along with his external hard drive and his tablet into his bag. He took another look around the office. A forensic search would probably show up hundreds of fragments of his computer, but he had done the best he could in the time available. There wouldn’t be anything big enough left to gain any information or to leave a trail.
 
   Minutes later, he was up on the roof of the building. He kept himself bent low as he ran across the flat roof and slid over the low wall separating the office building from the shopping centre. Sirens wailed in the distance, giving him an extra incentive to stay out of sight and seconds after that he heard them blaring in the yard at the back of the buildings behind him. 
 
   His phone buzzed in his pocket. He ignored it as he clambered over another wall and towards a set of stairs set at the edge of the rooftop. Another thirty seconds and he had disabled the alarm system of the fire-door, slipping through into the home-ware section of the local department store. 
 
   A mid-season sale helped his descent to the ground floor. Crowds of people mingled around the racks and stands of bargain priced goods. He slowed his pace to match the unhurried shoppers and five minutes later, he walked out into the busy high street. 
 
   His phone buzzed in his pocket again and this time he dipped his hand in and snagged it out. James was calling. He lifted the phone to his ear.
 
   “Sorry, I can’t talk right now. I sent you a message.” He glanced right and left as he crossed the street and leapt onto the bus. Someone spoke at the other end of the phone as he handed over a few coins.
 
   “Yes, I have your message. See you at the wedding.” The caller hung up as the bus driver handed him his ticket.
 
   Alex took the strip of paper and moved along the aisle to an empty seat as he stared down at his phone in horror. The caller’s tones had been light, jovial even, but though their voices were similar, Alex’s chest had tightened and his stomach gave an uncomfortable roll. It hadn’t been James speaking on the other end of the phone.
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