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   Chapter One
 
    
 
   The man was incredibly handsome. His features were hard but there was no denying it. His clear blue eyes stared out over the court room and his stubble-shaded chin jutted proudly. His broad shoulders were held back stiffly inside his wrinkled jacket and his huge chest filled out his tatty shirt even though his cheeks looked slightly sunken.
 
   His military bearing was unmistakable even though his clothes told a tale of better times. 
 
   The silence in the room deepened and for a moment he wondered if he was meant to say something but then he turned his head as the judge suddenly cleared his throat. The authoritative voice sounded even louder in the echoing chamber. 
 
   “You attacked an innocent bystander, a man who had come to this country in fear of his life. Your behaviour was appalling! For a man of your previous position and supposed intelligence, I can scarce believe it. It’s not his fault you are homeless and the accusation you have laid as your defence is utterly contemptible. You have been offered sheltered accommodation on three separate occasions. Sleeping in people’s sheds and summer houses is not an acceptable alternative. And attacking innocent members of the public just because you think they had something to do with your current position is completely outrageous. For goodness’ sake man, you can’t even see him to identify him.” The judge breathed in and out heavily in obvious exasperation. “In view of how you have served your country and because you confessed your guilt to the charges I am prepared to give you one last chance but before I consider alternatives to imprisonment, are you going to give me a reasonable explanation or am I going to have to take action that I really don’t want to?”
 
   Paul’s expression hardened. He turned his head back to the court room. Explanation? What was there to explain? He wasn’t even going to try to tell this judge again. His defence lawyer had done it already. Not that he had been of any help in the case. He clearly hadn’t believed that Paul’s hatred of the man could possibly have stemmed from what had occurred over six years previously.
 
    
 
   He was blind. His sight ripped away from him while on active service in Afghanistan. A mission of mercy that had gone to shit within minutes and had affected his every waking and a good few of his sleeping moments ever since.  
 
   The experimental bionic eyes that had given him minimal sight for the last five years no longer worked with his weakened optic nerves. His ten years of service were up and due to his rapidly deteriorating sight he had failed his last physical. Even though he had passed every single other test they had thrown at him he had been chucked out of the army. 
 
   He had thought that finding work would be a simple task. He had a brilliant and decorated career. His record sheet was spotless until he had been dumped on civvy street. He knew he was going to be in for a hard time the moment he stepped through the door of the job centre. For weeks he had turned up every day looking for work but most of the time the jobs were not advertised in braille and he had to stand in a long queue of people waiting for someone who could help him. 
 
   The people helping him were as difficult to get past as the original advertisements. They flicked through their books of vacant positions sighing and pondering while they decided for him what sort of jobs he should consider. They didn’t even bother to let him know about most of them as they selected positions for him, treating him as if he was fragile, as though he would shatter if he did more than lift a finger. Of the one or two interviews he attended it was clear that those companies were only filling their quotas of disabled people. None of them were serious jobs and all were low paid with no hope of promotion. He couldn’t even pay for his flat with the money he would make. It was very frustrating but worse was to come. 
 
   His landlord threw him out when he was just a month late on his rent. With nothing coming in he had been reduced to living on benefits but the social services didn’t agree that his flat was a suitable place for someone in his position to be living in and they stopped making any payments. He had come home one evening to find his scant belongings thrown into the stair well and the locks on his door changed. He had managed to find a cheap hostel for that night and everything still might have worked out okay if he hadn’t gone back to the job centre the very next day.
 
    
 
   Daily, for nearly eight years Paul had cursed the warlord who had captured him and killed his two teammates while they were handing out aid in a small Afghan village. As part of the army’s peacekeeping work it was his job to rebuild towns and help the people, and these people had certainly needed help. Paul and his two friends had been shocked at the depth of poverty. The people were starving but as there were so few of them they had only raced back to their operations base, filled the small armoured car and had set off again immediately to get the job done quickly. 
 
   The trap had closed in on them fast. Steve had been shot in the head and died instantly but Adrian hadn’t been quite so lucky. He had lingered in agony for a few minutes as his blood pumped out of the deep wound to his throat. In his mind Paul could still see the dark stain of blood soaking into the barren sandy soil beneath his teammate’s body. Paul had only survived because one of the bandits had an appallingly bad aim. The fool hadn’t missed his target completely but had shot straight through Paul’s gun leaving him practically defenceless. 
 
   He had still thought he might be able to make a getaway until he felt the hot air behind him move unnaturally. The heavy whack on the back of his neck had come as a complete surprise. He had thought himself in a group of only bent old men, wrinkled elderly ladies, shy young women and a few curious children but it seemed that two of the shy young women were in reality fresh-faced young men. 
 
   He had dropped to his knees as the blow caught him off guard, his head spinning with a numb pain while stars sprinkled his vision and it was suddenly all over. He knew his commanding officer would eventually send someone to discover the fate of his team but his final thought before darkness closed in on him was that any help was going to arrive way too late. 
 
   He had woken as the setting sun glinted through gaps in weathered shutters and found himself strapped to a wooden board inside what obviously passed as one of the rough-hewn village houses. He had tried to move but quickly discovered that along with standard handcuffs, tightly bound razor wire held his wrists and ankles firmly to the board and the more he fought the bonds the more deeply the wire sliced into his flesh.
 
   For the best part of two days a heavily bearded man had leaned over him and grinned insanely, displaying condemned housing teeth and blowing out noxious, tobacco breath as he slowly dripped battery acid into Paul’s eyes in his quest for information about the arms on the base. He could remember acutely the agonizing pain as the odious man had laughed in his face while he questioned Paul about their plans to derail the drugs routes but the terrible realization that his vile captor would be the last thing he would ever see was an even bitterer pill to swallow. He still hadn’t talked. There was no way he could set up his team mates as potential future targets.
 
   The daring rescue had come only a few hours after his world had turned permanently black. His commanding officer had carried him out of the blown up house still strapped to the wooden board and had immediately taken him to the field hospital where doctors dosed him with sedatives while they cut him from his bonds, bandaged his eyes and sent him home for emergency treatment. 
 
   Three weeks later, with some brilliant plastic surgery repairing his tattered eyelids and the deep, acid-burned furrows at the corners of his eyes with hardly a scar remaining, his only real problem was his lack of sight. 
 
   The bionic eyes were all part of an army experiment, one which he had been glad to be part of and for five years he had been able to see to a certain, if grainy, degree. A minute camera sent an image directly from his false eyes via his still functioning optic nerves into his brain, giving him a two dimensional, monochrome version of the world around him.   
 
   Deployment on the front line was impossible but there were plenty of other jobs on offer. He had worked with the canine teams for a start, a job he had loved but his brilliant brain was wasted and he had swiftly moved on to intelligence and interrogation. Being fluent in several languages was a huge advantage and his lack of clear vision made him use his other four senses to the maximum. He could practically smell when someone was lying.
 
   That his bionic eyes were not functioning perfectly began as a small inconvenience that he had noticed almost two years previously but the images soon became even more blurred and it wasn’t long before he was struggling to recognize faces. He knew all of his team mates by their size and shape as much as their appearance but those he saw less often were soon impossible to discern. In desperation he learned the layout of his office and barracks like the back of his hand, pacing every nook and cranny out in an attempt to hold off the inevitable, but he couldn’t fool the medical officer at his last annual check-up.
 
    
 
   Standing in the queue at the job centre, his hated white cane folded into the inside pocket of his coat, the sound of Samadi, the vile Afghan drug baron and torturer was the last person he had ever thought he would hear ever again.  His team had informed him that they had blown the bastard up when they had eventually arrived to rescue him. After controlling his initial shock at hearing the man apparently alive and well a black rage had suddenly swept over his whole being as he heard him demand benefits, demand a house, demand that his family be allowed into the country. 
 
   The cold sweat of loathing beaded on his brow and the hatred seeping from every pore in his being had become too much to ignore. He couldn’t hold himself back. With a cry of utter fury he had leapt on the warlord, smashed his face into the desk in front of him then pulled him back with his forearm locked around the surprised terrorist’s neck. The man had taken in a last deep breath as Paul tightened his hold and he knew that he would have strangled the fiend if several other men in the job centre hadn’t tackled him to the ground. 
 
    
 
   He sighed deeply and turned his head back to the judge.
 
   Yes, technically he was handicapped but the housing places offered to him were more like institutions for some very unfortunate people. He was highly intelligent as well as being a trained killer. There was no way he could be classed in the same manner but the system didn’t seem to have facilities for any middle ground.
 
   His compensation for his injuries had run out when he was first blinded, years previously and the wages he had managed to save when he realized that his luck was running out had dwindled quickly as the never ending stream of bills had begun piling up. 
 
   The assault charges were something else entirely. That the court didn’t believe his assertion that the man was a terrorist was irrelevant to him. He knew that he had made the correct identification. After all, the man’s loathsome voice had been literally burned into his brain. Paul was absolutely guilty of assault and he’d been lucky to avoid an attempted murder charge but he thought the circumstances were more than just. He didn’t want to think what the judge was going to do though. Probably lock him up in maximum security knowing his luck. He took a deep breath and spoke bitterly.
 
   “I have nothing to say about the assault charges. I confessed immediately. I have nothing more to add.” He took a deep breath, tamping down the urge to leap over the barrier in front of him and strangle the man who he knew sat somewhere in court stroking his vile beard while sneering and smirking at him through nicotine stained teeth from less than twenty feet away.  “As to the other charges, I don’t want to live on the streets but I can’t stay in the places I have been offered. I’m not disabled and I’m certainly not mentally impaired or incapable. I just want a job and my own home. Everyone else seems to be able to get their own flat, including pigs like Samadi so why not me?” The bitterness in his tone was unmistakable.
 
   The judge sighed deeply and then spoke slowly as though he was explaining to a very young child.
 
   “I doubt the relevance of where you may or may not find a bed right at this very moment as in view of your lack of proper explanation, I am seriously considering a custodial sentence. There are several aspects of this case that are disturbing me, most noticeable of all is your refusal to accept your lack of vision. Of course you are disabled and I am beginning to wonder about your state of mind if you can’t accept that simple fact. As to your being independent enough to maintain any kind of lifestyle in your own accommodation, well I’m afraid that you have been assessed as being a possible danger to yourself and clearly to others as well if you go about attacking innocent members of the public at random. Your social services team don’t appear to be nearly as sure of your capabilities as you do and I am afraid that at this point in time I can only agree with them. The places that you have been offered all come with a superintendent and features suitable for a man with your needs. ”
 
   Paul ground his teeth together furiously and waited patiently. He was as tough as old boots, as strong as an ox and his brain function was perfect. He couldn’t be bothered to even try and explain further. He just wanted to get out of the court room and back on the road. If he could only avoid being banged up he would leave the area and find somewhere else to live and work. As to the terrorist in front of him, well, eight years was a long time. He could wait a little longer to wreak his revenge. 
 
   There was a sudden shuffling sound at the back of the room as people at the rear of the court suddenly set up a small commotion. The judge lifted his head irritably and spoke angrily.
 
   “What is it? We are in the middle of a session. Get out immediately.”
 
   Whoever had entered the courtroom ignored the judge’s instructions and Paul suddenly recognized the heavy, familiar footsteps as they marched slightly lopsidedly, nearer to the bench. There were one or two gasps from the people seated in the public gallery and Paul sank lower in his chair. He raised his hands to cover his face in a forlorn hope that he wouldn’t be recognized but it was way too late for that. 
 
   “Shit,” he groaned under his breath as the footsteps suddenly stopped right in front of him. He lifted his chin and waited for the onslaught.
 
   A deep voice ground out from between clenched teeth.
 
   “Yes, ‘shit’ is just about what I expected you to say, you stubborn arse. Why the hell didn’t you tell us you were in trouble? David is going mad with worry since we heard. He would have come over himself if Geraldine hadn’t been about to give birth again.” The man’s voice was low and the judge interrupted quickly.
 
   “Who are you? Get away from the prisoner. He has been found guilty of assault and I am about to pass sentence. If you do not leave immediately I will call security.” 
 
   The heavy footsteps moved away from Paul and towards the judge but he lifted his head quizzically. There was a delicate perfume in the air, something he thought that he recognized. He sniffed appreciatively and then wondered what on earth his friend had been thinking of, wearing a ladies fragrance. He held back a laugh. Maybe Patrick had picked up Ellen’s perfume by mistake though Paul didn’t really think that for one moment. The big man was so besotted with his wife that he had probably sploshed the blasted stuff all over himself deliberately just to remind himself of her while he was away.
 
   The air stirred, the delicate fragrance wafting across him again and he turned his head to sniff suspiciously at what should have been an empty space beside him. Someone stood next to him after all, breathing very quietly. Almonds, a hint of jasmine and something that smelled like a summer day hit every one of his senses. He guessed at a woman purely on the scent and the shallowness of her quiet breaths and he wondered why she didn’t make herself known to him. He could feel the tension in her stance and for a moment he reasoned that she was waiting for him to acknowledge her presence but then she stopped breathing altogether. She was clearly very nervous. He could feel it, could sense her quiet study of him and he waited for her to do something, anything to gain his attention. She didn’t. She stood quietly waiting for the man she had arrived with. 
 
   Paul sat back in his chair as he heard Patrick speaking in low tones to the judge. There was a muted conversation, some shuffling of papers and then both Patrick and the judge left the courtroom for a few minutes. On their return the judge cleared his throat before he spoke again.
 
   “It seems that you have friends in high places young man but mark my words, you are on your one and only chance here and believe me I wouldn’t be offering it if your previous service record hadn’t been exemplary. If you do not accept this opportunity that I am about to give you then I am afraid a custodial sentence will have to be considered. Are you willing to agree to my alternative recommendation?”
 
   Paul frowned in the general direction of the judge and for just a few seconds seriously thought he might decline the offer but there was a sudden waft of the delicate perfume again and then a deep growl from the man who had arrived with the woman. This wasn’t the time to argue with Patrick and Paul changed his mind quickly. He nodded once and then let out a huge breath of air as he waited to hear his fate.
 
    
 
   Amy studied the huge man beside her. She could almost feel the air vibrating with his frustration. His long hands gripped the arms of the chair until his knuckles turned white. She glanced up at his handsome face. His jaw was square under the layer of dark stubble, a delicious indentation sat in the centre of his chin. His hair flopped over his forehead and brushed the hard line of his eyebrows. The deep crease between his dark brows begged to be touched by a gentle forefinger and it took all her concentration to resist the temptation to lean over and rub all his tension away.
 
   She held her breath as his wide shoulders shifted slightly and he inclined his head in her direction for a moment but then he lifted his chin again and kept his face immobile. She looked at his ear behind which he had tucked his long, dark hair. It was nicely shaped, almost delicate and for a wild second she wondered what it would feel like to run the tip of her tongue around its curves. She took a shallow, controlling breath and looked down at her feet.
 
   She had first seen this man in her office several weeks ago. Her breath had caught in her chest as he stood in the office waiting for her supervisor to arrive. He was tall and incredibly good looking and even his obvious annoyance at being put in this humiliating situation couldn’t mask his well-deserved pride. She had calmed her pounding heart, looked up into his sightless glass eyes and asked him to take one of the seats directly to his left. She offered him tea but he had declined abruptly, stating that he wanted to get the interview over with as quickly as possible. 
 
   Fiona had eventually arrived, had taken the man’s elbow while steering him into her inner sanctum as if he were an aging geriatric. She patted his arm like he was a pet dog as she pressed him into a seat and everyone in the department had treated him like some kind of idiot thereafter. Amy hated the way his square shoulders drooped and how his expression had become so defeated by the end of any meetings. 
 
   She hadn’t spoken to him again as her supervisor had taken over the case, calling him into her office as soon as he arrived each week, but Fiona was now away on maternity leave and Amy had taken up her position only two days previously. 
 
   In view of his imminent appearance in court on the assault charges she had trawled through his records, scraping up details of anyone who may be able to help him but it had been a long haul. Paul clearly didn’t want any help. He was adamant that the bearded Afghan was a drug baron and a terrorist and for some reason Amy was inclined to believe him even though the rest of the world clearly didn’t. 
 
   She persevered into the late afternoon the day before the court case and had eventually struck gold when she noticed that a former service mate had stood as security for his original deposit for any damages to his flat. Gemma Wainwright hadn’t appeared to try and contact Paul when her security deposit was forfeited against the unpaid rent. Amy wondered why someone wouldn’t be bothered about several hundred pounds going missing without any hope of its retrieval. 
 
   Her initial and rather aggravated first thought was that Gemma must be his girlfriend. Although Amy had never seen him with anyone maybe Gemma just had a soft spot for the handsome ex-soldier but a quick phone call had soon put her straight on that score. 
 
   Gemma had laughed long and hard at the thought of asking for the money back and she laughed even harder when Amy asked if she was Paul’s girlfriend. Gemma called Paul all kinds of stubborn. When the money had disappeared from her bank account she had been waiting for his call to ask her if he could sleep on her couch. It seemed that they were true friends but that Paul was way too proud to ask for help from a woman. Fortunately Gemma was able to furnish Amy with some telephone numbers and it wasn’t long before she spoke to a retired Captain David Phillips who was currently living in France. 
 
   After a short but detailed explanation of Paul’s recent fall from grace and a lot of furious shouting later from the now frantic retired Captain, a retired Major Patrick Reeves V.C. had wrestled the phone away from his agitated colleague and had bellowed down the line, ordering her to hold the trial up any way she could. The Major would be with her as soon as he was able to book a flight back to England and she was to wait for him in her office until he arrived. It never occurred to her to say that she would be closing the office soon. She didn’t dare object to his authoritative tone telling her to expect him shortly. She had asked her secretary to wait with her and less than three hours later, having somehow managed to catch the five o’clock flight from Dinard, a wall of a man, scarred terribly down one side of his face, had marched furiously into the office.
 
   Her petrified assistant had screamed in shock at the sight of him before she could stop herself as the huge man threw open the doors and presented himself at her desk. Amy had fought a laugh as Patrick rolled his eyes dramatically at Carla’s reaction to his presence.
 
   “Where is the idiot?” He demanded without preamble and Amy had hated explaining that Paul was in custody in the local police cells due to the assault charge and having no fixed address. 
 
   Patrick had been fuming by the time she had filled him in on the last six months of Paul’s life. It had taken her every ounce of her patience and persuasion to stop him breaking into the police station and removing his friend there and then. 
 
   She waited patiently for Patrick to explain his idea to the judge. In her position as Paul’s new social worker she had immediately approved of his plan. Now she just prayed that the judge would see sense and give the gorgeous man at her side his life back.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
    
 
   How she had gone from a grey and miserable office in a rundown area of London to this in the space of twenty four hours was completely beyond her. Amy’s mind was still in a frenzied whirl as she stared up in wonder at the magnificent château that had seemingly grown out of the thick forest that surrounded her. The pale stone walls gleamed through the lush greenery and the dizzying heights of slate topped turrets pointed proudly towards the sky. 
 
   Paul sat stiffly beside her and she could feel the waves of resentment rolling from his shoulders, though what he resented her for, she had no idea. She was the one having her life turned upside down but she was left with no choice after the judge had handed out his sentence. 
 
   She bit back the urge to tell Paul that it hadn’t been her idea that she go with him on his new adventure. The judge had thought of that all by himself. He wasn’t convinced that Paul could look after himself in the simplest of situations and after Patrick had explained the nature of his idea the judge had insisted that his social worker accompany them for at least the first four weeks of the experiment. 
 
   Patrick hadn’t hesitated in accepting the amendment to the arrangement on her behalf. As long as he could remove Paul from that courtroom he would have accepted just about anything the judge had asked but there had been a few anxious moments when Amy’s jaw had dropped and she gulped at the idea like a stranded fish. It had never occurred to her that the judge would want Paul to travel with a babysitter, as he so politely referred to her as soon as the judge released him into Patrick’s care.
 
   Paul had only spoken to her briefly on the hour long flight from Stansted to Dinard and he hadn’t said a word as the taxi had whisked them from the airport to the château. Now he shifted uncomfortably at her side. His fingers skimmed over the door panel as he reached for the handle but it was pulled open before he could undo it himself and then there was suddenly a great yell from outside the car. 
 
   Paul was engulfed in a tight embrace as another huge man lugged him from the cab. The next ten minutes were taken up with a lot of masculine back slapping and fist punching along with ruffling of hair as the squeals of laughter and excitement from a variety of beautiful children pierced the forest air.  
 
   Amy stood quietly watching the happy gathering and for the first time in months she saw a genuine smile, one reaching the corners of his eyes actually crease Paul’s normally taught face. 
 
   “And when are you going to introduce us to this beauty?” David walked over to Amy and reached out his hand. “Hello, I’m David. I’m afraid I didn’t realize that you were together when we spoke on the phone. We weren’t expecting a girlfriend, but it’s not a problem at all. The more the merrier as far as we are concerned. I’m very pleased to meet you.” 
 
   Amy smiled up into vivid blue eyes that sparkled with mischief and delight as she took hold of the proffered hand. It was just as well that she had familiarized herself with Patrick as the man before her bore even more scarring to the side of his face and nose. She was about to correct David’s assumption but Paul broke in sharply. 
 
   “She’s not my girlfriend Dave. Amy’s here to make sure I don’t put a foot out of line for the next four weeks. After that she’ll be going home. For some reason the judge seemed to think I needed a babysitter.”
 
   There was a short silence as the tone of Paul’s voice let David know exactly how he felt about being wrapped up in cotton wool and treated no better than an infant, but he ignored his friend’s less than polite introduction and carried on speaking to Amy.
 
   “Well, you are very welcome anyway Amy. This obstinate idiot needs someone to keep an eye on him clearly, though I don’t suppose he is going to make it easy for you or himself. Come on inside and meet the rest of the team. Ellen, Lucy and Joe have prepared some sort of meal. I’m afraid you will just have to accept what it is. With Patrick being over with you and my wife Geraldine being in hospital we haven’t had chance to make anything gourmet. I think Joe managed to find one of Patrick’s lasagne’s in the freezer but who knows what he will have dished up with it.”
 
   Patrick laughed as David made fake gagging noises. He put his hand on his brother-in-law’s shoulder and gave him a friendly squeeze.
 
   “Any news about Geraldine and the baby yet?” 
 
   David shook his head. 
 
   “It was just a false alarm. They’re keeping her in for some rest but she isn’t really due for another four weeks. The doctors want to run some more tests before sending her back home. I’ll go and pick her up tomorrow afternoon. Robbie and Fran are missing her but we’re all managing fine.”
 
   Patrick nodded, clearly relieved by his friend’s news. He bent and picked up a pretty toddler who was dancing at his feet. She looked to be about two years old and he turned with her towards Amy.
 
   “Hey Rose, this is Amy. She’s going to be staying a while. Do you think I should take over in the kitchen while you help Lucy sort out somewhere for her to sleep?”
 
   Rose looked out from under dark lashes at their visitor. She narrowed her eyes at Amy for a moment and then glanced at Paul. She seemed to come to some decision in her pretty head and suddenly nodded enthusiastically as her dark ringlets of hair bobbed about her face.
 
   An older boy picked up Amy’s suitcase and with a great effort started dragging it towards the château steps.
 
   “I’ll take that Robbie.” David took the big bag from his son’s hand and passed him the smaller duffel bag that Paul was about to fling over his shoulder. “Say hello to Amy.”
 
   Robbie rolled his eyes.
 
   “More girls. This place is overrun with them. When are we men going to get a look in? Mama better have a boy this time or I am going to make a formal complaint.” He grinned at his father as he said the words and David cuffed him playfully over his head.
 
   Amy stifled a laugh and followed David as he walked up the steps to the front door. His trousers lifted slightly as he took the first step and she had to stifle a gasp as she saw metal ankles suddenly appear above his shoes. 
 
   Her breath caught in her throat and she fought to stop tears forming in her eyes. What these men had been through she couldn’t even begin to imagine but that they were happy was more than evident. She looked back at Paul as he started to make his way forwards. His white cane was nowhere to be seen and his step was slightly hesitant as his confident smile slipped. 
 
   She stopped and waited for him. 
 
   “Five of your normal paces I would think and then four steps up and you’re at the front door.” She said quietly over her shoulder and she sighed with resignation as she heard the responding growl.
 
   “Just let me get on with it will you. I don’t need you to tell me where to go. I’ve been here plenty of times before.” Paul’s tone was irritated and unforgiving but suddenly there was another voice at his side. 
 
   “You’ve only been here twice actually and the first time you were constantly lost. It was like a game of hide and seek trying to find you as I remember. Now stop being so freaking stubborn and either use your bloody cane or play nicely with the pretty lady.”
 
   Paul’s head came up swiftly and his mouth split into a huge grin.
 
   “Joe!” His delighted voice couldn’t conceal his pleasure at meeting his friend.
 
   Joe grabbed Paul’s arm and began dragging him towards the steps. He winked a hooded eye at Amy as they passed her and she had to cover her momentary shock once again. Joe’s face looked as though it had been slammed repeatedly into a brick wall. Only his lips and chin had escaped the carnage but suddenly a beautifully curvy woman stepped out of a doorway inside the huge hallway and walked towards them. She held a baby on her hip and quickly moved to Paul’s side. She kissed him on both cheeks and whispered something to him that made him turn a violent shade of pink. Then she moved back to Joe and kissed him full on the lips. It was only a brief kiss but Joe’s tattered eyelids drifted downwards and the look of tenderness on his face made Amy gulp back a breath.
 
   The woman smiled up lovingly at Joe and passed the baby to its delighted father then she caught Rose’s outstretched hand as she turned back to Amy.
 
   “Hi, I’m Lucy, Joe’s wife. Come on in. Joe will look after Anna while Rose and I show you to your room. We can let the men catch up with what’s been going on while I settle you in, and don’t listen to David about our cooking. We’re all perfectly capable of producing a meal without Patrick… not necessarily a great one but we certainly won’t starve.” She smiled mischievously as she took hold of Amy’s arm and steered her towards the grand staircase that led up from the hall.
 
   Amy answered Lucy’s questions about the flight and journey as Rose bobbed along in front of them. They walked along a sumptuously carpeted corridor and turned a corner then stopped speaking as Lucy threw open a bedroom door. Rose ran into the room in front of her and threw herself into a big chair. 
 
   Amy stood on the threshold and gazed in at the fabulous room. 
 
   “Wow!” She breathed out slowly from between her teeth as Lucy guided her through the stunningly furnished lounge and into a huge bedroom. The massive bed that stood in the centre of the room was hung with beautiful soft drapes and the luxurious material drifted around the bed, fluttering in the breeze coming in at the open window. 
 
   Lucy opened another door and Amy gasped aloud as she saw the bathroom. The walk-in shower and sunken bath looked beyond tempting.
 
   “Yes, that was exactly my reaction when I stayed in this room.” Lucy smiled over her shoulder.
 
   Amy ran her finger along the beautiful pale stone that edged the bath.
 
   “I don’t think I’ve ever been in such an opulent room. Are you sure this is meant for me?” She hesitated before falling in love with the suite. 
 
   Lucy nodded and smiled widely.
 
   “Oh yes, Ellen wants you to be comfortable and as we are setting up this new project we are only having a few guests for the next month. Ellen and David are hoping to buy another château. The holiday scheme has been a huge success but what they are now proposing is a little different. Paul will be ideal to run it.”
 
   Amy turned to face the woman.
 
   “I hope so, but I have my reservations. He’s just so stubborn. He doesn’t want to accept anyone’s help at all.”
 
   Lucy laughed.
 
   “Well he won’t get any help here that’s for sure. Well, not the kind of help you mean. The men are nothing if not independent. I take it you realized about David and Patrick. David lost both his legs, Patrick only one. Coping with prosthetics doesn’t come easily to any of them, but coping without your sight, well, let’s just say that if anyone can get results it will be someone as game as Paul. At least he has a few days to settle in before our first new guests arrive.”
 
   Amy felt weak as she moved over to the bed. She sat down with her head in her hands. It was all becoming a little overwhelming. Little Rose came over and peered up at her through her hair. Amy reached out and moved the girl’s dark curls away from her eyes. She looked back up at Amy and smile as she spoke.
 
   “Papa has four legs,” she said shyly and held up four fingers as if to prove it. “Joe mends the bad ones doesn’t he Lucy?” 
 
   Amy looked up as Lucy nodded.
 
   “He sure does Rose. Your papa and uncle can be very naughty. Lucky for them uncle Joe can sort their broken legs out.”
 
   Amy felt faint.
 
   “Patrick has a prosthetic leg too? And he needs spare ones too. I can’t believe it. I didn’t notice anything and I’ve been with him for hours over the last two days. I wouldn’t have known about David if he hadn’t walked up the steps. I saw his metal limbs above his shoes but I swear I would never have realized otherwise. And your husband? Obviously I noticed his scarring but does he…” She trailed off as Lucy shook her head.
 
   “No, he was lucky. It’s just his face that was affected. A bomb blast caught him as he was trying to repair a broken down army vehicle. He was lucky he wasn’t killed and I was even more fortunate to find him here a couple of years ago. Anna is our first baby but I can’t wait to have more children soon.”
 
   Amy took a deep breath as she pondered the meaning of the word lucky. 
 
   “And what about Paul? I don’t mean to sound nosy but has he met anyone do you know?” Her voice sounded innocent enough but Lucy laughed loudly.
 
   “He’s gorgeous, isn’t he? As stubborn as a mule too from what his friends say but he helped me out of a very sticky situation that I was in with my previous employer. I saw him again when he came over for our wedding of course, but you know how busy days like that can be. I’ve heard a lot about him though. Joe and David have known him for years. They were all in the same regiment at one time and the stories they tell about their escapades, well it doesn’t bear thinking about really. It’s sad that things have gone wrong for him. He was doing so well with the bionics that we all thought it would be forever. I know that he couldn’t see perfectly or anything but it was better than nothing. Just shows how things can change for these guys. With the severity of their injuries they never know what’s going to be on the horizon. I think he’s going to be thrilled with the opportunity here though. He could make a real difference to people’s lives.”
 
   Amy nodded as she ran a hand down one of the silken drapes.
 
   “I hope so. He needs his independence back and I just know that a job like this will give it to him,” she spoke wistfully as the material fluttered away from her hand.
 
   Lucy looked at the young woman carefully. She laughed again.
 
   “I don’t think he wants to be too independent Amy. I saw the way you looked at him. Don’t try to deny it. You’re in love with him.”
 
   Amy felt her cheeks flush. She tried to still her rapidly beating heart but in the end it was hopeless. She looked back at Lucy whose eyes shone with expectation. Amy gave up the struggle and caved in to her emotions.
 
   “I fell for him the moment I first saw him. He walked into our office looking like a lost Adonis and that was it. I was in love. I can’t stop thinking about him, or wanting him. I shouldn’t even be his case worker as I am so involved but when the chance came up I just couldn’t refuse. Trouble is that he doesn’t even want to know me and after this ridiculous thing the judge dreamed up he just sees me as his enemy.” She sniffed miserably.
 
   Lucy shook her head and spoke cheerfully.
 
   “And I thought that Paul was the blind one. Oh well, you’re here for a month. Let’s hope the two of you can sort yourselves out during that time. Why don’t you take a few minutes and freshen up. We’re going down to help finish the dinner aren’t we Rose?” She picked up the little girl who was trying to climb on the bed beside Amy and sat her on her own lap. “We’ll be eating together in the kitchen tonight. If you go back down into the hall, it’s the little door under the stairs. Follow your nose after that, Patrick makes the most heavenly dinners and now he’s arrived home I expect he’s taken over the preparations. We eat at seven and we dress casually.” She stood up with rose on her hip, walked to the door and closed it behind her as she left the room.
 
   Amy stayed on the huge bed. She couldn’t believe that Lucy had seen through her so quickly. It had taken weeks to admit the truth to herself. Now all she could do was try to persuade Paul to see how she felt and hope that he felt the same way. 
 
   She stood up again and glanced at her watch. There was still a good hour before dinner time. She looked beyond the half open door to the bathroom. There was no way that she could resist. The luxuriously sunken tub was begging for someone to immerse themselves in it and she smiled as she realized that it was plenty big enough for two to share. It took her a few moments more to consider that the bath might not have been made that size with lovers in mind and her heart tightened at the thought.
 
   She assumed that she had seen suffering in her time as a social worker but nothing had prepared her for the way her heart pounded at the realization of the sacrifice these men had made. Both their lives and their bodies had been ripped apart. 
 
   That Patrick, David and Joe were clearly blissfully happy made her feel slightly more positive about their situation. Their wives clearly didn’t consider that a few missing body parts should mean they thought any less of their men. Though she hadn’t yet met Geraldine or Ellen, the expressions that graced David’s and Patrick’s faces when they spoke of them told Amy that they were deeply in love with their wives. Lucy had been positively radiant too and the look on Joe’s face told her everything she needed to know.
 
   She turned on the bathwater and unpinned her long blonde hair from the tight chignon she had worn to travel. She dropped the pins into a little dish that sat on the shelf below the mirror and she stared at her reflection. Her cheeks were slightly flushed and the rosy tint deepened as she thought of Paul and how his expression had leapt from joy to anger when he realized who the judge meant when he had said that Paul should be accompanied. For a few seconds he had assumed the man meant Patrick but when the judge mentioned that he would need a report from her after the four weeks were up a dark cloud had appeared to settle over him.
 
   She had thought that he was going to protest but Patrick had laid a firm hand on his arm and had expressed his thanks for the judge’s benevolence on Paul’s behalf. They had left the court room quickly and they had been outside and hailing a cab before Paul could protest. She could remember the contempt in his tone when he told them what he thought of her coming with them and it had taken Patrick’s bellowed, ‘You are going to prison if you don’t accept this compromise so put up or shut up you stubborn blockhead!’ to pull Paul up sharply and make him see sense. His bitter words rattled around in her head.
 
   “But I don’t need a flipping babysitter. I just need a job. I can look after myself perfectly well. For goodness sake Patrick, I was completely blind for well over a year before the bionics. No bloody social worker seemed to mind then that I couldn’t see a damn thing!” 
 
   Amy had tried to stand her ground. Though she knew that she was in love with the tall, grumpy man she couldn’t let him speak about her like that. 
 
   “Don’t for one minute think that I am going to babysit you. You’re a big boy, you can babysit yourself. The judge only asked me to make a bloody report on you, nothing else and believe you me that’s all I will be doing. I’m not paid to be at your beck and call so you can get any ideas about that out of your thick head right now.” She had been about to walk away from the pair of them but Patrick stopped her with a heartfelt plea.
 
   “Amy, please. No one is going to make you babysit anyone. If you can pack a bag as soon as possible I can organize us some flights. I really don’t want to be away from home much longer.”
 
   Paul had grunted and slung the bag holding all his possessions over his very broad shoulder as he turned towards Patrick again.  
 
   “Well, I’m not holding you up. Everything I own is in that duffel bag. I can leave as soon as you are ready.” Amy muttered something under her breath and Paul had laughed. “No, sorry to disappoint you but my good manners are not packed in there with my other gear. I left them back in Afghanistan along with my sight.” He pulled out and unfolded his white cane to help him negotiate the crowded pavement as he turned his back to her and he had practically ignored her ever since.
 
    
 
   She undressed quickly and slid a slim leg into the luxurious bath. The soft water caressed her skin and she let out a deep sigh. She glanced about the deep tub and noticed several different bottles of luxury gels and oils. She opened one and sniffed at the contents. Beautiful! Maybe this month wasn’t going to be as bad as she had expected. The comfort enjoyed at the château was of a quality she had never experienced before and was unlikely to ever again. No wonder the hotel was booked for years in advance.
 
   She lay back in the water and began to relax at last. 
 
    
 
   Paul stomped along the corridor. Only the luxuriously thick carpet deadened the sound of his heavy footsteps. He listened carefully and counted as he passed the doors of the rooms. The sound travelled well in the old château and even without brushing his hand along the wall he could immediately tell how many bedrooms he had passed. 
 
   He slowed as he came to the end of the corridor and turned right. Fortunately he could remember the layout of the vast building from his previous visits but he couldn’t remember the exact amount of rooms there were in each wing. He stopped and held out his hand again as he turned the corner. He touched the smooth stone and enjoyed its cooling effect on his temper. He had noticed on his first visit when the château was not even open that the stone kept the place beautifully cool in hot weather. Now he leaned forwards and pressed his heated brow to the stone.
 
   He pulled in a long breath and let the tension in his shoulders go. This wasn’t what he had envisioned for his future life but as it happened he was really looking forward to the challenge. 
 
   Patrick had begun explaining the new venture as they were in mid-air half way across the English Channel. David and Ellen were looking for another château to house their new project but this time it was not going to be a luxury getaway hotel. This was going to be a full on rehabilitation centre for war-wounded servicemen. All the Allied forces would be using the facilities and the programme would be funded by the joint countries of the European Union and the United States. Ellen and David’s luxury hotel had been declared such a success that this was the obvious next step. 
 
   Paul would be their manager and chief mentor. Though things had not gone right for him recently, he had mountains of experience at getting over the first few months of bitter resentment that life changing injuries could bring. All of them had, but Paul’s double disappointment of his sight being taken from him for a second time put him in a unique position. The only fly in the ointment had been bringing his social worker along too. 
 
   He ground his teeth together at the renewed feeling of humiliation and bit back a snort of indignation as he remembered Amy’s muttered jibe about his manners. His hearing was spectacularly good, a small concession to his lack of sight he assumed and at least she had learned her lesson. She had barely spoken to him again since.
 
   He thought back to her concise instructions back on the château forecourt. He had refused to bring out his humiliating white cane but she hadn’t babied him or forced herself on him with any embarrassing arm holding. She had simply told him exactly what he had needed to know to facilitate his entry into the château and she had been right too. Even though Joe had laughingly grabbed hold of him and dragged him inside, Paul had made himself count to make sure.
 
   He didn’t want to be impressed though. He grumbled as he breathed. She could have just made a lucky guess. 
 
   He stood away from the cool wall and began walking more slowly along the corridor. His room should be the fourth door along. He passed two more doors and then stopped as he came up to the third. Just the slightest sound had caught his attention. He leaned against the door and pressed his ear against the frame for a moment, listening intently. The door moved under the pressure of his shoulder and opened with a faint click.
 
   He could hear gentle singing coming from inside the room and he smelled just a hint of a flowery soap. He stepped back and frowned at the door. There were no other residents until the end of the week. Would Ellen really have put him right next door to his social worker? He was about to retrace his steps and ask for a different room when he realized how ridiculously spoiled he would sound. David and Ellen were doing him a massive favour as it was even having him at the château let alone offering him a fabulous job. He didn’t need to be told that there were plenty of other people capable of mentoring for them in their new centre. He was deeply flattered that they would even consider him. To go and complain about where he would be sleeping suddenly appeared very childish especially as all of the rooms were of a splendour and luxury rarely enjoyed elsewhere.
 
   He listened at the door again as Amy’s gentle voice sang out. It really was lovely and just for a moment he wondered if her face was as pretty as she sounded. 
 
   He gave himself a small shake and was about to move away when the scent of the soap hit him again. It was beautifully delicate and he knew that it suited her. Her fragrance had tantalized his nostrils for the best part of the day and however annoyed he had been, it had taken all he had not to lean into her and breathe in the scent of her hair as they sat in the back of the taxi together.
 
   Patrick had filled the awkward silences as they had been driven from the airport to the château but that hadn’t stopped Paul wishing that he hadn’t been quite so harsh with her the previous day. 
 
   Patrick had given him a real dressing down the previous night and he had wanted to apologize for his appalling behaviour but the frosty reception he had received from her the following afternoon as they had met to wait for their flight from Stansted to Dinard had put him off completely.
 
   Now as he stood outside her open door, he wondered what she really looked like, whether her hair was long or short, brown or red or blonde. He had a soft spot for blondes normally, not that it mattered now that he couldn’t see. She could look like the back end of a bus as far as he was concerned but he was interested all the same. 
 
   He took a last breath and ran his fingers over the door. He caught hold of the handle and carefully pulled it shut again before he moved forwards along the corridor again. He found the next door, turned the handle and walked into his room. He stood on the threshold for a few seconds and clicked his tongue on the roof of his mouth, listening to the space around him, gauging the area before he moved forwards. He knew that David or Joe would have moved any furniture out of his direct path across the room. Knowing the rough size of the rooms from his previous visits he guessed that the bed would probably be about ten paces inside the door. 
 
   He strode out the ten paces confidently and sure enough his shins brushed the side of the bed. He bent forwards slightly and sighed as he ran his hand over the silken bed linen. It was smooth and cool and smelled of fields of wild flowers. He noted the turned back duvet and he pressed his palm to the plump, springy pillows, letting them bounce back into shape under his hand. After several weeks of sleeping rough, he knew it was going to be just heavenly to lie down in this bed. At the end of the bed he discovered that the curtains were tied back with thick, twisted rope to the wooden post. He assumed that the drapes were held back so that he wouldn’t tangle himself in them.
 
   He sat on the edge of the bed and kicked off his boots and socks. He wriggled his toes into the thick pile of the carpet before he remembered that Iranian rugs of the highest quality carpeted most of the rooms. He leaned forwards as he ran his hand across his chin. Though he and Patrick had stayed at a hotel the previous night and he had showered, for the fortnight prior to that he had been sleeping either rough or in a less than adequate cell in the police station. A long soak in the bath and a clean shave were definitely called for. 
 
   He stood up again and waited until he had gained his bearings, assuming that if his bed was roughly in the middle of the room then his bathroom would be either immediately on his left or right. To the right he guessed. For plumbing reasons, he expected that his bathroom would be back to back with Amy’s and he had heard her voice coming from the left of her door. He took several steps with his hand stretched out in front of him and was rewarded when he heard the gentle thump of a wooden panel as his fingertips hit the wall softly. He swept his hand lower and grasped an inset handle. Pleased that he had found his way easily and without the need of his cane or any further assistance, he pulled the door open and marched confidently into his bathroom. 
 
   There was an ear splitting shriek as Paul immediately collided with something small and soft and fragrant and clearly completely naked. He jumped back in confusion but not before all of his remaining senses had been utterly assaulted.
 
   Soft, flowing hair brushed against his lips as her head jolted up at his unexpected intrusion. His fingertips danced over the warm, silken skin of her shoulders and he guessed that she had only just finished drying her hair. His nostrils caught her peppermint breath at the same time as her delicate womanly scent. She leaped away from him.  
 
   “My God! You scared the life out of me,” she stammered when she saw who the intruder was. “What on earth do you think you are doing coming into my room?” 
 
   He heard her scrabbling for clothes or a towel and for an insane moment he almost wanted to laugh. Had she forgotten that he couldn’t see a damn thing? He took in another huge breath as he was about to explain when her fragrance suddenly sent him staggering backwards.
 
   “I was trying to find my…my bathroom.” He could barely hide the shock in his voice as he stumbled away from her, his head reeling in surprise with the sensations suddenly coursing through his body. He had never felt anything like it in his life and he knew instantly that he wanted to feel it more but before he could even apologize he was being shoved backwards into his room by small, soft hands pressing firmly against his chest. 
 
   “Well go and find it somewhere else. This is obviously just a connecting door. It’s almost impossible to see in the panelling but I’m surprised it was left open. I’m going to find the key so you can’t make the same mistake again.” And with that he felt a sudden draft and heard the door click firmly shut in his face. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
    
 
   “You did what? I thought I had locked all the connecting doors.” Ellen couldn’t keep the laughter out of her tone. “No wonder she hasn’t come down to eat. You probably put her off her food if you stumbled across her stark naked!” 
 
   Paul dropped his head into his hands and he groaned with embarrassment. He hadn’t meant to tell anyone of the bathroom incident but when Amy didn’t show up for Patrick’s delicious dinner Ellen had threatened to go and fetch her and he had to confess.
 
   “I wasn’t the naked one. I had only just taken off my boots and decided to go for a long hot soak. I was going to get the water running before I undressed. She was the one with nothing on. She might have spoiled my appetite. I wish you had told me that you had connecting doors put in. I thought I was heading into the bathroom.”
 
   There was a slight scrape behind him and he lifted his head at the sound.
 
   “Yes, you might have told me too. That panel is nearly invisible from my side. I had no idea it was even there and I nearly died of fright when that brute marched in. I was completely starkers.”
 
   Everyone looked up at the kitchen door as Amy walked in. David immediately left the table and showed her to the only free chair. Paul shifted uncomfortably in his seat as she moved to the place beside him.
 
   “Sorry.” He mumbled quietly as he heard her chair scrape back in.
 
   “It’s okay. You just gave me a fright. No harm done,” she spoke quietly to him and he let out a relieved breath as he inclined his head.
 
   “No, it’s not like I can see anything.” 
 
   Amy turned to him, surprised at his sad tone.
 
   “That’s not what I meant Paul and you know it. I really was scared. You try being attacked from behind by a big bloke when you least expect it. It’s a bit of an eye opener.”
 
   Paul was quiet a moment and then he spoke again.
 
   “Yes, I know exactly what you mean. Though at least I wasn’t naked at the time.” He stared out sightlessly across the table.
 
   She looked up at him quizzically and then her breath caught in her throat as she realized that he was remembering how he lost his sight. She already knew exactly what had happened to him, she had read all the files after all.
 
   The fork which had been halfway to her lips clattered back to the plate.
 
   “Oh God!” She spoke in a shocked whisper as she fumbled to pick up her fork again. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean…”
 
   Paul suddenly turned his head and grinned at her as he interrupted.
 
   “Don’t be daft woman. You have nothing to be sorry for. Well, maybe the ringing in my ears is your fault. You have a real set of lungs on you.” He stuck his finger in his ear and waggled it about. “Just as well all the rooms are soundproofed. You would have had all this lot getting an eyeful too if they hadn’t been. I expect that they would have thought I was murdering you.” He gestured around the table.
 
   Amy gulped and took a sip of wine before asking him the obvious question.
 
   “Why have the rooms been soundproofed?”
 
   Paul lifted his head and let out a deep breath.
 
   “Dreams or rather nightmares. We all suffer from them from time to time as you can imagine. Most of the guests here have either their partner or an assistant with them so it’s mostly okay, but Ellen didn’t want anyone suffering a nightmare waking the rest of the guests. She fitted an emergency contact system that is available in every room if the guests need help but most of us just live through them.”
 
   Amy looked around the table at the men chatting happily with their wives and children. Patrick played aeroplanes as he attempted to induce Rose to try some of the salad he had served with the lasagne. David was encouraging the toddler at his side to use her own spoon to scoop up the pasta rather than reaching out and grabbing his hand as her father tried to put his own dinner in his mouth. Joe held baby Anna in the crook of his arm and gazed at her adoringly as he concentrated on giving her a bottle while his own food went cold on the plate in front of him. Lucy eventually picked up his plate and put it back on the stove. Joe didn’t even seem to notice and Lucy rolled her eyes dramatically and grinned at Amy.
 
   Everything looked so normal, so incredibly normal that she felt as though she was in an alternate universe. These men had lost so much but it looked as though they had gained a lot more.
 
   She turned back to Paul and spoke quietly.
 
   “Why didn’t you suggest coming here in the first place? You could have avoided being chucked out of your home and all that court stuff too.”
 
   Paul wiped the lasagne sauce from his lips and sighed deeply.
 
   “I don’t expect you to understand Amy, I may have lost my sight but I haven’t lost my pride. These people would do anything for me, I know that but they shouldn’t have to. I wouldn’t even be here now if this new rehab centre wasn’t a real possibility. I’m used to working hard. I can’t just sit about on my arse with nothing to do until I reach my dotage. I’m only thirty-four. I could have another fifty or even sixty years left in me. At the moment I’m fit and healthy and this sightless thing shouldn’t be something to hold me back. It’s only other people who see it as a disability, not me.” He paused and then smirked wildly, his delicious lips quirking up temptingly at the corners. “Well, apart from earlier on today. It was a definite disadvantage then.” He popped another fork full of lasagne into his mouth.
 
   There was a high pitched giggle from Paul’s other side and Robbie leaned round his shoulder to stare wide eyed at Amy.
 
   “He’s saying he wouldn’t have minded seeing you naked, that’s what he really means Amy,” a grinning Robbie stated the obvious to the whole table and everyone, including Amy burst out laughing.
 
   Paul flushed a violent shade of red. He waved down the good-natured laughter.
 
   “Okay, okay, so I’ve been busted. Thank you very much for that Robbie. You just wait until you are seventeen,” he whispered as an aside to the boy. “So I like naked women. It’s nothing to be ashamed of but I would prefer them to want me to see them rather than screaming the house down. I felt like a peeping tom without the peeping bit,” he admonished himself as he reached across the table with his free hand, his fingers searching for something until Amy realized what he was doing and put her arm within his reach. He touched her forearm arm and then squeezed it reassuringly. However much he resented her being here he didn’t want her to think he was making a joke out of himself at her expense.
 
   The conversation at the table turned to the new centre. Amy was fascinated by what they were attempting to do. Some injured servicemen didn’t adjust well to their new way of life and the centre was going to play an integral part in their acceptance of their circumstances. 
 
   There were going to be combined courses and seminars helping those affected come to terms not only with their limitations but also their new potential. As every single case was different there would be no set time limit on how long people needed to adjust. As one person left another place could be given. Ongoing care and support would be vital. At the end of their stay the client would be put onto the register of hotel guests to be invited for a few days at least once a year.
 
   David had discovered a beautiful but run down château right on the coast near Roscoff. It was only a couple of miles from the ferry port to England and the area was perfect for fishing, sailing or rowing, along with walking or even just taking in the peace and tranquillity of the area. He suggested that they all visit the château the next day. He wanted Paul to have a say in the choice. He was going to be the one running the place with Joe taking responsibility as their co-ordinator for the activities. 
 
   If they all thought the place would work then he was going to suggest that their guests arriving later in the week could help with the refurbishment. He had spoken to the Maire of Roscoff and the paperwork was already in place if Paul thought the château would be suitable. 
 
   Ellen had let David take over this venture. When she had chosen their château for the hotel she had a different set of criteria in mind. Luxury in addition to peace of mind and complete freedom for her guests. This new enterprise would need practical space, facilities and plenty of treatment rooms in addition to the luxury she felt all of their clients deserved. They would need psychiatric and as well as physical carers and she was already compiling a list of people they would need to employ.
 
   Amy was as caught up in the conversation as anyone around the table. She had been a nurse prior to becoming a social worker, retraining after she had seen how nursing care was just a beginning for most of the people she saw. Aftercare was vital to a patient’s progress.  
 
   The conversation continued throughout their delicious dinner but the last few minutes were taken up with groans of delight as Patrick served up warm, sticky meringues smothered in cream. Amy was incredulous that he had whipped them up and cooked them while everyone else had been preparing for dinner.
 
   Robbie walked around the table proudly placing one fresh, wild strawberry that he had found growing at the edge of the forest on top of each pile of cream and then looked a little crest fallen when he discovered that he was one of the tiny red fruit short. He hadn’t known that Amy would be arriving for dinner too. He looked longingly at the last one he had plopped onto Paul’s dessert but sat down resolutely.
 
   Paul was about to pop his strawberry in his mouth when he heard Robbie sigh with deep regret at his side. Immediately guessing what the problem might be, he reached out with his hand and found the boy’s bowl. He tipped his own plump strawberry onto Robbie’s meringue and was rewarded with a sticky kiss of thanks on his cheek.
 
   Robbie leaned up further and whispered into his ear.
 
   “I should have given you two strawberries and then you could have given Amy yours as well. She might have kissed you too then.” 
 
   Paul let out a laugh and reached up to ruffle the boy’s hair.
 
   “Shhh Robbie… I don’t want to embarrass her any more. She’s sort of in charge of me for the next month and I need to make a good impression or she is going to take me back to England,” he whispered back.
 
   Robbie frowned as he peered around Paul to look more critically at Amy. He leaned back in his chair after making his assessment and then whispered to Paul again.
 
   “Are you sure she’s in charge of you? She’s not very big or anything. I think you are at least twice her size, though her chest is more sticky outy than mama’s. Her eyes are a nice green colour too. They are the same colour as the frog I found when Joe and Lucy were married. Do you remember Paul? It was a lovely bright green and it was hopping along the path near the church. You said you liked the colour when the frog jumped out of my hand and landed on Lucy’s white dress. I think you said it was a good con… cont… contrast.” Paul stifled a loud guffaw as he listened to Robbie’s vivid description of the incident of the escaped frog on Lucy and Joe’s memorable wedding day. “She has hair like sunshine, yellow and all pretty and wavy and she has some freckles on her nose too. She doesn’t look mean or anything.” Robbie finished his assessment of Amy’s attributes.
 
   Paul gulped as the woman beside him suddenly leapt to life in his mind. Beautiful blonde hair, bright green eyes, a smattering of freckles and a figure to die for. He swallowed quickly and dug his spoon into the meringue, then spent the next few seconds chewing the toffee texture as he listened to Amy talking to Ellen on her other side. 
 
   Her voice was gentle and he wondered about the singing again. She had obviously been singing in the bath when he had heard her earlier. His mind wandered to how her silky shoulders had felt in the few seconds contact he had had with her naked skin and suddenly his heart began to pound furiously inside his chest. He could smell her perfume again now that the garlicky lasagne had been removed from the table. Her scent seemed to mix with the delicate perfume of fresh strawberries and sugary meringue, creating the image of the most delicious dessert he had ever wanted to taste. 
 
   He gulped back the passion that suddenly threatened to overpower him as his brain filled with visions of Amy covered in cream and meringue with him kneeling at her feet licking the sugary, creamy confection from every inch of her delicate skin.
 
   He gulped before he took a last bite of the meringue and then quickly pushed his plate away. He cleared his throat.
 
   “Does anyone mind if I get an early night? I haven’t been sleeping well lately and that bed upstairs is beckoning furiously,” his voice sounded almost strangled and he pushed his chair back from the table without waiting for a response.
 
   Patrick looked up from his own dessert and answered immediately.
 
   “No, of course not. Don’t forget that Ellen and I are in our cottage and Lucy and Joe are at the river houses, but David will be here in his suite on the top floor. If you need anything in the night just help yourself or buzz one of us. Oh, and don’t forget, your bathroom is on the left of your bed, not the right.” There was a general chuckle around the table, then everyone bid him a good night and Paul strode out across the kitchen back towards his bedroom.
 
   Amy watched him leave. When the door closed behind him she turned back to the table.
 
   “Aren’t any of you worried he’s going to hurt himself or get lost? He could walk into a wall or fall down the stairs or anything.”
 
   Joe looked at her and shook his head.
 
   “He’ll be fine. He would have counted the route here and taken care to note the number of doors he passed. He only needs to do it once and I’d not be surprised if he remembered a lot of it from when he first came here anyway. We all put the hotel to the test before Ellen opened it years ago. He hadn’t been fitted with the bionics then. He became lost that many times on his first day that he spent the whole of the following one just pacing the place out, and he was here again when Lucy and I were married. Not much has changed since then. I daresay he remembers it all pretty well.”
 
   Amy was momentarily surprised at his apparent lack of concern but then she noticed Ellen looking anxiously at Patrick. Her husband gave a tiny frown and then a small nod. Ellen turned to Amy.
 
   “Actually we are all very worried about Paul but that doesn’t mean we are going to interfere. He needs to get his pride back. We can’t all go chasing after him every time he merely leaves a room. After all, anyone could fall down the stairs at any time. Just because he’s blind doesn’t mean he’s going to do it more often than the rest of us.”
 
   Amy nodded.
 
   “I guess you’re right. He’s just so stubborn though. He doesn’t use his cane most of the time and he wouldn’t even ask for help when he really needed it. He was living rough for goodness sake, breaking into people’s sheds and garages when he could have been living safely in sheltered accommodation.” She was clearly angry with the obstinate man.
 
   Ellen spoke again.
 
   “But he doesn’t need sheltered accommodation Amy and being safe isn’t really an issue with guys like him. He’s way more intelligent than most of us here and he’s as fit as a fiddle. You should see his combat skills too. He’s trained in martial arts and all sorts of hand to hand combat. What was he supposed to do? Go and sit with the grannies and do the crossword for the rest of his life just in case he bumped into a door frame or tripped up a step? He’s used to living with danger, all of it a lot worse than anything an ordinary person would ever experience. Sheltered accommodation would have been as bad as prison. Patrick would have gone up the wall if anyone had tried to do that with him and David would have rather jumped off a cliff.”
 
   David broke the tension as he laughed loudly.
 
   “Actually I still do jump off a cliff. Nearly every day in fact. I can show you the zip wire tomorrow if you like. I bet Paul will want a go anyway. He loved it the last time he was here,” he spoke like an excited child. Ellen rolled her eyes in exasperation as Joe and Patrick nodded enthusiastically and immediately began discussing the wire tension and speed of descent. She could never fathom how the zip wire from the top of the ravine always made her brother and his friends act like ten year olds.
 
   Patrick grinned over to her.
 
   “Sorry, but we just can’t help it. And it’s not just zip wires. I’m going to organize a competition for us all tomorrow. I need to brush up on my own skills. I retired years ago and could do with a bit of a push… What about knife throwing? Can you set us up a target Joe?”
 
   Amy laughed and held up her hands in defeat as Joe nodded immediately.
 
   “Alright, I get it. You lot are adrenaline junkies. Well okay, I will have to just go along with it but I do have to make a report on Paul’s progress. That’s part of my job. If I think he’s going over the top or making rash decisions I will have to say, so make sure he is facing the right direction if he’s going to be throwing any sharp metal about.”
 
   Joe grunted.
 
   “We’ll be lucky if we even get a look in on that. Paul’s an expert. Even blind I’ve  never seen him miss his target.”
 
   Robbie leaned across Paul’s vacated chair and tugged on her sleeve. She looked down into the boy’s bright eyes. His expression was fierce and almost a little angry.
 
   “You’re not going to take him back and put him in prison are you Amy? ‘Cos he won’t like you if you do that and neither will I. We need some more men around here. I am fed up with girls all the time.” His cherub lips pouted determinedly
 
   Amy smiled down at him and tried to sound reassuring.
 
   “I don’t think I will be taking him home Robbie. I certainly don’t want to and I would never put him in prison but I have to make sure that he’s safe okay? What about if you help me do that?” She gazed into the little boy’s eyes and suddenly realized the enormity of what she was doing. If Paul made a success out of these next few weeks then she would be cutting herself off from the man she loved. She would be the one going home alone. There was no way she could see him fail at this opportunity but when he succeeded he was going to remain in France, happy and secure with his friends while she was going to lose him forever.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   “This is incredible!” Amy stared up at the beautiful ivy clad château that sat overlooking the rolling sea just outside Roscoff. “How could anyone let something this fabulous go to ruin?” A flock of birds suddenly flapped away from one of the roof turrets.
 
   David raised his eyebrows and looked about at the drooping shutters and foliage smothered walls. Rampant weeds littered the long, sweeping drive and windblown sand had drifted into small dunes along the pathways.  
 
   “Quite easily I would imagine knowing how much château cost to keep up. This one is in not too bad condition considering its exposed location so the start-up costs won’t be quite as high but there’s still a fair bit to do. At least the roof was overhauled fairly recently and just needs a few slates readjusting to stop any further damage so that will be a huge saving. What do you think of it overall Paul?”
 
   Paul looked startled for a moment, as though surprised that David had asked for his opinion but then he turned towards the sea and breathed in the salty air.
 
   “The location is fabulous. Did you say that there is a jetty just opposite?” 
 
   David confirmed the location of a small concrete construction that led out into the bay.
 
   “Yes, I was hoping we could offer sailing lessons and fishing. Nothing quite like catching your own dinner.”
 
   Paul turned to Ellen.
 
   “How many guests would we be catering for at a time? Do you have numbers yet? Obviously, there needs to be enough people so there is plenty of company for everyone but not so many as to become like an institution. I don’t want to take on more cases than we can cope with. That would defeat the object of them coming here in the first place.”
 
   Ellen smiled up at him.
 
   “You’re right Paul. The group proposing and funding the venture were considering as many as twenty at a time but actually I think we will see better and quicker results from a much smaller number. I think about twelve maximum would be ideal. That would mean we could have a smaller staff to begin with too. If we think we can cope with more then we can increase the numbers after an initial trial.”
 
   Amy looked back up at the fabulous château.
 
   “So what’s the actual plan? From what you said last night, you don’t know exactly how long your guests will be staying either. Are you going to have rooms like the hotel or apartments so that people learn to live independently? If it was me I’d like to see individual apartments with shared areas as well. You could have small kitchenettes in each apartment but a full sized communal one too. Imagine everyone getting together and cooking a giant meal a couple of times a week. Great practise if you have a family and brilliant fun too. And you should consider a family suite maybe. In my line of work I’ve found that partners are sometimes just as scared of the changes as the victim. If there was somewhere for them to be together and get used to the new situation, that might help too.”
 
   Paul listened to her excited tones. She sounded as enthusiastic about the project as any of them. He reached out and placed his hand on her arm. She didn’t pull away and he took a step with her towards the château. 
 
   “You’re making some good points Amy. We need wives and partners coming here to help with the transition period, then they can both go home full of confidence rather than worry. Maybe we could turn it into a semi self-sufficient unit. If we could get a decent garden going we could offer things like afternoon teas or maybe even lunches grown and cooked by the residents. It would benefit everyone. Our clients would get back their independence and maybe learn a new skill set in no time.”
 
   Amy walked with him as he made his way back towards the huge front door.
 
   “Yes, it would give them confidence and a purpose too but surely that would come after any treatment they needed,” she agreed as they walked up the front steps.
 
   Paul shoved the heavy doors open and stepped inside. They had already been there for more than an hour but he wanted to give it all another look over. Whatever David professed, it would still cost an enormous sum of money to make the place perfect for their needs.
 
   “I don’t see why they can’t get stuck in immediately. We aren’t going to be treating any actual injuries, that will have all been done prior to coming here. We can offer some therapies for wellbeing and general health though. Some people don’t need as much help in the aftermath of their injuries but for those that do this is more to get people back on their feet emotionally than literally, and there’s a lot more we could do than just cooking. There’s the gardening and we could take small parties from the facility on fishing trips, maybe even do something with water sports. The estate is big enough to have woodland craft courses and there is the stable block too. We could turn that into something useful I’m sure.” Paul walked into the hallway and stood at the bottom of the grand staircase. He turned around, his boots grating slightly on the sand covered tiles. He spun slowly and made some clicking noises against the roof of his mouth as he gauged the size of the space without actually pacing it out. 
 
   Amy watched him carefully. His whole demeanour had changed since she had first met him. He shoulders were straight and pulled back once again. His cheeks were clean shaven and the cleft in the centre of his chin was no longer hidden by dark stubble. His thick hair was still a little long but it now gleamed with a healthy shine. He stood straight and tall and Amy wondered if there was any man in the world so handsome. 
 
   It took her a few seconds to realize that he had stopped speaking. He was staring directly at her and for a single moment she actually thought he could see her. His blue eyes were angled towards her and apparently looking so intently that she pulled in a sharp breath of surprise.
 
   Paul moved his hand up her arm slightly and stopped when he reached her elbow. 
 
   “Are you okay? You sound as though you’re choking on the dust,” he tone was gentle and concerned, his voice only just above a whisper.
 
   She nodded and then remembered that he couldn’t see her response. She felt a tear slide to the corner of her eye as she realized that he would never be able to see her look of love, but she refused to let it fall.
 
   “Yes, I’m fine,” she lied but her voice hitched and Paul gripped her arm more tightly as he heard the catch in her tone. 
 
   “Don’t you dare pity any of us,” he growled down at her, the frown back creasing his forehead as he misread her emotion. 
 
   Amy shook her arm away from him, almost annoyed that he could confuse her love for pity.
 
   “I wasn’t. There’s no way that I would pity you. Right at this moment I am almost envious. This is going to be such a wonderful place.” She turned around on the spot and gazed up at the high ceiling. “I wish I was going to be here to see it completed.”
 
   Paul was quiet for a moment and then something in her tone made him move towards her again. He could feel the movement of the air as she turned around and around in the hall. He held out his hand and she caught it on a twirl. He spun her back to him as she laughed and he felt his heart lifting, filling with something he couldn’t even begin to explain. He stopped spinning with her and on an impulse pulled her towards him. He needed to know what she looked like.
 
   She gasped as they stopped moving. She felt slightly dizzy and she wavered towards his big body. His free hand came up to cup her face and his fingertips gently moved across her cheek. He ran his forefinger up along the bridge of her nose and traced the shape of her eye as his thumb moved gently over her lips. Then his hand suddenly moved from her face and his fingers threaded into her hair.
 
   “My God, you’re so beautiful.” His voice was a mere breath and he slowly dipped his head towards her. 
 
   For a fraction of a second she felt his warm breath on her face. Her eyes fluttered closed and she waited for his lips to touch hers but he suddenly dropped his hand from her hair and tore himself away from her.
 
   Amy felt a cold draft envelope her and she was about to ask why he had stopped but there was a sudden clatter of tiny footsteps behind her. A whirlwind of energy rushed in through the front doors and Robbie raced straight up to Paul. He grabbed the big man around the tops of his legs and buried his face in Paul’s stomach. Then he lifted his head and gazed up at a very confused Paul.
 
   “She’s not going to kidnap you is she? I was searching for frogs in the pond but I ran here as fast as I could after papa told me she had taken you away. He tried to stop me but I can run faster than him now.” Robbie breathed hard as he turned round and faced Amy. He stood protectively in front of Paul.
 
   Amy had to put her hand up over her mouth to hide her smile at his ferocious glare but Paul played along with the young boy.
 
   “Phew! It’s just as well that you came and saved me when you did Robbie. I have no idea what she was going to do with me. If you had left it a moment later I might have been lost forever.” Amy caught the smile in his tone but there was something else there too.
 
   Robbie narrowed his eyes at her and placed his hands defensively on his hips. He looked as though he was he was about to really tell her off but there was suddenly another clatter of much heavier footsteps. 
 
   David came up the château steps and into the wide hallway a little more slowly than his son.
 
   “Oi, you little rascal. I told you not to come in here yet. Paul needs some time to look over the place by himself.” He looked at Amy and mouthed ‘sorry’ at her. She shook her head in response and David spoke directly to Paul. “So do you think it’s a viable proposition? We’re not going ahead if you don’t think that this is the right place.”
 
   Paul shook his head.
 
   “As far as I can make out, it’s perfect for what we are going to be doing. The château is brilliant. The space and location are ideal but you and Ellen are the ones putting up the money for the purchase and the renovations. I don’t have a clue how much that’s going to cost so that’s going to be your main consideration.”
 
   David sucked in a breath.
 
   “That’s why we need it to be the right place. The costs on this are well within budget but Ellen is now talking about another hotel too. I don’t want to leave us short of cash. If we can make this a going concern that actually pays for itself then that will make an enormous difference. The funds for staffing and therapies will be coming from the health services of the clients concerned but it would be brilliant to make the place pay its own running costs.”
 
   Amy braved Robbie’s hard stare and spoke up.
 
   “So how long do you think the actual purchase, repairs and alterations will take?”
 
   David shrugged.
 
   “Everything is in place for us to buy it immediately. The mayor knows that we are keen and even had a public meeting with the locals. Everyone was on side so he’s already had the paperwork prepared and is just waiting for us to agree. The château could be ours within days. We can start the work as soon as next week and I would think we could host our first proper guests within a couple of months.”
 
   Amy looked about the damp walls. Dirt and windblown sand covered the floor, wallpaper drooped and plaster had crumbled in the moist atmosphere. She shivered as a gust of sea air blasted through one of the cracked windows.
 
   “That sounds a little ambitious to me but you must know what you are talking about as you have done it before.”
 
   Paul laughed.
 
   “It’s nothing to do with knowing what he is talking about, it’s more to do with the workforce we are going to get in a couple of days. We have a team of four injured army guys coming over and they don’t know the meaning of sitting about doing nothing if they don’t have to. If Dave wants this place cleared out and ready for the electricians and plumbers by the end of next week then that’s what Dave will get.”
 
   Amy took in a shocked breath.
 
   “But you can’t do that. These men will be disabled. They might not be able to work like that. It’s slave labour,” she sounded horrified.
 
   Paul snorted.
 
   “Rubbish! Strictly speaking they are still in Her Majesty’s employ so if the army says they have to work here then work here they will. They will love it Amy and I wouldn’t care if the guys couldn’t do anything but move their eyeballs. I would find them something useful to do, even if it’s just choosing the colour of the paint for each of the bedroom suites.” 
 
   Robbie piped up as he bobbed up and down excitedly around the three adults. 
 
   “I can help too Paul. If we get it done quickly then Amy won’t be allowed to take you away. I can make sure the pond is full of frogs and insects to keep everyone interested.”
 
   Paul laughed at the boy.
 
   “You’re on Robbie, frogs and insects it is but we will have to see what your mama says first. I think you are meant to be at school most days next week.”
 
   David caught hold of his son’s shoulder.
 
   “We will have to see if we can bring you over after school if you promise to be good but don’t forget that Fran will want your company at home too Robbie. She’s not old enough to find frogs with you yet and she may be jealous if you are over here all the time.”
 
   Robbie pouted furiously.
 
   “Girls! There are far too many of them around here. I hope all this lot turning up at home are going to be men.” He stomped off out of the château doors to find Patrick and Ellen.
 
   David sighed.
 
   “Sorry about that Amy. We were trying to give you both some space to look around quietly. He’s only eight and he doesn’t really understand what you are doing here.”
 
   Amy smiled back at him. She took a quick glance at Paul who was running his hand up the wooden bannister. He hesitantly lifted his foot and placed it on the first tread of the stairs, then he waited for a moment as he inclined his head towards the high ceiling. He gave a couple of the clicks she had heard him make earlier and then he placed his left foot firmly on the next tread.
 
   “I’m not sure I know what I am doing here either. It’s like he’s a different man… What’s he doing now?” Amy whispered to David.
 
   “Checking how many treads there are. He would have counted them all when we made our first tour but there are four sets of stairs here not including the second set into the cellar. I suspect that if he knows the height of the ceiling and the height of each tread, he can work out the exact number of steps. He’s making sure he hasn’t made a mistake.”
 
   Paul seemed to bounce on the balls of his feet for a second and then he sprang forwards and charged up the stairs taking the treads two at a time. He negotiated the sweeping curve and came to unerring stop as he reached the gallery at the top. Then he turned and laughed back down at the two of them as they stared up at him.
 
   Amy raised an ironic eyebrow as she spoke another aside to David. 
 
   “Hmm. I see what Ellen meant about him not falling down the stairs very often. I don’t think I could have done that without tripping or falling over at the top.”
 
   David nodded in agreement.
 
   “It’s just a matter of knowing your whereabouts and your limitations, though I confess that Paul seems to take his in his stride.”
 
   David turned and followed his son out of the château while Amy waited as Paul jogged down the stairs again. 
 
   “I think this place will be perfect, don’t you?” He grinned down at her.
 
   She sighed deeply at the thought of leaving France without him but she gave him her best cheery smile even if he couldn’t see it.
 
   “Yes, I’m sure you are going to make it a huge success.”
 
   Paul suddenly linked his arm through hers and proceeded to walk with her towards the entrance. 
 
   “Well, you have to make that report to the judge so we had better make it a good one otherwise Robbie is clearly never going to forgive you.”
 
   She laughed.
 
   “I know. He’s not keen on us girls by the sounds of it anyway. If I have to take you back then I’m really going to give us females a bad name.”
 
   Paul stopped dead as he reached the big wooden doors. He turned to face her and suddenly pulled her into his arms. He placed one hand in the small of her back as he cupped her cheek in the other and lifted her face.
 
   “Are you really going to attempt to take me away from here Amy?” He breathed the words out gently and for a moment she was speechless. He brushed his thumb across her parted lips and she suddenly found her voice as she shook her head.
 
   “No, I will be going home on my own. I could never take you away from here. This is where you belong,” her words caught in her throat as she realized once again that she would never see him again after the four weeks were up. 
 
   Paul wound his fingers into her silk soft hair and he let out a deep groan before he released her.
 
   “Thank you,” he said simply and he turned and left her there on the stone steps while her heart split down the middle and broke in two.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
    
 
   Paul lay in the big bed. He wasn’t sure what time it was but he couldn’t be bothered to call the speaking clock to find out. He knew it was late because he had heard David and Geraldine making their way up to their apartment and he had listened as Ellen and Patrick had bid goodnight to Lucy and Joe beneath his open bedroom window. He had even heard Amy as she had closed her door in the room next to his. 
 
   He wondered if he was actually ill as he listened to the painful beating of his own heart.
 
   At dinner earlier that evening he had assumed that he had a touch of indigestion. The pains started not long after they had picked up a very round but relieved Geraldine from the local hospital. For a few minutes it had been pandemonium in the Land Rover as everyone had shifted about to allow her the front seat. Paul had found himself squashed up against a very stiff Amy while Joe had somehow folded his huge body into the rear seat and sat with his knees bent up to his chin next to Robbie. 
 
   The feel of Amy’s soft body pressed hard against his own was disconcerting. Her scent had filled his senses as it had done since the court case. 
 
   His heart had pounded hard against his ribcage and for a moment he had thought he was having a panic attack. He’d had many since becoming blind, the fear of the never ending blackness almost overwhelming on occasions, though the years of wearing the bionics had kept them to a minimum. But this attack had felt different. The pressure was there in his chest but it didn’t have that oppressive suffocating feeling. The pain was intense but breathing wasn’t a problem. It was more like his lungs couldn’t inflate properly or maybe his heart had been stabbed. 
 
   At the arranged knife throwing competition, the tightness in his chest grew even more intense. Amy had let out a loud gasp as he spun on his toes and threw his lethally sharp knife hard and fast. Even though he had heard a solid thump, for a few seconds he had even wondered if he had hit the target but then the men started a slow hand clap and Amy squealed that he had hit gold.
 
   “How did you do that?” She demanded as she stared from Paul to the target some fifty feet away. The knife was deeply embedded in the straw behind the dead centre of the tiny golden circle.
 
   Paul turned to her slowly.
 
   “It’s just a matter of knowing where the target is. I’m a bit rusty but Dave gave me precise instructions as to height and distance so I only needed to make sure I was accurate with the direction. I’m pretty good with that sort of thing.” He smiled down at her and refused to take his white cane from her before he sauntered towards the target with a smug grin on his face. His smile was wiped back off his face just a few seconds later as Joe howled with laughter when he tripped over a large tuft of grass that stuck up in the middle of the range and he stumbled to his knees.
 
   Joe dragged him up and Paul stood laughing with his friend while his cheeks flushed to a bright red. 
 
   “It’s actually comforting to know that you can be brought down sometimes, you great idiot.” Joe dusted him off, took the white cane from Amy and handed it to the embarrassed man in front of him. “Don’t be so bloody stupid another time and use your cane. The uneven ground around here is like a death trap to you. If you had been carrying the knife you could have embedded it in your own flipping heart.” 
 
   Paul laughed again in response and replied quickly.
 
   “I might do if I had one. I think it was cut out a long time ago, so no worries on that count.” He had rubbed his chest slowly as the tension caught him under his ribs once again.
 
   Later, as he sat next to a delicious smelling Amy, he could barely eat his dinner for feeling as though he was going to sick it back up again and he had pushed the succulent roast meat around his plate. He had pressed his fingers against his forehead and was surprised to find that it was slick with sweat.
 
   For the second evening in a row he had excused himself and gone to bed early but sleep hadn’t claimed him. He had lain awake listening to the château creak and groan as the old stone and wood settled down for the night. A branch of a tree brushed against his window making a soft sweeping sound that caught his attention constantly. An owl hooted somewhere deep in the forest and an answering yip of a fox echoed through the trees as he rolled over in his bed for the umpteenth time.
 
   He gave up and sat up in the bed. It was at times like this he really missed reading a good book. Audio books were great but sometimes the voices were not as he expected and that put him off the tale. Braille was fine and he had found it easy to learn but it was cumbersome. There just wasn’t the variety of books readily available. Ordering was easy if you didn’t mind the week long wait but they tended to be thick and heavy when they did eventually arrive. 
 
   He reached out and slid his hand across the bedside cabinet, his fingers groping for his iPod and headphones. He shoved the earpieces in his ears and flipped through his selection of music. Nothing sounded right. He pulled the earpieces out again, rolled to the edge of the bed and stood up. He walked to the end of the bed and turned left to the bathroom. 
 
   He ran his fingertips along the edge of the bath and suddenly had a vivid image in his head of Amy lying naked and smiling in the tub as she welcomed him into mountains of frothy white bubbles.
 
   “Shit!” He bit out the word as his mind and body went into immediate overdrive. 
 
    
 
   He remembered vividly the last time he had slept with a woman. It had been months previously and even then it had been a completely nauseating affair. The woman had picked him up at a bar and had been so attentive, laughing not appearing to mind his blind clumsiness at all when he knocked over a drink and then tipped the next over her skirt when the bar tender served him another.   
 
   It was only hours later when they were lying in her bed after a hurried and unsatisfactory coupling, that he had heard her slide her hands into his trouser pockets, feeling for his wallet. He had waited silently until she had his money in her hands before he spoke up and commented that if she was a prostitute then she’d only had to say and he would have paid her. If his memory served him correctly, his evening had gone even further downhill from there on in, ending up with him nursing a sore, slapped cheek as he was shoved out into the street, half naked and still without his money. 
 
    
 
   The thoughts of Amy’s warm and silky body shimmering temptingly beneath a billion buoyant bubbles were far more alluring.
 
   He marched into the shower area and turned the faucet to an icy cold. He stripped off his boxers and stepped beneath the spray.
 
   He gasped as the needles of frigid water hit his body and he forced himself to remain facing the chilly cascade. He bore it for several minutes before his imagination and body were back under tight control as his toes began to hurt in the freezing water swirling around his feet. He turned up the temperature and gave himself a shot of warm water all over before he turned the shower off again and felt around for the towel.
 
   He cursed as he realized far too late that it had slipped off the shower rail and was now sitting in a soaked pile on the floor of the wet room. He grabbed the hand towel and rubbed himself down quickly before he picked up the sodden mass at his feet and dumped it in the bath.
 
   He lugged open the bathroom door and stomped into his bedroom then he dragged his dressing gown over his still damp body and sat down again.
 
   His stomach growled noisily and he realized how hungry he actually was. The indigestion had left him and he needed food.
 
   “Shit!” He muttered again. His feet found his slippers and he shoved his still cold toes into them. Then he stood up again, made his way to the door and then padded along the hallway. 
 
   It didn’t take him long to find the kitchen. He walked in and stopped dead as he sniffed the air. Amy’s scent! Two dinners in the kitchen and the whole damned château smelled of the blasted woman.
 
   “Bloody woman!” He muttered under his breath as he paced past the big table and moved slowly along the units, his fingers outstretched as he familiarized himself with the general layout of the counter. He knew that Patrick had an industrial sized fridge somewhere in here and it was only a matter of feeling his way along before he found it.
 
   He came across chopping boards and the knife block before he discovered the sink and then the kettle. He was a little surprised to find it still hot. He could have sworn that the rest of the household had gone to bed hours previously. He lifted it and gauged that there was enough water in it to make a cup of tea. He flipped the switch and noted that the element began heating quickly then he carried on his search for the fridge. 
 
   His hands soon reached the smooth door of the appliance and he felt for the handle. His nose told him that there was a selection of cold meats on the top shelf. He reached in and touched the edge of a plate, pulling it forwards gently just in case it was caught on any other dishes. It wasn’t, so he lifted the tin foil covering and poked an experimental finger at its contents. 
 
   His finger told him that Patrick had guessed that he would be peckish. There were several cut slices on top of the joint of meat and he leaned into the fridge to sniff at it. His nose told him that he had found delicious honey roasted ham. He put the plate of meat on the work surface and turned back to the now boiled water. 
 
   He reached up to the cupboard above the kettle and as expected he discovered mugs and a box of teabags. He dropped a teabag into a mug and then hooked his thumb over the rim of the mug and began pouring the boiled water. The hot water hit the nail of his thumb and he stopped pouring. While his tea brewed, he moved along again until he found a cloth covered basket. A quick investigation under the cloth had him retrieving a crusty roll that he placed it on the breadboard in front of him and tore open with his fingers. 
 
   Pleased that he hadn’t needed to use any of the lethally sharp knives from the knife block, he folded a slice of the ham into the bread and then frowned. He moved back to the fridge, taking the plate of remaining ham with him and depositing it back on the shelf. Then he felt along the bottles and jars inside the door. A moment later, after some quick sniffs at the terracotta pots, he was spreading deliciously thick, homemade mustard mayonnaise into his sandwich with a knife that he had unerringly found in the drawer at the end of the huge farmhouse table. He kept his finger on his sandwich as he opened the cupboard next to the mugs and picked out a small plate. 
 
   He moved his roll to the plate and then frowned again. He had forgotten the milk for his tea. Placing the plate with the roll and the mug next to each other on the counter he went to the fridge again and this time he squeezed one or two of the plastic bottles in the door before he selected one. He opened the lid and sniffed at the neck of the bottle. Orange juice. He put it back and went to the shelf below. His next attempt had him discovering thick chocolate milkshake but his third try was correct and he moved back to his mug with the bottle. He checked the depth of his tea with his thumb and then removed the teabag. He squeezed it carefully and walked to the sink. He opened the cupboard beneath and dropped the teabag in the bin then he paced back to his mug and poured the correct amount of milk into the tea without spilling a drop. 
 
   When the milk was back in the fridge he moved along to the sink and felt for the dishwasher beside it. He dropped his knife in the rack then picked up the dishcloth from where it hung over the tap. He swept the kitchen surfaces where he had prepared his food and then, after sniffing the air suspiciously once more and muttering ‘Bloody woman’ under his breath again, he picked up his snack and his drink and strode out of the kitchen.
 
    
 
   Amy sat in the half light at the end of the kitchen table hardly daring to breathe. Her tea sat cooling rapidly in front of her and she couldn’t even look at the sandwich she had made for herself only five minutes previously. 
 
   She had been about to say hello when he had walked into the kitchen with his nose stuck in the air but then he stopped and sniffed suspiciously, muttering something about a ‘bloody woman’ and she knew that the insult was aimed at her. She narrowed her eyes at his rudeness and remained silent, waiting to see if he had any more comments to add but he just began sorting out a snack for himself.
 
   If she hadn’t seen him skim his fingers across the kitchen surfaces and put his thumb over the rim of his mug she would have sworn that the man could see. His movements were confident and sure, certainly not the hesitant or clumsy motions that she had assumed a blind man would use. 
 
   It was obvious that he had no idea that she was there and after he had started making his food she thought that she was more likely to make him jump if she spoke up. Instead she sat there watching him, fascinated by the careful movements of his big hands. 
 
   She glanced down at his bare calves beneath the hem of the dressing gown and noted the fine, dark hair that covered the backs of his legs. It looked soft and silky and his skin was tanned beneath. She could see where the towelling robe clung to his tight backside and where the belt hung low on his waist. His back and shoulders spread wide above the belt and she felt a sudden rush of heat to her face.
 
   It was only as he opened the fridge door that she noticed the lattice work of white lines around his wrist. She narrowed her eyes and peered as the light from inside the fridge illuminated the skin of his forearm. His arm was again covered with a layer of fine dark hair but it stopped abruptly at the inch wide band of scars. For a stupid second she wondered if in a fit of despair, he had tried to slash his own wrists but then she suddenly felt the bile rise in her throat as she remembered reading in his files that he had been tied down with razor wire and tortured. Her glance swept down to his feet and in the shallow light she could make out similar but deeper marks surrounding his ankles.
 
   A wave of nausea swept over her and it took everything she had not to cry out in anger at what he had suffered. It was no wonder he had reacted as he did when he thought he had recognized the voice of his torturer.
 
   She bit back useless tears of outrage and sat with her heart in her mouth. With a final wipe of the surfaces and his chores finished he picked up his snack and moved back towards the kitchen door. She was about to slump over the table in relief that he hadn’t discovered her sitting there watching him when he suddenly stopped on the threshold of the door. He sniffed suspiciously at the air again and she heard him mutter ‘bloody woman’ before he stomped out of the door and back towards his bedroom.
 
    
 
   Amy sat there fuming. She picked up her tepid tea and drank it down in one swallow. She had been about to feel sorry for him when she had seen the scars but the muttered words had brought her back to her senses. Even having been tortured, this was no man to pity. He was strong, determined and driven and quite capable of looking after himself. She should have realized that when he had thrown the knives with such precision earlier in the day. He had hit the golden circle unerringly on every one of his turns. David, Patrick and Joe could only look on with envy at his consistency even when they moved the target further away and put an even smaller marker for him to find.
 
   She stared down at the plate sitting in front of her. Her sandwich looked nowhere near as appetizing as the one Paul had prepared. She hadn’t known which terracotta pot to choose when searching for mayonnaise or mustard and when she had sniffed she had been unsure of the ingredients. There had been several varieties and they all looked so different to what she normally ate at home. She had given up as her growling stomach demanded to be fed immediately.
 
   She stared at her dry bread sandwich a moment longer, then shoved her chair back and moved determinedly to the fridge, knocking her hip on the corner of the table as she went. She said a very unladylike word under her breath as she rubbed the new bruise, then she opened the fridge and selected the condiment jar Paul had chosen. She turned back to the table and rattled around in the drawer for a knife. She dropped the first on the floor and bent to pick up the fallen knife but swore again as she bumped her head on the still open drawer. Then she let out a small yelp as she stabbed down the back of her fingernail with the tine of a fork as she drew a clean knife from its compartment. She closed the drawer with a resolute shove of her bottom and winced as her newly bruised hip protested at its misuse.
 
   She sucked her sore finger while she opened her sandwich and spread the thick yellow condiment onto her bread. She dripped one or two blobs onto the counter in her haste but wiped them up with a finger and licked it clean before she squashed the two halves of the roll back together. She rolled her eyes as yet another blob of the mayonnaise oozed from the sandwich to the counter.
 
   She boiled more water in the kettle to make a fresh cup of tea, ignoring the pools of hot water and the splosh of milk she left on the worktop until she had moved everything back onto the table. She wiped the surfaces over with the dishcloth and cursed again at how Paul had cleaned up after himself even though he hadn’t made a single speck of mess as he worked.
 
   She sat back at the table to eat her snack all the while thanking her lucky stars that Paul hadn’t done the same. He was obviously suffering from insomnia too. 
 
    
 
   She had lain in her bed only half an hour earlier with her heart thumping erratically while she stared up at the canopy above her for what felt like hours. Even with the windows wide open and a cool breeze wafting around the room, the luxurious drapes had felt hot and heavy and she had eventually sat up and pushed them as far back against the bedposts as she could manage. 
 
   A cool shower had helped bring her heart rate back to normal but there was this odd pain under her ribs that she couldn’t seem to shift. It was almost as if she had indigestion. She had sighed as she had thrown her dressing gown over her shoulders and made her way quietly back down to the kitchen.
 
   She had only been going to make a cup of tea but the sight of the plate of delicious looking ham, sitting already sliced on a plate on the top shelf, had tempted her into making a sandwich. She hadn’t eaten much of her dinner that evening. She had lost her appetite as soon as Paul had left the table and her stomach had been grumbling ever since.
 
   The day at the old château had confused her and elements of Paul’s behaviour kept rolling around in her head. That she had only imagined that he was going to kiss her just before Robbie had come running in, disturbed her more than she liked to admit. She had been waiting for his lips to touch hers, longing for it, her heart thumping so wildly she had worried that he could hear it as his warm thumb had touched her mouth and his hand swept through her hair. He had breathed out that he thought she was beautiful but then nothing had happened.
 
   And then he had left her standing feeling hopelessly confused on the steps of the château. Had he really just been touching her face to find out what she looked like? She didn’t know if this was usual behaviour for a normal man let alone a blind one. She hadn’t had enough experience to tell. 
 
   The erratic hours of her nursing degree had put paid to any lasting relationships and since retraining as a social worker her time had been taken up with a never-ending round of split families, abused children and finding homes for misplaced teenage mothers.
 
   Dealing with a beyond attractive and very stubborn ex-army Captain had never come up in her files before and she wouldn’t even be in this situation if her superior hadn’t gone off on maternity leave. 
 
   She felt like a fish out of water here in this beautiful château, as though she had only just started her job again instead of being nearly three years into her new career. She knew that she was floundering but there was little she could do about it at the moment. 
 
   She was already certain that there was no way that she could ever send Paul back to England if he didn’t want to go. What would be the point anyway? He was obviously more than capable of looking after himself and observing him throwing around lethal weapons and making his supper had just proved it. 
 
   She had discovered during dinner that he was far more intelligent than any of them in her office had ever known. He spoke several different languages fluently and had degrees in engineering and applied mathematics. She felt ashamed that the system he had found himself caught in had treated him so badly. She had pushed her dinner around her plate and excused herself as early as she could without appearing to be rude.
 
    
 
   She bit into her sandwich and closed her eyes, as she tasted the succulent meat complimented by the flavour of the mustard mayonnaise. It was more delicious than anything she had ever tasted at home and she wondered how Patrick had learned his cooking skills. As far as she knew he was a war hero, a highly decorated Major in the British army. How he had ever learned to make such delicious bread and mouth-watering mustard mayonnaise she could hardly imagine.
 
   When they had arrived back at the château that afternoon she had wandered into the kitchen with the others. Patrick had already been preparing the food and everyone else had just gathered while he worked. 
 
   His wife Ellen had been busy with Lucy discussing the finances of the new scheme as they spread a myriad of papers across the kitchen table. David had been speaking rapid French on the telephone to the notaire looking after their purchase. Everything seemed to be moving forward at an astoundingly fast pace. Paul had begun compiling a list of things he wanted to try out with his new charges and sat discussing equipment and strategies with Joe. The children had all been playing in the corner of the room though Robbie kept on looking up at her with narrowed eyes.
 
   She had felt completely left out and had sat quietly to begin typing up some initial observations at the opposite end of the table but had given up shortly afterwards when Robbie had wandered in her direction and then glared at her furiously after glancing at the screen.
 
    
 
   Now she sat quietly in the kitchen and suddenly realized how alone she actually was. Her family was small and far flung. Her mother ran a busy pre-school in England and her brother had moved to Australia to work with their father and step-mother in their furniture business. 
 
   She cuffed away a tear as it leaked from the corner of her eye. Paul certainly didn’t need her here, didn’t even want her anywhere near him. She was just that ‘bloody woman’ wasting her time mooning over the gorgeous man while he moved on with his life. 
 
   She pushed her plate away angrily and then dragged it back as she couldn’t resist the last of the delicious sandwich. She savoured the final mouthful and then took her plate to the dishwasher and loaded her crockery inside.
 
   As she walked back up to her room she thought about Paul’s muttered words of derision. It was clear that whatever she thought he had been about to do in the château he had been thinking something entirely different. She was acting like a teenager and needed to move on. She would call the office in the morning and then speak to the judge. Public money could be better spent on other things rather than babysitting a man who clearly didn’t need it.
 
   She gulped back another tear as she thought of how she would probably never see Paul again but if he didn’t feel anything for her then she was wasting her time in that department too. Better that she moved on now than have her heart wrenched from her body at the end of four weeks of torture.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
    
 
   For a long moment Amy thought she must be dreaming. Her mind reeled in shock. She stood up and walked around the bed and then sat down again. She pressed her fingers to her temples and tried to sort out the confusion in her mind. 
 
   Twenty minutes previously she had been arguing with the judge. A sleepless night had told her that she needed to distance herself from this case. She should never have become involved and she blamed her own selfish heart for making things worse. She had risen early and was determined to call an end to the whole debacle.
 
   The phone call had been a complete waste of her time and efforts. The judge was adamant that she see the four weeks out. She had agreed to the condition only four days previously and he would demand that Paul be returned home and sent for further evaluation in a psychiatric unit if she didn’t present her report as requested. Not only that, if she didn’t file the report when the month was up, she would be in contempt of court and proceedings would be started against her too.
 
   She gave up arguing with the man and called her office to arrange for a replacement to come and take over Paul’s evaluation.  She had wondered at the surprised tone of her secretary when she moaned about having to stay in France at the orders of the judge but her surprise soon turned to horror when Carla interrupted her after a long rant about stubborn and unreasonable men.
 
   “But Amy, your position has already been filled. The head of department said that you had made the decision to leave without giving notice. No one told me a thing after that man with the scars arrived and took charge. I had no idea what was going on and I didn’t get a message from you after the court case.” 
 
   She continued to explain that a livid Fiona had called, demanding to know why she had been contacted by the area manager while on maternity leave and after hearing that Amy had walked out of her job had arranged for a new supervisor to take over immediately. 
 
   “But I didn’t leave my job. I left messages with the area office. I didn’t have a choice Carla. The judge insisted that I come over here with Paul. If I had refused they were going to lock him up,” a very confused Amy told her colleague.
 
   Carla snorted.
 
   “I don’t think that has anything to do with our department Amy. They are assuming that you deserted your position. There were files backing up for four days and you missed six home visits. You know how bad that can be. Lives were potentially put at risk when you didn’t turn up to the appointments. We had to employ emergency staff to take up the slack. The head of department was furious. He had to use funds we don’t have to call in agency workers.” 
 
   Amy dragged in a deep breath as she began explaining frantically.
 
   “But that’s not my fault. What else could I do? I couldn’t leave him to rot in some institution or to be put in jail. Can you imagine what that would be like for someone like him? You should see him here Carla. He’s a changed guy. Honestly, I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes. All the men are so comfortable here, it’s as if they don’t have a care in the world. I’m completely wasting my time.”
 
   There had been another derisive snort down the phone at her.
 
   “Well, you’ll be wasting your time coming back here that’s for sure. You’re way too involved in all this. You know that we have to keep our distance in cases. We can’t let them become personal. You broke so many rules just by contacting his friends that you’re finished in this office and you’ll be lucky if you’ll be employed in any of the others around here. Your name is mud and I shouldn’t even be speaking to you. Look, get in touch when the four weeks are up, maybe things will have calmed down by then. Perhaps if the judge is happy with your report he will write in on your behalf. In the meantime as you are officially out of a job I will see what you were owed in holiday pay. You haven’t taken any time off for a couple of years so you’ll have plenty of money coming to you. That should keep you sorted until you get back at any rate.”
 
   They had finished the conversation quickly as Amy had heard faint but angry tones coming from somewhere in the office and she had been sitting in her room in complete shock since. 
 
   There was a sharp tap at her bedroom door and she called out that the door wasn’t locked before she remembered that the rooms were soundproofed. She walked to the door and pulled it open. 
 
   Paul stood outside. He gave a small smile and spoke quickly.
 
   “We were worried that you hadn’t come down for breakfast. We’re going back to the château with the team that worked on this place. They’re going to work out some kind of estimate for David and Ellen on what the place will cost to renovate. I thought you might want to come as you seemed to enjoy it yesterday.”
 
   Amy glared at him before she realized that she was wasting her time trying to look fierce. She flung back into her room, grabbed up her bag and shoved on her boots.
 
   “I might as well as I am meant to be keeping an eye on you, though why I am bothering anymore is beyond me now that I don’t even have a job to go back to.” She shouldered her bag and moved back to the door. 
 
   Paul blocked her way.
 
   “What do you mean? I thought you were the head of your office.” He stood with his arms folded over his chest looking confident and sure but the tilt of his head registered genuine confusion at her statement.
 
   “Yes, that’s what I thought too but apparently none of my messages went through to the right department manager. My ex supervisor was contacted on her maternity leave and she was livid that I had apparently gone away without giving them notice. I broke a ton of rules contacting your friends and I shouldn’t have become so involved. My name is mud and my job is gone.”
 
   Paul frowned, his dark eyebrows pulling into a line across his forehead and Amy had to keep her hands fisted at her sides to stop herself rubbing the crease away between them. Paul unfolded his arms and reached out towards her. He flapped the air just a few inches in front of her and her anger immediately fled. She sighed in defeat and caught his flailing hands in hers. He gripped hers tightly and pulled her closer.
 
   “They can’t do that surely. The judge ordered you to come here. I don’t see that you were given any more choice in the matter than I.”
 
   Amy shrugged and tried to pull her hands away from him.
 
   “That’s part of the problem. The judge is nothing to do with my work. The office is assuming that I have accepted doing this for the court. I should have realized that it’s way beyond the remit of our department. I don’t think I have a leg to stand on as I was only in a temporary position while my supervisor is away on maternity leave.” She gave another tug on his hands but he refused to let her go.
 
   “Surely you can explain. Maybe the judge will be able to do something.” He gripped her hands tightly, his warm fingers curling around hers and finding their way into her palms.
 
   She sucked in a deep breath as she tried to ignore the tingles running up her arms.
 
   “Not from what Carla says. She’s going to try and organize my holiday pay but that’s as far as they are prepared to go. I’ll have a month’s money to go back to but no job and because I’m stuck out here at the judge’s daft orders I can’t even go back to either fight my case or begin searching for alternative employment.”
 
   Paul stepped into the bedroom with her and closed the door behind him.
 
   “There must be a way around this. They can’t just get rid of you like that. Isn’t there someone else higher up you can go to? There has to be some sort of appeal procedure.” There was genuine concern in his tone.
 
   Amy shrugged and then rolled her eyes as she remembered once again that the movement was lost on him.
 
   “There is an appeal procedure but it won’t be much help. If I go down that route even if I win I look like a trouble maker. No one gets employed easily if they have been to a tribunal. It’s like a red flag going up to any prospective employers. You must know that from the services.” She slumped down onto her bed and sighed deeply.
 
   Paul stood in front of her for a moment thinking hard and then slumped down beside her. He knew what she said was true.
 
   “Hell!” He spat out. “Now I feel bad… This is all my fault. If I had just kept control over my temper none of this would have happened.”
 
   Amy gave a snort of derision.
 
   “Don’t be daft. If anyone is to blame it’s the guy that blinded you. If he hadn’t done that you wouldn’t have been out of work and up before that blasted judge in the first place. He’s the one to blame in all of this,” she finished flatly.
 
   Paul straightened his shoulders.
 
   “That bastard has a lot to answer for. I can’t believe that he was allowed into our country on the excuse of being persecuted. He was the piece of shit doing the persecuting! And I can’t believe that no one else but me knew it was him,” his bitter tone left Amy in no doubt of his feelings on the matter but even though she wanted to believe him she had to question his judgement.
 
   “You don’t know that it was the right man you attacked. He could have been anyone. Nobody else seemed to think he was a terrorist.”
 
   Paul glowered down at her.
 
   “I know who he was. I thought he had been killed when my commander blew up the village as they rescued me but he obviously escaped.  I may not have seen him but do you seriously think I would ever forget that pig’s voice? He laughed and goaded me for nearly two whole days as he slowly dripped acid in my eyes. He took away my sight Amy. His vile face was the last thing I ever saw with my own eyes. I would never forget the sound of that man’s voice as long as I live. It’s engrained up here forever.” He touched the side of his temple with a long finger.
 
   Amy was silent for a long moment and then she took in a worried breath.
 
   “Was your accusation reported to anyone in the military? At best it’s a case of mistaken identity but at the worst it means we have a terrorist living freely in England. I wonder if the information was passed onto the relevant authorities. I just assumed that they had checked into the matter.”
 
   Paul grunted miserably.
 
   “I wouldn’t be so sure. They all thought I was either on drugs or a raving lunatic to begin with. I told the police who he was when they arrested me but they never asked me about him again.  I asked my lawyer if he was being questioned but he said it wasn’t in his remit to find out. The case wasn’t about Samadi being a terrorist it was about me nearly strangling him. A fact that I readily admitted so there was really nothing else to add. I couldn’t prove that the man was Samadi, after all it’s my word against the bastard’s as he appears to have a new identity now but you can believe me that I am not wrong. I’d know his voice anywhere.” 
 
   Amy looked up at the big man beside her. His jaw was tense and she knew that he was telling the truth. Her mind ran over the immediate implications.
 
   “You know that means that you could be in danger from him if you go back to the U.K. If you really can identify him then he’s going to want you out of his way.” 
 
   Paul grunted.
 
   “Well, I don’t think he’s going to come over here to look for me. I mean, why bother? No one believed me when I told them who he was and he has everything he needs in England and all at the tax payer’s expense. I don’t think he’s likely to turn up any time soon.”
 
   Amy thought about his words for a few seconds.
 
   “But he thought you were going to prison. I didn’t realize that it was even him you had jumped on when I first arrived with Patrick. He must have known something was going on because he left while Patrick was talking to the judge. When I think about it, he looked very relieved that you had admitted your guilt but he was furious when Patrick began speaking to the judge. More furious than he should have been. It wasn’t as though he suffered any permanent injury when you jumped on him.”
 
   Paul laughed grimly.
 
   “I must be losing my touch then. A few years back that bash I gave him would have had him seeing stars for a week. I had best get Joe to help me work on my fitness.”
 
   Amy laughed for the first time that day.
 
   “Huh!” She looked his huge, muscled frame up and down. “You look pretty fit already to me.” 
 
   Paul suddenly grinned widely, the smile crinkling the corners of his eyes. He stood up quickly and preened in front of her, flexing the muscles in his arms.
 
   “Ha! You think I’m fit eh? Well, thank you kindly ma’am, you don’t look so bad yourself.” He gave a mock bow in front of her before he straightened up again. “Now, as there’s nothing you can do about your work situation at the moment, why come on down to breakfast. I think Dave wants to get going as soon as possible. He worried about Geraldine and doesn’t like leaving her for too long. She’s staying here and resting again today.”
 
   Amy stood up again. She picked up her bag and moved towards the door.
 
   “She’s not staying here on her own I hope,” she sounded worried. When they had collected Geraldine from the hospital the day before Amy had been alarmed by the size of Geraldine’s stomach. It looked as though she were about to have her baby any moment.
 
   “No, Lucy will be here all day. Patrick says he has some emails to catch up on so he’s staying here and Joe is working on some of the equipment today so there will be someone around. Dave wants you to come with us. You had some good ideas yesterday. He’s very keen on the idea of family units and I think he wants you to give your insight to the builders. That way they can come up with a more accurate estimate.”
 
   Amy walked through the door as he stood back to let her out.
 
   “I’m not sure I’m the best person to ask. I don’t know how you can set out a building and I don’t speak any French to get my ideas across. I don’t think I’m going to be much help.”
 
   Paul pulled the door closed behind them.
 
   “Well, that’s where I come in handy. I speak a load of languages including French so if you just tell me your ideas then I can tell the builder, though Jean-Paul speaks fluent English anyway so there shouldn’t be a problem.”
 
   Amy looked up at him as they walked along the corridor together. She could tell that he had shortened his stride to accommodate her smaller steps.
 
   “I wish I had learned languages. I think it’s easier when you’re younger.”
 
   Paul shook his head.
 
   “In some ways it might be but I didn’t learn most of the languages I know until I had left school. I was lucky that I learned both French and German while there but the others came later. Being in the Army and working in different countries helps too of course. When you have to speak to locals it’s essential to know a few words and I picked up the rest just by being there. I was translating coded messages in my last job before they kicked me out.” 
 
   Amy glanced at him as he strode along. She could see his fingers flicking slightly as he walked along and it took her few moments to realize that he was counting his steps as he talked to her. As they turned the corner and walked towards the stairs she wondered if he had compensated for her shorter stride. She watched his face as they came nearer to the top step and was about to mention her shorter legs when he suddenly stopped a couple of strides short of the treads.
 
   He smiled at her.
 
   “Two more should do it. Wouldn’t want to be falling down the whole flight. Might muck up that report you’re preparing to send in,” his voice had dipped slightly.
 
   Amy stopped with him. She checked the distance and smiled up at him.
 
   “I’m not taking any notes from here on in, so you can relax for now. I won’t be doing any checking up on you.”
 
   Paul raised his eyebrows in surprise.
 
   “But you said that judge told you that you would be in contempt of court. You have to make the report.” 
 
   She chuckled.
 
   “Of course I’m going to send it in, but it’s absolutely clear that given the right circumstances you don’t need any help at all. I’ll make something up just before I go home.” She swallowed as she realized what that meant.
 
   Paul frowned down at her.
 
   “Really? And you’d be happy doing that?” There was an odd quiver in his tone and Amy touched her hand to his forearm for just a brief moment.
 
   “You belong here Paul. You’re so much more at ease and the bitterness has all gone. No one fusses over you or butts into your business. David, Patrick and Joe are obviously deliriously happy and there’s no reason why you shouldn’t be either. This job is the perfect next step for you. I know that you will make a real difference to the lives of the men and women needing help. I don’t need to evaluate you to see that,” she spoke so softly that Paul had to incline his head towards her. He caught another hint of her delicate perfume.
 
   He cleared his throat before he spoke.
 
   “Thanks Amy. That means a lot and I’m pleased to know that you trust me to do this. I know I can, I have all the relevant experience after all.” He motioned for her to go down the stairs in front of him. 
 
   Amy took another glance up at his strong features. It looked as if her words really had meant something. She was going to have to make the most of seeing him here over the next few weeks. She was about to walk down the staircase but the fact that he had relevant experience for the job suddenly hit home forcefully. A crushing feeling gripped her chest as she thought about what he had gone through, what all of them had gone through. She almost reached up to touch his handsome face but held herself back as she spoke.
 
   “Yes, you do have the relevant experience and I hate it that you have, that any of you have, that bastards like Samadi even exist. I wish it could have been different for you,” her voice suddenly broke and she dashed away a tear. 
 
   Paul heard her every emotion. Her compassion filled his heart and blossomed through his body. His chest swelled with sensations of his own. He didn’t know where this sudden reaction came from. He had never felt anything like it before. He reached out his hand and caught hold of her shoulder, his fingers threading through wisps of her long hair.
 
   “Don’t feel sad for me Amy,” his tone was so quiet she barely caught his words. “Don’t feel sad for any of us. We know what we’re getting into when we sign up. We train for all eventualities.”
 
   Amy shook herself away from him. She couldn’t stand his tender touch. She wanted more than she could have and she couldn’t bear for him to know it.
 
   “No one signs up to have their eyes burned out Paul. Bombs and bullets I can understand in an odd sort of way. That’s part of war, but no one made it part of the rules to burn out a fellow man’s eyes out for information. That’s not part of the game, and you can’t tell me anyone trained you for living the rest of your life like this. It’s intolerable.” She was outraged even though he could hear the tears in her voice too.
 
   He reached out again and this time he caught hold of both of her shoulders. He gave her a small shake and he felt her silken hair brush across his knuckles.
 
   “Well intolerable it may be, but that’s what it is and being angry about it won’t help me now, so get over it and come and eat breakfast, then we can all get on with this next project and maybe make life a little easier for some other poor sod who doesn’t have such brilliant friends as I have.” 
 
   Amy gasped at his fierce tone and gulped back another sob. His strength overwhelmed her. She lifted her hands and took hold of his, removing them from her shoulders but he caught hold of her fingers as her perfume filled his senses and his mind suddenly overflowed with need. 
 
   Her anger and passion had aroused him more quickly than he could ever have imagined possible and a sudden burning desire built up in his chest and overflowed. He was about to drag her towards him, to wrap his arms around her and haul her into his chest when there was a sudden stampede of racing feet. They pounded up the stairs and were quickly followed by a savage cry.
 
   “You let him go Amy. You are not taking him away from here. I’ll fight you if you try.” Robbie scrambled up the stairs and began pulling Amy away from Paul. 
 
   Paul let her shoulders go and she stepped back quickly as she tried to reassure Robbie.
 
   “I wasn’t taking him away Robbie. I’m not going to do that.” 
 
   The little boy looked up at her with fire in his eyes. He put his fists up in front of him as he stood protecting Paul fearlessly.
 
   “You had better not be. I won’t let you Amy. You’re pretty and all that but I’m not falling for that old trick. You might turn into a troll,” his angry voice rang through the château.
 
   Amy raised the back of her hand to her mouth and coughed as she tried not to laugh. She squatted down in front of the boy as Paul held onto his shoulders, holding him back from doing anything he may later regret.
 
   “Robbie, I am not going to take Paul away from here, do you understand? I have to stay here for a few weeks and then I’ll be going home. Alone. Paul will stay here and look after the new château and all the wonderful men and women who need his help. Is that okay?” She waited until the tension left his stance before she stood up again. 
 
   Paul let Robbie’s shoulders go as he added,
 
   “And there’s no way that she’s going to turn into a troll either. She would need way more magic in her than she has to do that.”
 
   Robbie frowned deeply still though his little fists were back at his sides.
 
   “Do you promise Amy? A thousand times cross your heart and hope to die if you break it,” his voice had lost none of its steely tone.
 
   Amy stood back up and made an x sign over her heart. 
 
   “Cross my heart Robbie. Paul will be here for as long as he wants to stay. Now can we be friends again?”
 
   Robbie gave a tentative smile.
 
   “All right then. I’m glad I don’t have to fight you. I don’t think you would look very pretty with a black eye. Paul would be glad he couldn’t see you then.”
 
   Paul laughed at the boy and reached out a hand to ruffle his hair but Robbie ducked away from him and ran back down the wide staircase. Paul’s hand caught Amy’s arm and he slid his fingers down towards her hand. His long fingers explored the soft skin on the inside of her wrist before his thumb reached her palm. 
 
   Amy could scarcely breathe as his fingertips ran gently over her knuckles and then back to her wrist. The sensations were becoming harder to bear. Her whole body began to tingle as she stood there. He ran a fingertip across the tops of her nails and smiled.
 
   “Definitely not a troll. You look after your hands too well. Professional manicure or do it yourself?”
 
   Amy almost choked as she tried to reply. 
 
   “Myself. I like nice nails. I don’t use nail varnish but I buff them once a week. Keeps them strong. I hate broken nails.” She pulled her hands away from him again. “Shall we go down?”
 
   Paul nodded and turned towards the staircase again. He was about to take a long step when he suddenly hesitated. 
 
   “I forgot what number I reached. How many did I get up to?”
 
   Amy frowned at him.
 
   “I have no idea. You must have been counting in your head. You only need take a step and you are at the top of the stairs.”
 
   Paul gave a quick nod and strode forwards. He was three treads down before he noticed that Amy was not right beside him. He stopped and inclined his head over his shoulder.
 
   “Coming? Patrick’s scrambled eggs with smoked salmon are legendary. I would hate you to miss them.” There was a slight sound on the treads above him as Amy joined him and then they carried on down the stairs together in a comfortable silence.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
    
 
   The papers rustled as Jean-Paul frowned over them. He flicked between the unrolled sheets that David placed on the makeshift table in the centre of the dusty hallway, then he pointed his finger at the top drawing.
 
   “This is feasible if you think it will give you the space you need. I will have to adjust a couple of walls if you want two family apartments though. I could do something here and here just by adding a doorway.” He took a thick pencil from behind his ear and drew some lines across the drawings.
 
   David poured over the amended copy. 
 
   “I’m not sure. That doesn’t look how I imagined it would be. Amy, is this what you had in mind when you made your suggestions? It looks more like hotel rooms than apartments on here.”
 
   Amy stopped staring at the rippling muscles in Paul’s shoulders as he worked in the garden lifting armfuls of logs into a wheelbarrow. She stifled a deep sigh as he turned and marched towards a wooden shack at the side of an outbuilding and then tipped the logs onto an already impressive pile. She took a breath and tried to calm the hammering of her heart before she turned towards David while hoping that her hot cheeks wouldn’t give her feelings away. 
 
   David raised his eyebrows and grinned knowingly at her as she stepped across the leaf-strewn flooring and peered at the plans. She ignored his knowing look as she twisted the sheets of paper and lined them up as if they were a map she was following. She squinted up at the grand staircase and put her finger on the corresponding place on the plan before she checked over her shoulder that she had the front door positioned in the right location, then she looked at the new pencil markings across the page.
 
   “This doesn’t look like what I had in mind either but then I’m not an architect. I was thinking that we might do them as self-contained bedsit type places rather than adjoining hotel rooms. Each one would need some form of kitchenette I suppose but that doesn’t have to be the full thing. Don’t forget that some people are going to be fine making themselves a full dinner but others are going to struggle pouring a cup of tea. Maybe we could make this whole floor rooms with a hob and microwave but then have a full kitchen downstairs for all guests to use. The other floor could be suites with just tea and coffee making and maybe a fridge. That way some of your clients could be supervised while others are more independent.” She poured over the drawings and David bent forwards as she picked up the pencil slightly nervously and after waiting for him to nod, drew another two lines.
 
   David squinted at her idea. 
 
   “Did you discuss this with Paul? He’ll have more of an idea. I have to confess that I didn’t actually go through much of this type of thing. After I was blown up I was a miserable bastard for a few weeks but Ellen soon snapped me out of it. Having a very obstinate sister can really help with your rehabilitation. I was glad to go back to work and then I really didn’t have much time to think about it. When I finished in the army and came here, Geraldine didn’t give me a moment to dwell on things either. She swept me off my fake feet and I’ve never looked back. Patrick had a tough time of it though but then his first wife walked out on him only three days after he was blown up. Bit of a shock I would imagine. But his problems were mental rather than physical. His whole team were cut to ribbons and he blamed himself for their injuries as well as his own. He loathed himself but Ellen dragged him kicking and screaming back to life when she arrived at the château and began renovating. He didn’t stand a chance once she decided that he was the one for her. Ellen’s nothing if not determined.” 
 
   Amy stared at David. She swallowed visibly, unable to even imagine how much the men had gone through. She lifted her chin.
 
   “What about Joe? He seems very happy with Lucy and they’re obviously wildly in love. Little Anna is his pride and joy. The way he was feeding her the other night, he didn’t even notice his own dinner going cold.” 
 
   David threw his head back and laughed loudly.
 
   “No, he never does. It’s a bit odd as he normally has a huge appetite. Anna has him wrapped right around her tiny little finger. Joe is the shy one of us all. He has a lot of values too. He’d not really dated much even before the blast because he never wanted one night stands or brief flings. After his face was messed up he never thought he would find anyone who could love him. He came here to escape from people who thought he was a freak. It was nearly five years before he plucked up the courage to break out of his shell but he took one look at Lucy’s backside on the very day she arrived here and it was all over for him. Luckily Lucy felt just the same about Joe.”
 
   Amy smiled up at the big man.
 
   “Her backside? I will have to ask them about that sometime. Maybe we should forget about the centre and just find some loving women for all of these men. You all look as though you are in heaven so it seems like the obvious answer.” She was joking but then she glanced out of the window again and caught sight of Paul lifting another armful of logs. “Well, those that want them I mean. Some people are obviously more well-adjusted to their fate than others. Not all of you seem to need a woman’s help.” Her voice tailed off slightly as she stared back out of the window again.
 
   David followed her gaze and gave a snort of laughter as he saw Paul hurling tree stumps into the woodshed.
 
   “He always was a stubborn sod Amy. He hasn’t really changed at all. He just gets on with what life throws at him, good or bad, but I know that losing the use of those bionics has hit him hard. They weren’t perfect by any means but he had them for five years and they did give him a certain amount of freedom. Now, however independent he thinks he is, he’s going to need someone looking out for him. He’s just too pig-headed to admit it. Yet.” He added with another smile.
 
   Amy shook her head.
 
   “He doesn’t need anything David. He doesn’t know that I was there because I stayed really quiet but I saw him in the kitchen the other night. He made a midnight feast without dropping a crumb and he cleared up too. He looked so confident. Not a moment’s hesitation in anything he did. I made more of a mess than he did and I could see everything I was doing. It was the same when he was at court. You would never have known he was blind unless you saw his cane, something he hardly ever uses I might add. He doesn’t need anyone.”
 
   David raised his eyebrows as he noticed Paul stumble suddenly and he waited until the man had steadied himself before he frowned down at Amy again.
 
   “Making a sandwich and a cup of tea does not make you independent. And he clearly did need help over the court case. He’ll never forgive that bastard for taking his sight but what he hates even more is the injustice of it. The man got away with murdering our own men, his friends, while they were handing out aid to women and children. They weren’t even fighting anyone, just helping the starving locals to eat but that pig organized a trap. Killed Paul’s friends like they were cattle to be slaughtered. There was no way someone like Paul would ever let that go without challenging it but he took the law into his own hands when he should have known better. Nobody else in social services was on his side. He would have gone to prison if you hadn’t bothered to go through all his paperwork and contact me. And then you had to give up your time and apparently your job to come along here with him Amy. He should be bloody grateful that you agreed.”
 
   Amy turned back to the drawings on the table.
 
   “I don’t want him to be grateful,” she whispered. “and the job thing wasn’t his fault actually.  No one received my emails and they thought I had just walked out. I’ve managed to send another letter explaining and I hope to get it all sorted when I get back home.” She looked back down at the drawings again. She put her finger on one of the lines. “You need a doorway in here or an open arch. You could then make this into one apartment if you put a small kitchen and dining area in. The rooms next door could be a mirror image of this and it would only mean losing one room out of the original layout. If we did this here, here, and here I think that whole floor would be perfect.” She added some more lines to the pages. “You would have four two-roomed suites and an extra-large one for a family with minimum fuss.”
 
   Jean-Paul leaned over the pages and smiled.
 
   “Ah! I see what you mean. Yes, I don’t think there is any problem with this idea. I may have to put in an extra support beam here and here,” he made two extra lines across the page, “but the rest of the walls are just studwork. We can move them where we like. I will take these plans to the mayor for approval tomorrow but it shouldn’t be a problem. We will just need a permit to do the work as there is nothing structural to do on the exterior of the place. It won’t even take long to finish the project if you can get your men to clear everything this week. The roof looked to be in good order so I will just give that a quick check and overhaul if need be.”
 
   David nodded.
 
   “There is a file of papers cataloguing the work done over the years. It might help with any queries. As the commune owned the château for a few years the place has been reasonably well looked after. It was a school at one point so all the plumbing was replaced a few years back. It will probably need to be updated to fit with our plans but we won’t need a whole new system. Same with the electrics I think. The hydrotherapy pool may be a bit trickier as that’s going to be completely new and I can’t see that we have access for a digger unless we landscape the garden first but I’m hoping our visitors will be up to the challenge of hauling several tons of earth by wheelbarrow.”
 
   Jean-Paul grinned.
 
   “I hope so too. That was going to be my only concern. None of my men are happy labouring. They are mostly skilled workers though what with all the recommendations your sister gave me from the previous château , I have taken on a bigger workforce now and I have a couple of new men starting this week. We will have this project finished for you in only a few weeks. I will give you a list of everything I need to be removed and then we can start on the main refit in two weeks. I’ll drop by some design ideas for the kitchenettes and the main kitchen too. I am sure your sister will want to go over them before we begin. I remember what a perfectionist she was the last time round. I have to say that it is going to be a pleasure working with you both again.” He held out his hand and David smiled as he shook it. 
 
   “Excellent. Get that list of things to do to me as soon as you can. I have a party of four U.S. Marines arriving tomorrow evening. We had thought to get in a few of our own guys but what with Paul arriving a little sooner than we originally planned our men are not recovered enough. Patrick pulled a few strings and we now have the Americans coming. I would hate for them to be sitting around with nothing to do.” 
 
   Jean-Paul laughed. 
 
   “So it will be a truly international venture right from the start. Wonderful. You have done great things for all our forces with the château  and now this project. I can’t wait to start on the next one.” Jean-Paul rolled up the drawings and tucked them under his arm as David turned and motioned for Amy to precede him out of the front doors. 
 
   Paul lifted his head from where he was stacking the huge lumps of wood.
 
   “All sorted?” He asked as he brushed the dirt from his hands down the front of his trousers. He walked towards the sound of their voices but David suddenly made a strange, sharp hissing noise in the back of his throat and Paul came to an immediate stop.
 
   David bent and picked up a log that had rolled from the woodpile and placed it out of Paul’s path. He then spoke as if nothing had happened to interrupt their conversation.
 
   “Yes, I think so. The notaire was going to have the ownership papers signed today so Jean-Paul just has to file for the relevant permits and then we can start. You and Joe can take an in-depth look later tonight after we have the Americans settled. I’m going to take the plans to the printers and ask them to use a heat press so you should be able to see the drawings. There’s nothing that can’t be altered so long as we let the builders know before we begin so we still have a couple of weeks to make any changes.”
 
   Paul nodded as he walked along the path to the front of the château  with the others.
 
   “Great. I’ll take a good long look with Joe later, but first I want to read up on the guys you’re getting to help with this. I’m looking forward to meeting them.” 
 
   David opened the car door and let Amy inside first. He closed it behind her before he responded to him.
 
   “Yes, so am I and I think someone else will be happy about them arriving too.”
 
   Paul lifted his head sharply and glared towards David. 
 
   “What? Why on earth would Amy be happy to see them? It’s not even as if she’s going to be here long.” He reached down and yanked open the rear door of the car.
 
   David laughed aloud as he saw Paul’s furious expression and then he whispered in Paul’s ear.
 
   “Idiot. I wasn’t talking about Amy. I was thinking that Robbie would enjoy the company. He seems to have had enough of all the women in his life already. I think he’s up for some male bonding. But maybe you should think about Amy meeting those four guys. She is a beautiful, fun and intelligent woman. You might want to keep the guys very busy while they are here.”
 
   Paul frowned deeply.
 
   “I don’t know what you are talking about Dave.” He sat down heavily in the back seat of the car and brooded as Amy’s beautiful scent wafted over him again. He fisted his hands in his lap as he fought the visions of her in his mind, laughing and talking to four super hero type Marines. He heard the driver’s side door open and then close again and he could feel David’s eyes boring into him as he looked in the rear view mirror. If he could have rolled his eyes he would have, as it was he let out a deep, frustrated breath. “Are we going anytime soon? I have rather a lot to do before the men arrive and sitting around here isn’t getting anything done.”
 
   David grinned into the rear view mirror. He knew exactly what he was doing to his friend and he let out a stifled but delighted laugh.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   “So it’s Fox, Anders, Ransom and Dee?” Paul touched a hand to each man’s shoulder, gauging his height and memorizing the sound of their voices as each answered in turn. 
 
   There was some gruff laughter.
 
   “Yeah, Dee had to leave Dumb behind as he wasn’t injured badly enough.” Fox laughed out loud. “Do you need to know what’s wrong with us all or have you er…er read our files?” 
 
   Paul shook his head.
 
   “Doesn’t sound as though there’s much wrong with any of you to me. And just so you know, I have an audio kit on the computer. It read your files aloud for me. I particularly like the notes from your CO. Let’s see if I have remembered correctly. Mick Fox, ‘joker of the pack.’ Yes, very funny. Your CO needs to get a job in stand up. John Anders, ‘stubborn asshole.’ Peter Ransom ‘determined fucker who doesn’t know when to give up.’ and Caleb Dee, late partner of Travis Dumbleton who is apparently missing him badly.” There were shouts of laughter from the four Marines. 
 
   Fox spoke up first.
 
   “Yeah, he got that about right. Well, we are at your disposal Sir, as much as we can be. What do you need us to do?”
 
   Paul frowned.
 
   “Hang on a moment. I thought you were here for some rehab as well as bit of work, though like I said, you don’t sound as though you have much of a problem with anything. Has there been a change of plan that I don’t know about?” He turned as he heard heavy footsteps behind him. “Joe? What’s going on?”
 
   Joe came forwards and shook hands with the men in turn. 
 
   “Sorry guys, I didn’t get a chance to tell him yesterday. It’s all happened a little more quickly than expected. Paul, the original plan was to have some men that needed to feel as though they could still be useful but were already okay with what had happened but Patrick decided to change a few things. The place isn’t safe enough for anyone who could still be affected by anything that happens on a building site. Patrick pulled a few strings and the U.S. Marine Corps let us have these guys instead. They might have a few body parts missing but otherwise they are sound and they can give us a few insights too as they were more recently injured than us. I think we tend to forget what it was like in the beginning.” 
 
   Paul looked thoughtful for a moment and then turned back to the men.
 
   “I can see his point. Right, well, we’ll get you settled in here for this afternoon and tonight and then we can all start work later in the week at the new place. I can show you around here. Feel free to use the facilities. The swimming pool and sauna room area won’t have a permanent lifeguard as we don’t have other guests this week but we do have close circuit television that is connected to the office. Only swim in pairs please. That’s just about the only rule. Tomorrow we can begin the hard work. The rehab château needs a shed load of restoration before we can take in people with real problems. I know you guys have had it hard but if we work together we can get this done within weeks and pay host to those that need the full facilities quickly.” There were some general mutters of agreement. 
 
   Joe carried on. 
 
   “There are three main tasks for us to undertake. A huge clear up operation for which David has already ordered skips and then we’re all going to be working with our builder Jean-Paul and his team. We need to get several studwork walls down and some new ones put in. We also need a hole for the hydro pool dug out and as we can’t get a digger into the basement area until we landscape the lawn, that’s probably going to be your biggest task. It’s going to be the most back breaking task too so that swimming pool and sauna that Paul was talking about earlier will probably become your favourite place over the next two or three weeks,” there were some murmurs of agreement before Mick spoke up.
 
   “So, we’re all okay on the work front. Peter is the only one likely to have a problem with digging. One arm can be a pain in the backside. The prosthetic isn’t as good as it could be as his arm was taken right up at his shoulder so the movement is minimal.”
 
   Paul stepped in.
 
   “Do you have enough grip to use a fully loaded wheelbarrow?” He waited in the short silence before Peter remembered that he couldn’t see him nod the affirmative and spoke up instead. 
 
   “It’s a bit slow but fine to grip and lift. It’s not good with heavy manual labour. I just don’t have the ability to use much force in my shoulder.” He flexed the metal fingers on his hand.
 
   Paul replied quickly. 
 
    “I don’t think we’ll have too much of a problem. There’s always something you can do even if it’s just making the rest of us cups of tea to keep us going. Is there anything else I need to know right now? Any minor problems we can get over while we are on the job as you probably won’t know what you can and can’t do until you try it.” 
 
   There was another short silence and then Mick spoke up again.
 
   “Do you mind me asking if you need looking after while we are working? I mean, we don’t want you falling into a flipping great pit that we have just dug. Do you need one of us to look out for you?”
 
   Joe let out a huge laugh. 
 
   “I’d like to see you try.”
 
   Paul smiled warmly. 
 
   “No Mick, I get about just fine,” he paused as the Marine took a quick intake of breath at being recognized immediately by the sound of his voice. “There’s actually not a thing wrong with me apart from my eyes. I know this place and the new château like the back of my hand already. I only need a few pointers when I am somewhere completely new, like you telling me that you just dug a dirty great hole in the floor, and I’ll be fine… Right, so I think that’s all you need to know for now. You can meet up with everyone else here at the château as you explore or at dinner tonight. We’re really pleased that you’re going to be involved with this project.” Paul turned to Joe. “I’ll show the team to their rooms and we can let them take it from there. Are we all in the dining room tonight?”
 
   “Yes. The kitchen will be far too small with these guys here too. Ellen is setting the dining room up now. I think Patrick’s doing a hog roast.”
 
   Paul agreed.
 
   “Yes, I gathered that from the delicious smell wafting all over the place. I can almost taste the crackling already. I think he’s trying to work up an appetite for us all so I hope all you guys are hungry.”
 
   Caleb spoke up.
 
   “We’re Marines, Sir. There’s absolutely no chance that we won’t be eating. The smell of that meat roasting is just about making my stomach devour itself. What time do you want us all at table?”
 
   Paul grinned at the man’s enthusiasm.
 
   “Seven is the usual time, and don’t be late as Joe here always sinks a fair portion. You would hate to miss out on Patrick’s cooking.” He stopped as he suddenly heard a lighter, slightly hesitant footstep behind him and then he noticed a familiar waft of what was fast becoming his favourite scent. He also noticed the sudden interest from the men in front of him. He bit back the growl of anger that suddenly rolled unbidden into his throat and damped down any feelings on jealousy as he beckoned Amy forwards. “Amy, come and meet the new recruits.”
 
   Amy walked into the gap between Joe and Paul and looked up at the huge Marines. She held out a slim hand and the men all crowded in with enthusiastic greetings.
 
   “Hello. Well, I can see we are going to get this project off the ground pretty quickly with you lot here,” there was a smile in her tone and Paul tilted his chin down at her.
 
   “I can hear that you are impressed by the workforce.” There was no smile in his tone at all and Amy faltered for a moment as she glanced up quizzically at Paul’s glowering expression. Then she smiled widely again.
 
   “Of course. No one could fail to be impressed by these men. You’ll be taking in clients sooner than you think Paul.”
 
   Paul hesitated over her cheerful tone of voice for a second and then spoke to the Marines again.
 
   “Amy is here temporarily in a… a minor consultancy position for three more weeks. She’s a visiting nurse seeing that we have the right facilities in place.” His brief explanation of her sudden new role as a consultant sounded false and shallow and while she understood that Paul didn’t want the men to think she was anything to do with him or the château  project, she was still hurt by his offhand tone.
 
   Her smile dipped slightly but she brightened again when John spoke up. 
 
   “Well, you can visit me any time you like Miss Amy. You must be the prettiest nurse I ever saw and believe me after losing my leg, I’ve seen a few. I’m sure that having you tend a guy every day would soon set him back up on his feet... figuratively speaking of course. It’s a pleasure to meet you ma’am,” his accent deepened as his obvious admiration overflowed and Amy felt her cheeks turn a fiery red.
 
   She gave a small laugh to hide her embarrassment.
 
   “I think you overstate the truth but it’s very kind of you to say so. Now, is Paul showing you to your rooms? I was going up anyway so...” She looked up at him expectantly but his expression had changed yet again. His face was a blank mask and his tone was dull when he eventually spoke.
 
   “No, you seem to have the situation under control Amy. Why don’t you take them up as you don’t seem to have anything more important to do? I need to go over the plans with Joe again anyway so we can make an early start in the morning. See you all back in the dining room at seven.” He gave the men a quick nod and with that he spun away from the small group and walked stiffly from the hall. Joe frowned deeply and then quickly followed him.
 
   Amy stood stunned as she stared at Paul’s back for a few seconds before she collected herself and smiled up at the huge Americans again. 
 
   “Well, as you all seem to have your keys, if you follow me I will show you to your rooms. You’ll be on the same floor as Paul and myself.”
 
   John immediately glanced down at her.
 
   “Are you in a relationship with that guy then? No wonder he looked so darned annoyed at my remarks. You’ll have to forgive me ma’am, I didn’t realize. He should have made it plain.” He frowned deeply at the door that swung closed behind Paul’s retreating back.
 
   Amy shook her head as she led them to the stairs. 
 
   “No, don’t worry John. Our rooms are next to each other but we are not together. He’s just a stubborn devil sometimes. He detests people trying to help him when he doesn’t need it. I expect he thought I had come to take over and he just let me rather than make a fuss.”
 
   Mick grunted.
 
   “Well it was obvious that you hadn’t to us but I know what he means though. It’s a pain in the ass having everyone jump as soon as you move. For some reason they always think that I am going to fall over. They forget that these legs are strapped on. Now that I am used to them it’s actually not that easy to end ass up.” 
 
   Caleb nodded in agreement.
 
   “I thought he seemed touchy when you asked him about making sure he was okay about the project. We’ll just have to make sure we don’t tread on the big guy’s toes then. Our mission is going to be over soon enough anyway. We’ll be going back to the States pretty soon.”
 
   Amy looked up at the young man striding confidently at her side. He hitched his duffle bag up onto his wide shoulder as he marched along.
 
   “Mission? I thought you were here to help at the château.” She came to the first door along the corridor and stopped outside of it.
 
   Peter looked down at the key in his hand and moved forwards.
 
   “Figure of speech ma’am. We’re just here to help out. The Marine Corps still has our hides even if we aren’t exactly fit for active duty in the field. They tell us where to go and what to do and we’ll get on and do it for just as long as we are able.” He turned the key in the lock, shoved the door open and walked in but he stopped dead just inside the door and for a moment there was a stunned silence before the man quickly backed out again. “You must have us on the wrong floor ma’am. That there room is kitted out for a king not a Marine.”
 
   Amy smiled up at him and motioned him forwards again as she brushed past him and walked into the room.
 
   “Lovely isn’t it, but it is your room for the duration of your stay. There are plenty of other rooms for any guests so don’t worry… and please don’t call me ma’am. We’re not very formal here at all. Amy is fine.”
 
   Peter stared around at the opulent room as the others peered over his shoulder.
 
   Mick let out a low whistle.
 
   “Sheesh! I never saw a bed like that before in real life. Do we all get one of those with the drapes?”
 
   Amy laughed up at the broad shouldered man standing behind her.
 
   “Yes, I’m afraid that you do. It’s nothing if not luxurious here. Ellen wanted the injured men and women to have the holiday of a lifetime and to be honest, apart from the slightly unpredictable Brittany weather, I think they actually get it. Everything in the hotel is just as fabulous.”
 
   Peter walked slowly into his room and stared around in awe as he placed his duffle bag on the ottoman at the end of the bed. He lifted it again almost immediately and put it on the floor before checking that his rough bag hadn’t damaged any of the silk covering the ottoman. He turned and opened the door to the bathroom. His mouth dropped open at the sight of the natural stone walk in shower and sunken bath with massage jets.
 
   “How long did you reckon this job is going to take boss?”  He asked over his shoulder. “’Cos I’m not sure we’ll get it finished in the two weeks you suggested… might be nearer four or even six,” he spluttered out when he finally managed to speak.
 
   Mick snorted with laughter.
 
   “Yeah, I can see the CO falling for that one, Pete. Just make sure no one puts up any pictures on any social media sites or he’ll be coming over himself.”
 
   Caleb shoved Mick out of the way for a better view of the room.
 
   “The whole of my apartment back home isn’t as big as this bedroom. Gosh Amy, I’m not sure I want to stay here. What if I ruin something? I would feel real bad. Isn’t there anything a little more, well a little more rustic available?”
 
   Amy turned to the men.
 
   “There’s nothing that you could ruin Caleb. There are guests here all the time. Everything is of the highest quality but that actually means that it can stand a lot more wear and tear than any average hotel. Don’t worry about a thing. The whole place is fitted out just as fabulously in every room and Ellen wouldn’t have it any other way. All the beds are motion sensitive and there are help buttons around the rooms so don’t hesitate to call if you need any assistance,” she lifted the edge of the valance on the bed to show the controls and then indicated to the three discreet red call buttons, beside the bed, next to the bath and adjacent to the door. “I would just say to leave any muddy boots in the scullery but apart from that Ellen would want you to use the place as if it were your own home.”
 
   John moved back out into the corridor.
 
   “Miss Ellen sounds like an angel. I can’t believe she would do this much for anyone.”
 
   Amy began walking to the next room. She ushered Mick forwards with his key and waited for the next exclamations of amazement to die down.
 
   “You’ll meet Ellen, her brother David and the rest of the team later and then you will see exactly where her motivation came from. She’s a lovely young woman and David is a complete scream. Never a dull moment with him around. Ellen’s husband Patrick I think you must already know.”
 
   “Only by repute. Our CO was really impressed by his record.” Mick stood in the middle of his room and stared up at the heavily decorated ceiling. “Beats looking up at a canvas roof I can tell you,” he turned to the men gathered by the door again. “Right, you lot. Get rid of your kit.  We’re going down to the pool. If these rooms are anything to go by I think we’re all going to be in for a real treat.” 
 
   Amy laughed as the other two men practically sprinted down the hallway to their rooms. She called after them.
 
   “Don’t get too carried away in pool area. Dinner is at seven don’t forget and I promise you that you won’t want to miss it.”
 
   Peter stuck his head out of his door way.
 
   “No way, Miss Amy. We won’t be late. Are you going to have some fun and come swimming with us?” He grinned and waggled his eyebrows at her.
 
   She let out a laugh as she shook her head at his cheek.
 
   “No, I’m just changing my shoes and then I’m going down to help Ellen set up the dining room. See you later fellas.” She gave a wave of her hand as she turned back along the corridor towards the stairs.  
 
    
 
   Joe grabbed Paul by the shoulder and spun him around before he could shrug him off.
 
   “What the fuck…” Paul wrenched himself from Joe’s grasp but Joe spoke before he could add anything else.
 
   “That’s what you should be answering mate. What the hell did you do that to Amy for? You were downright rude. She’s our guest, not part of the staff and you had her showing those four guys up to their rooms like she was some kind of servant,” his voice held none of its usual jovial tone.
 
   Paul pulled his shoulders back and spoke stiffly.
 
   “I was not rude. I introduced her like that because I couldn’t think of anything else quickly. She’s not my babysitter and I am not going to tell the whole world that she’s here to file a report on me to the British court system. I thought I was very polite considering she has no position here at all and she offered to take the guys upstairs. She said she was going up anyway.” He made to turn back to the scullery but Joe moved in closer and caught Paul by the shirt front. 
 
   “You miserable fucker! Amy’s gone out of her way to help you. She’s the only thing standing between you and the prison gates and you go and treat her like that. What the hell has got into you? You don’t treat any woman like that let alone one who’s worked her arse off to save your sorry skin. How dare you tell her to show those guys upstairs without going with her. You just turned your back and stalked off. She never met them or probably anyone like them before in her life. You’re lucky she didn’t bite your head off and make you look a complete fool. As it is you made yourself look like a jealous idiot.” 
 
   Paul lifted his chin and brushed Joe’s hands from his shirt front.
 
   “I did not and I wasn’t jealous. She came and interfered so I just let her get on with it. If she doesn’t like it then she can complain but I don’t really see why she should. Those guys seemed to like her well enough, I’m sure that they will all be polite,” he ground his teeth together in barely contained fury and tried to move back but Joe moved with him. He could feel his angry breath on his face.
 
   Joe threw up his hands.
 
   “She didn’t interfere, you great idiot. She was just walking across the hall. She would have looked rude if she had ignored us and the men. You were the one who looked like a berk, actually you are a berk. I want you to go back there and apologize.”
 
   Paul stepped back and spun away from Joe.
 
   “No. I have nothing to apologize for. I’m not going grovelling to her. She’ll be fine. I’ll say something later if she’s upset but I doubt she will be. That John will keep her smiling I’m sure. I could feel the heat coming from her when he said all that rot about her nursing his bloody feet. As if we care who treats us when we’re nearly dead. I thought these Marines were meant to be clever. He sounded like a complete dolt,” he stopped as he heard Joe draw in a deep breath.
 
   “You know, I’d thump you for that if you weren’t blind. How can you be so bloody dense?” Joe moved to walk past but Paul suddenly turned on him.
 
   “Don’t you let my blindness stop you starting a fight! You want to take a swing at me then you do it. I can look after myself.” He lowered his shoulders as he turned in Joe’s direction.
 
   Joe held his temper in check.
 
   “I never said you couldn’t look after yourself. I said that you were rude to Amy and now you have been rude about a fellow serviceman. Look, it’s fine if you can’t admit it but I’m telling you that your attitude stinks. Are you going to be like this to her every time a guy passes a compliment? Because if you are then I don’t think I want to stick around you.” 
 
   Paul’s eyebrows shot up.
 
   “My attitude! What the hell are you talking about? I wasn’t the one who asked her to come over here. I don’t need her, I certainly don’t want her here and she doesn’t want to be here either. She’s just going to do that damned report and then go home. She’s only going to be around a couple more weeks and then she’ll be gone.” He ignored the sudden harsh contraction of his chest as he said those words and carried on. “It scarcely even matters if she feels I was rude to her, I’m never going to have to see her again. In fact I would rather I never saw her again. She’s making my life a bloody misery.” He might have said more but there was a sudden stifled gasp from behind him and he felt Joe move past quickly.
 
   “Amy, sorry, you weren’t meant to hear that.” Joe sounded positively mortified.
 
   Amy swallowed quickly and choked back the tears that had sprung into her eyes. She lifted her chin proudly though the effect was lost on Paul who stood looking as though he wanted the ground beneath his feet to open up and eat him.
 
   “I gathered that, but you needn’t worry Paul. After we spoke the other day, I thought we saw eye to eye on this matter but I was mistaken, clearly. I’ll stay right out of your way from now on. Joe, would you mind asking Ellen if she would send me something to eat in my room later. I have a headache coming on and I’d rather not have to sit making small talk tonight.” 
 
   Joe nodded.
 
   “Of course Amy but you don’t have to stay in your room on this idiot’s account,” he jerked his thumb back over his shoulder. “Besides those Marines sounded as though they might like your company even if some other people don’t.” He gave her an encouraging smile.
 
   She tried to smile back but her lips felt as if they were made out of stone.
 
   “Yes, maybe you’re right and it would be unfair of me to ask for special treatment when there are so many of us. Yes, I will come down Joe but please make sure that I am not seated by this ignoramus. I don’t think I could stand to have him near me and not attempt to shove his massive, stubborn head right up his holier than thou backside!” Her tone had risen as she spoke and by her last words she was almost shouting. She spun around again and marched back through the scullery door.
 
   There was a deafening silence as she left and Joe turned back to Paul who was now standing facing the wall, banging his forehead on the cold stone.
 
   “Oh hell!” He groaned despondently. “I didn’t mean any of that and I certainly didn’t mean for her to hear it. That was your fault for forcing an argument. She’ll never speak to me again. How the hell am I going to make it back up with her?” He brought his hand to his face and covered his eyes as he rubbed his forehead with his fingertips.
 
   Joe breathed out slowly and then sighed deeply as he saw his friend’s torment.
 
   “Why don’t you just go ahead and tell her that you like her? It would save a load of time. All this beating about the bush is daft. I know that from my own experience with Lucy. I nearly lost her because I was such an idiot…” He was silent for a few moments as he remembered the massive fight there had once been in the château dining room. David and Patrick had been beyond incensed on his behalf and Lucy had punched her own boss in the face. It had taken them almost two days to clear the mess but by then Lucy had disappeared back to England leaving herself open to the abuse of her employer, and Joe had spent the next six weeks feeling as though his heart had been ripped from his body. He stared at his friend’s unhappy demeanour. “Look, I’m sure Amy really likes you so why don’t you just go for it and ask her out, it’ll make all our lives a lot easier.”
 
   Paul shook his head miserably.
 
   “You’re living in cloud cuckoo land mate. Why on earth would she want to go out with anyone like me? I’m just a useless blind bloke with a criminal record and she’s just my social worker… or she would be if she still had a job. Shit! What a bloody mess and all because I hit a bloke. The whole situation is a bloody shambles.” 
 
   Joe looked at his friend quizzically.
 
   “What do you mean, if she still had a job? I thought she was the manager in her office.”
 
   Paul shrugged and looked even more desolate.
 
   “She lost her job. There was a mix up with the emails she sent or the paper work, anyway someone high up thought that she had just deserted her post when she came over here with me. They brought in some new manager so at the moment she doesn’t have any job to go back too.”
 
   Joe groaned aloud.
 
   “And you went and said all of that when she could hear you. Well done mate. Really well-timed. You really will be lucky if she ever talks to you again.” 
 
   Paul shifted uncomfortably. He lifted his head and pulled in a deep breath.
 
   “I know,” he said quietly, “and it will be entirely my own stupid fault if she doesn’t. I really know how to fuck things up big time.” He sighed despondently and turned towards the kitchen door. Joe just stood there staring at the stubborn fool’s back as Paul wandered listlessly into the kitchen and let out a loud curse when he walked straight into the corner of the table.
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   John lay back and groaned as he stretched out on the wooden bench. Mick shoved his leg and pushed it out of his way as he sat down in the hot steam.
 
   “What a week! All that ivy for a start. I don’t think I ever saw so much. It took up nearly the whole of the front yard by the time we had pulled it from the walls. And the inside! I would never have believed there was that much garbage in the place and what with tearing down those walls too,” Mick sighed as he stretched his arms above his head and flexed his shoulders and then dropped his hands to his thighs. He rubbed the skin over the end of what was left of his legs and then reached for the massage oil.
 
   Peter spoke up from somewhere in depths of the fog.
 
   “I am so out of condition. I thought I had been training enough but this has wiped me out. All those stairs. Four floors of the dratted things. Even chucking the stuff out of the chutes isn’t helping much. The place is vast.” 
 
   Caleb reached forwards and poured some more water over the hot coals. Clouds of steam wafted in the air as the rocks hissed.
 
   “It’s going to be great when it’s done though. Did you see the finished plans? Those suites are going to be perfect. That Jean-Paul guy and his team start the rebuild tomorrow. I really want to stay and see this finished. I don’t think I’m going to qualify to come back for treatment.” He took the oil from Mick and rubbed it into the puckered skin beneath his elbow. 
 
   John grunted.
 
   “No, pity in some ways. This whole set up is so neat. I never saw such opulence or attention to detail. Amy said she’s going to help Patrick’s wife choose the furnishings next week. I wonder what colour scheme they are going for?” There were some low sniggers at his remarks. “What? I never said anything to laugh about.” 
 
   Caleb laughed even louder.
 
   “No, sure you didn’t. Like you were ever interested in interior design before you knew that Miss Amy was involved.”
 
   John sighed into the hot air.
 
   “Okay, you got me. She’s a beauty alright and I really like her but she never even glances in my direction. She just moons over Paul all the time and he’s never shown the slightest interest in her. He turns away anytime she’s in the room and he ignores her completely at dinner. It makes me so mad. The man is so downright rude to her that he doesn’t deserve her admiration,” he sounded thoroughly miserable.
 
   Peter spoke up.
 
   “You can’t help where your heart lies John, but you should know that Paul is as in love with her as she is with him even if he’s not prepared to admit it. He’s showing all the classic symptoms. Avoidance being the main one. He’s being an idiot but there nothing we can do about it.”
 
   John swivelled his leg across the bench and sat up straight. 
 
   “Well, he’s the reason we’re all over here. I wonder if we can trust his judgement in any of this if he doesn’t even know something as simple as when he’s in love.” 
 
   Mick laughed aloud.
 
   “Of course we can trust the man. He’s been decorated up to his non-functioning eyeballs and you don’t earn medals like that for sitting on your ass moping over a woman. It’s easy for you to say for him to admit stuff, John. You come from Texas where men have hearts as wide as the horizon. You don’t mind revealing your feelings, but most of us guys would rather walk over those hot coals over there than admit to a woman that we actually like them let alone love them.”
 
   Caleb shoved the big man in his shoulder.
 
   “So little Johnny has fallen for the pretty nurse. Aww, that is so cute.”
 
   John shoved Caleb back and nearly sent him flying into the hot coals. 
 
   “Shut up you idiots. I am not in love with her, but I do like her. If that guy wasn’t around I might even stand a chance.”
 
   Mick sat up straight.
 
   “Forget it John. We’re here to do a job and then get out. It’ll all be over in a few weeks. Enjoy the luxury and keep your mind on the mission. You can sort out your love life another time.”
 
    
 
   Paul stood outside the steam room doors and fumed. He wanted to strangle John the big hearted Texan. He knew that he was being ridiculous but his heart had dropped into his stomach when he had overheard the man mention liking Amy. He pulled in a sharp breath when he heard them discussing his judgement and turned away from the cabin quickly. This was intolerable. They were questioning his good sense and acumen for the task before them. He ground his teeth as he walked away, wishing he had never decided to come down to relax in the steam room. 
 
   The last week had been non-stop activity and all of them were physically exhausted. The château  was huge and even though the work was more cosmetic than anything else there was still a vast amount to do.
 
   He purposely kept himself away from Amy. The evening after he had insulted her so badly had been a complete disaster. He wanted to apologize but just couldn’t pluck up the courage to go to her. He hated himself for his cowardice. She was just one tiny woman, he’d faced armed warlords three times her size. She was no one to be scared of at all but the evening had ended in yet another early night for him as he ground his teeth and wanted to beat the life out of the Americans as they chatted so easily to Amy. When she had laughed aloud for the fifth time at the jokes John was telling her he had given up fighting his anger and sidled off to bed before he did anything stupid. He couldn’t bear to be anywhere near them. 
 
   He had gone to his room and fought the bile that rose to his throat at the thought of John or any other man anywhere near his Amy.
 
   His Amy. 
 
   Shit! 
 
   His heart clenched tighter than it had done before but this time it felt as though the gripping sensation would never release.  His whole body began to shake with the overwhelming heat that suddenly engulfed his body.  He didn’t even remember when or how it had happened but he knew that he wanted her. He wanted her with a desperation that was so great that he had to stay away from her. If he didn’t keep his distance he knew that it was only time before he made the biggest fool of himself and he just couldn’t let that happen. 
 
   He knew that she would reject him. Apart from how badly he had treated her there was his cursed blindness to take into consideration too. Whatever he said to others and however invincible he acted, he knew that it would be a huge stumbling block. He would be dependent on some form of help for forever and not many women would be prepared to take that on board.
 
    
 
   He stalked away from the steam room around the poolside to the gym and pushed the automatic door button, listening for the beep that told him the door was open wide enough for him to pass through without knocking his shoulders. 
 
   He had received as many bruises in one week as he could ever remember and he didn’t think he could take any more. He didn’t know when he had become so careless. He rubbed his thigh as he walked across to the weights bench. The bruise from the corner of the table was a daily reminder of his carelessness and another reason to stay out of Amy’s way. She was a distraction he couldn’t afford.
 
   He checked the bar at the rear of the bench press machine and then ran his fingers up the weights attached. He adjusted the notch two more markers and fastened the safety catch before moving to the front of the machine and sitting down heavily. 
 
   He lay back and reached up, pulling the bar down slowly and releasing it while holding the tension of the weights. He repeated the movement several times before he reached out again and flicked a switch at the side of the machine. This time he had to lift the bar rather than pulling it towards him. He grunted under the strain of straightening his arms and then he slowly let the bar back down. 
 
   Twenty minutes later the sweat was dripping from his body. He could feel the skin between his shoulder blades sliding across the seat beneath him and he placed the weights back onto the safety bar before pulling himself into a sitting position again.
 
   He tried to keep his breathing calm but suddenly he heard the sound of the Americans laughing as they exited the steam room and made their way to the plunge pool. He gritted his teeth and sat quietly hoping that they wouldn’t notice him. He knew he was being completely ridiculous. They were all brilliant guys and if it wasn’t for them fawning over Amy all the time he would have actually liked their company, but if they weren’t working on the château they were either talking about her or to her. 
 
   He grabbed up his towel from the floor and moved over to the running machine. It was one of the few things he found really useful in the gym. With his stamina he could run for miles but it was always a problem if he didn’t know his route like the back of his hand. The grounds around the château were a nightmare for him. The paths close to the building were generally fine but if he wanted to go any further he needed another runner with him. Shrubs encroached upon the paths and branches of trees fell unexpectedly during the nights.  Animals dug holes into the soft ground and puddles of water made the ground treacherous if you couldn’t see the pitfalls. He would be flat on his face before he had run fifty meters without any eyes to guide him.
 
   He shoved his earphones from his iPod into his ears and turned up the music as he found his rhythm and settled into his run. Another twenty minutes work out and he might be tired enough to sleep soundly instead of rolling about in his bed with the sweat pouring from him as his mind kept turning back to the night he had walked into her room and found her naked in his arms.
 
   He increased his pace and dug in for a final effort as he tried to concentrate on the tasks they were going to start the next day. Jean-Paul had introduced his crew that afternoon but David had pulled Paul aside and mentioned that the work was likely to take longer than he and the Americans anticipated. 
 
   The French had strict rules about work. No one would dare do another man’s job nor would they work a moment over their allotted thirty-five hour working week. David was hoping that Paul and his men could keep the work moving forwards, making sure that there was nothing to hold the Frenchmen up. If they were willing to do the fetching and carrying and let Jean-Paul’s men actually just do the work then they could probably move a little faster. 
 
   David thought that there might be some improvement in time schedules since the refurbishment of the original château. This was purely because Jean-Paul now had two new men on his team. They had recently arrived from Eastern Europe and appeared to be quiet, serious men who didn’t mix much with the French workforce. They seemed to go by the British work ethic and had to be told to down tools for the obligatory two hour lunch break.
 
    
 
   The sweat dripped down Paul’s face and soaked into his t-shirt. He eventually slowed his pace and cooled down with a brisk walk at the end of his workout. He turned off the machine and stepped back, pulling his earphones out before he dragged his damp t-shirt from his body.
 
   He walked slowly back to the changing room and stripped for a quick shower before heading to the now empty steam room. He could hear splashes and loud laughter as the Americans mucked about in the pool and for a moment, as he listened to their lively camaraderie, he wished he were in the water with them. 
 
   He turned away from the happy sounds, opened the door of the steam room and dropped the towel from about his waist as he walked in. 
 
   An ear-splitting scream had him leaping back in shock and he let out a violent roar as his naked left buttock came into contact with the red hot coals in the grate. He yelped as his skin stuck to the metal and then he jumped forwards again as the embers seared his skin even further, promptly colliding with a soft, fragrant figure. His fingertips brushed over steam softened shoulders and every muscle in his body contracted violently as all of his senses registered Amy’s beautiful form at once.
 
   He was about to jump away for a second time when he heard a thundering of footsteps. He felt a sudden draft run up is back as the door flew back open and he was suddenly dragged out of the hot room by a cluster of huge, rough hands.
 
   “What the fuck…” He managed to yell before a hammer hard fist unexpectedly made contact with his cheek and bashed his head violently sideways. He saw stars pop inside his mind and then heard the voice of an angel shouting something unintelligible before his head whirled and he couldn’t tell up from down as his brain took the better part of valour and blacked out completely. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   “I am so sorry Amy. I should have known that there was nothing going on but I thought he was attacking you. I just reacted.” The American accent sounded as though it came from down an echoing tunnel and for a moment Paul didn’t know where he was. Then he felt a cool, slim palm touch is brow and a beautifully familiar fragrance wafted into range.
 
   “Amy?” He croaked as his voice rattled from dry lips.
 
   “Yes, it’s me Paul. You’ve been out for over three hours. I was about to call an ambulance,” her tender voice washed over him and he took a deep breath as her delicious honeyed scent filled his senses. 
 
   The first voice spoke again from somewhere on his left and he turned his head towards it with a groan as the pain in his cheek hit him hard.
 
   “I am so sorry Captain. I don’t know what I was thinking. Hitting a blind man! I can’t believe myself. I should have known it was a simple mistake.” John’s thick Texan accent sounded genuinely apologetic and Paul decided to give him the benefit of the doubt.
 
   “Just remind me to make sure you’re on my side if I’m in a genuine fight. You have a fist like iron.” He lifted a weak hand to his swollen face and winced as his fingertips met the bruise.
 
   Amy brushed his hand aside and lay a cool cloth against his skin. Her body pressed against the side of his chest as she leaned forwards and he gulped back the urge to take her into his arms and kiss her into the middle of next week. He shifted uncomfortably in the bed and suddenly realized that he was naked beneath the sheets. He groaned as he remembered walking into the steam room after dropping his towel and then he let out a yelp as his injured buttock sent him a timely reminder that he had practically sat on red hot coals. 
 
   Amy spoke before he could enquire about the state his of his backside. 
 
   “I dressed it as you have a nasty blister. The skin has burned right off. That was my fault I am afraid. I shouldn’t have screamed like that. I thought all you men were in the pool so you really surprised me.”
 
   Paul felt himself turning a violent shade of red.
 
   “You dressed my backside? Can this get any worse?” He muttered as he pulled the sheets up to his chin in embarrassment. “Well, you certainly have the advantage over me Amy. At least I didn’t cop an eyeful when I barged in on you.”
 
   Amy giggled.
 
   “Well, you wouldn’t have anyway. I was clever enough to wear a swimsuit and keep a towel wrapped around me.” 
 
   Paul attempted to sit up in bed and then decided not to as his buttock gave him another violent reminder of his recent injuries. He breathed in deeply to get over the pain.
 
   “Oh, well that makes me feel so much better,” he mumbled from between gritted teeth.
 
   Amy sat back on the bed.
 
   “You want me to look at that burn again? It was pretty deep.”
 
   Paul shook his head quickly.
 
   “I think you’ve seen quite enough of my body thank you. It’s hardly fair. I’ll get Joe to change the dressing tomorrow.”
 
   Amy laughed.
 
   “You idiot. I am a qualified nurse. Do you really think that you have anything I haven’t seen before?”
 
   Paul snorted and raised his eyebrows.
 
   “Well, you hadn’t seen anything of mine before but I was naked when I walked into the steam room. Now I’ll have nothing left to your imagination,” he bit the inside of his cheek even as the words fell glibly from his mouth but felt relief wash over him when her delicate laugh rang in his ears.
 
   She pressed the cold cloth to his bruised face once again.
 
   “If you want to know the truth, I barely saw a thing. The room was full of steam. You appeared out of the fog like some kind of apparition. You scared the hell out of me again. I would never have screamed if I had realized it was you. Unfortunately the Marines saw fit to come to my immediate rescue and assumed the worst when they saw you stumbling forwards, naked and apparently about to force yourself upon me. John is feeling rather embarrassed about it.” She sat back again and then went to stand up but Paul’s hand suddenly shot out of the bed and he caught hold of her wrist as he ignored the pain in his backside and sat up quickly.
 
   “I would never hurt you Amy, you know that don’t you?” He paused for a moment and then plunged on. “All that stuff I said the other day, what you overheard, I didn’t mean any of it. I was angry with myself more than anyone else. I misread the situation totally and embarrassed you unforgivably. I am so sorry.” He tilted his chin and almost groaned in embarrassment when he heard a manly clearing of a throat as he suddenly remembered that the Americans were still in the room. 
 
   There were some hurried mutterings of, ‘ah yes, I just remembered that we didn’t close up the pool area properly… no fool, he’s not going to do anything stupid. Get out of here now.’ And then there was the muffled sound of four pairs of big feet rushing for the door.
 
   Amy waited until the door clicked firmly behind the men. She looked down at her wrist where Paul gripped it tightly before she spoke again.
 
   “I know that you would never hurt me physically Paul but I was very upset by what I overheard.” She sighed deeply. “I can’t make you out half the time. One minute you’re a perfect gentleman and then you turn into some kind of pig-headed troll. I thought we were making progress after I told you that I wasn’t going to follow you about analysing your every move.” She tried to pull her hand away from the big man in the bed but he was having none of that. His fingers slipped around her hand and he gave it a gentle tug.
 
   “I can’t tell you how sorry I am. This sight thing is just so frustrating. I don’t want to be like this but the anger just takes over when I read things so badly. Those guys were so up front and friendly when you first met, I completely lost it.” There was a tense pause and the air thickened around them. The sheet had fallen from his chest revealing smooth, sculpted pectorals and Amy watched as his chest rose and fell as his breathing deepened. His fingertips moved in her palms and she almost moaned aloud as he tugged her gently towards him. She could hear his breaths coming in quick, heated pulls and she was about to fall willingly into his muscled arms when the door flew open behind her and a whirlwind of small boy launched himself across the room and into the middle of Paul’s chest.
 
   “Papa said you were alive again Paul. I thought those men had killed you when they brought you up from the pool and mama said I couldn’t come in and see you.” Robbie suddenly spun around and jumped into Amy’s lap. He kissed her right on the end of her nose before he spoke again in a breathless rush. “Thank you for saving his life Amy. I would have been terribly sad if Paul had really died and Joe would have cried a lot too. He’s not nearly so tough as he makes out. He nearly cried when he thought Lucy had left him ages ago and again when Anna was born. He doesn’t know I saw but his eyes were all red and he had to keep blowing his nose but that only happens if you catch a bad cold or get smoke from the bonfire in them and he wasn’t ill or in pain and he hadn’t lit a fire either so that means it was sad tears that did it. I don’t cry much, only when I hurt myself really badly like last week when I fell off my bike and cut my knee.” He pulled up his trouser leg to show Amy the fast healing scab that adorned his left knee as the words fell endlessly from his mouth and Amy nodded and shook her head enthusiastically in all the right places. 
 
   The boy continued with his prattle while Paul took in huge gulps of air as he recovered from having all his breath squashed out of his lungs on Robbie’s unexpected arrival and then Geraldine walked in to rescue them both from her son.
 
   “Robbie, I told you that Paul is fine. Come along now. It is time for dinner. We must go down now.” She took the boy’s hand and mouthed ‘sorry’ to Amy as she turned to leave the room. “Would you both like dinner sent up here? We delayed until we knew that you were okay Paul but I think everyone is hungry now.” 
 
   Amy stood up.
 
   “I’ll come down and grab something for us later. Paul shouldn’t get out of bed until I’m sure he doesn’t have a relapse and I don’t want him to eat anything until I know that we don’t have to take him to hospital.” She was in full nurse mode by the time she had finished speaking and when she looked back at Paul his eyebrows had formed a stiff line across his forehead.
 
   “Stop fussing will you woman, I’m fine,” he growled.  “I’m starving. I keep missing out on Patrick’s fantastic dinners for one reason or another and I am not going to miss out on this one. Pass me my trousers and a shirt and I’ll be down in a few moments.” He kept the sheet pulled around his waist as he slid his legs sideways on the bed.
 
   Amy drew in a long breath when she saw his face pale as his blistered buttock scraped across the sheet but she kept her mouth shut. If he didn’t appreciate her ministrations then she wasn’t going to force them upon him any longer. She sniffed in annoyance.
 
   “Fine, but you can find your own blasted shirt and trousers. I’m not your servant.” She walked across the room and followed Geraldine and Robbie out of the door but she didn’t close it behind her. She stood outside the door and heard him swear and grunt as he moved about the bedroom. It didn’t sound as though he was about to keel over again so she moved further along the corridor. 
 
   Geraldine stood waiting for her on the corner. She had already sent Robbie downstairs and she smiled at Amy as she caught up with her.
 
   “I am sorry about that. It is difficult to keep an eye on Robbie all of the time. David and I can’t keep up with him. He loves Paul and all of the men here and only wishes to join in.” Her beautiful French accent calmed Amy’s frayed temper. 
 
   “Don’t apologize Geraldine. He’s a lovely little boy. You should be very proud of him.” She glanced down at Geraldine’s huge stomach. “When is the new addition due? David said that you were feeling a little better this week.”
 
   Geraldine nodded as they made towards the stairs.
 
   “I do feel better. I was so tired last week but the couple of days in hospital helped. Ellen has asked me to look at the furnishings of the new place with her. Would you like to help too? We are going over there again next week to take some measurements. Ellen likes curtains in the rooms. We don’t have them normally in France but even after all the years she has been here she just can’t get out of the habit of putting them up at every window. It is a strange thing to me because all of our windows open inwards so it makes it more difficult with all the material in the way but they certainly make the rooms look cosy. You would probably be better at choosing material than I as I have no experience of it.”
 
   Amy smiled widely.
 
   “I’d like that. I want to be included but I feel as though I shouldn’t even be here. I hate sitting around doing nothing. I’m just not used to it. It must be driving Ellen mad that I am here with no actual purpose, eating all your food and taking up a room. I am embarrassed to be here when it’s so clear that Mr Independent back there obviously doesn’t need anyone help him to do a thing.” She glanced back over her shoulder but Paul was not yet in sight. They carried on down the stairs.
 
   Geraldine laughed.
 
   “Well he is the opposite of David then. When he first came here Ellen employed me as a nurse to keep an eye on David and his friends. David convinced me that he couldn’t remove his legs by himself and me being the fool, fell for it. He flirted like mad with me for almost a month before I realized that I was in love with him and that the naughty man didn’t need my help with his legs at all. As punishment I kissed him until he begged for mercy and he proposed to me the same night.” Her smile told Amy that she hadn’t minded his ruse at all.
 
   It was Amy’s turn to laugh aloud.
 
   “He did not do that really? Cheeky devil! And you really kissed him that much?”
 
   Geraldine smiled and nodded quickly.
 
   “Yes, it is true I couldn’t help myself, he was so endearing, but that is nothing to what Ellen had to do with Patrick.” She leaned forwards and whispered in her ear. Amy let out a shriek of laughter at Geraldine’s explanation of how Ellen had persuaded Patrick that she actually found him ravishingly attractive. 
 
   “She did not! Seriously?” She looked at Geraldine carefully but there was no hint of exaggeration. “I would never have thought it. He looks so independent, I can’t imagine… But I know where you are coming from. I don’t want to molly coddle Paul but I wish he would let me give him a hand sometimes. His attitude is ridiculous. I would help anyone whether disabled or not and so would most other people but he won’t have it at all. It’s as though he thinks everyone feels sorry for him but mostly it’s things that anyone would take as good manners. He moaned at Joe the other day for holding the door open but we all do that for each other without a second thought.” They reached the bottom of the stairs and walked together towards the dining room. 
 
   Geraldine rubbed her hand across her swollen stomach as Amy proved her point and subconsciously held the door open for her to pass through. She walked into the room and found her place beside Joe and Lucy. Joe was already tucking into a huge plate of delicious smelling cassoulet and chunks of freshly made French bread. Patrick gave her a plate and then moved the big dish of meat and beans towards her so that she could help herself. She smiled her thanks as Ellen passed her the basket full of still warm bread.
 
   She glanced up as Paul limped in at last and John immediately called him to come and sit with the Marines. There was a general laugh as David shoved a thick cushion into his hands as he passed to pad the hard wooden seat and Paul had the grace to smile along with the others as he sat down gingerly on his chair. 
 
   His fingers skimmed over the table as he located his cutlery and glass and moments later he was digging into his dinner with gusto.
 
   Amy tried to ignore the confident movements of his large hands but it was all but impossible. Her palm still burned where he had held her hand and pulled her towards him. She glanced over at Robbie who sat staring up at Paul with obvious admiration and wondered what would have happened if the boy hadn’t interrupted them. She felt the heat rising in her cheeks as she visualized exactly what would have happened. 
 
   Paul would have pulled her into his arms. He would have brought her to his lips and kissed her hard, his tongue delving into her willing mouth and she would have kissed him right back, tasting him, drinking him in. His hands would have caught her arms in an iron like grip as he dragged her into bed with him and she wouldn’t have resisted. She would have stripped off her clothes and lay with her naked body plastered against the hot length of him. She would have run her fingertips over his sculpted chest and pressed her lips to any inch of his bare flesh that she could reach. And he wouldn’t have resisted any of it. His hands would have been all over her, touching her, feeling her and his body would have been so hard and hot and…
 
   She breathed in deeply as the erotic sensations danced in her mind. She was about to let her mind wander even further when a sudden cough jolted her out of her reverie and she looked around the room in horror as everyone except Paul stared back at her. For a moment she didn’t know what was wrong but then she felt something hot land in her lap and she looked down to discover that she had picked up the dish of cassoulet and had served several spoon’s worth of the garlicky beans and meat dinner directly into her lap.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
    
 
   “He’s looking at you again Amy. Jean-Paul’s new worker I mean. I think he must fancy you.” Ellen gave her a quick wink as the workman stared at Amy from behind a sheet of plasterboard for about the fifth time that afternoon.
 
   Amy groaned and didn’t look up from the selection of swatches that Ellen had passed to her five minutes previously. She didn’t think she could stand to be embarrassed again.
 
   “Don’t even think it. I’m not even going to look,” she whispered back at Ellen who had to stifle a fit of the giggles as the man strode past and glared at her.
 
   “I think he must have overheard. He doesn’t look very happy now so maybe I was wrong anyway.”
 
   “Thank goodness for small mercies. It was bad enough covering myself with the other night’s dinner. I don’t think I could stand having some sweaty guy mooning over me and everyone joking about it.” She flipped the pieces of material again and then compared them to the paint samples. She tapped two of the samples. “I like that cream and teal together. With a splash of the vivid purple fabric in that sample I think it would look fabulous.”
 
   Ellen took the board from Amy and considered.
 
   “You’re right. The purple would be really dramatic with it. Very uplifting. Right that’s room one, only another eleven to go on this floor.” She gathered up the rest of the material and turned to move onto the next room but stopped when she saw the workman glaring at Amy now. “Huh! Maybe I was wrong. I don’t think he likes you at all actually. I wonder why he’s glowering like that?”
 
   Amy lifted her head but the man had already turned away and was walking back along the corridor. 
 
   “I don’t know why he’s looking at me at all. Probably something to do with being covered in dirt and dust. I look like some kind of ghost. This plaster is terrible stuff. You have it all in your hair too.” She brushed at the top of Ellen’s head.
 
   Ellen slapped dust from her jeans and then watched as it clouded in the air.
 
   “I told Geraldine not to come over until the end of the week because of it. It gets everywhere and I didn’t think she’d fancy breathing it in. I feel as though it’s coating the roof of my mouth all the time. I remember from when we were doing the hotel, I felt as though I was clearing it up for weeks. Even with Jean-Paul’s industrial vacuums it’s all over the place.” Ellen moved into the next room and laid the sample chart under the window. She looked around the room and moved the swathes of material about in the light. “This room is going to be darker because of the trees outside the windows. We need to pick out something a little lighter.”
 
   Amy flicked the swatches over again. She was enjoying herself doing something completely different. It made a change from feeling like the odd one out in the place. Paul hadn’t even needed her nursing skills again as Geraldine appeared to have taken over redressing his backside every day. The burn was a nasty one and kept weeping, but after being covered with an antibiotic spray that Geraldine had bought at the chemist, it appeared to be healing at last but he had taken to avoiding Amy again. 
 
   She looked up as Jean-Paul walked into the room. 
 
   “We’re going to need to start the electrics on this floor tomorrow so I will have to ask you ladies to move out so that we can finish here.” He smiled at them both as he picked up Ellen’s swatch board, passed it to her and then began to usher her and Amy out of the room. 
 
   They knew when they were in the way and they gathered up the other samples quickly before making for the stairs.
 
   “It’s coming along very quickly. The Marines have done a brilliant job of keeping things going and those two new workmen of Jean-Paul’s never seem to stop.” Ellen sounded delighted at the progress. 
 
   Amy followed her down three flights of stairs and then along a long corridor to the basement room where the Americans were still digging out the hydrotherapy pool. Though not as large a full sized swimming pool there was still an incredible amount of dirt to be removed. They had rigged up a pulley system at the sloping end of the hole where the barrow loads of soil could be lifted out through one of the half hidden windows and hoisted above ground. Peter and Caleb then wheeled the barrows to either the front part of the garden for landscaping or into the huge skip that seemed to fill relentlessly every single day.
 
   They could hear the men laughing and joking as they worked and Amy picked out the sound of Paul’s voice as he encouraged his workers.
 
   “Only a few more feet and we’ll be done. Come on, hand me a shovel and tell me where to aim it,” he sounded happy and relaxed and Amy and Ellen arrived in the pool area just in time to see him drop down into the huge hole in the ground. His head disappeared below the edge of the floor and Amy peered over the side to see him grab up a shovel and start digging. 
 
   Mick noticed the two women and he stopped for a moment and wiped his sweating brow.
 
   “Afternoon ladies. Can we tempt you to come and give us a hand?” He grinned up at them from a work stained face and grabbed the bottle of water that stood on the edge of the hole. “Jeez, it’s like a furnace down here. I’m looking forward to a long cool swim later.” He gulped down a few mouthfuls of the water and then threw the bottle to John who tipped the last of the water over his head.
 
   Paul straightened up from his digging and inclined his head back over his shoulder at them. He’d only been at it for a few moments but the perspiration already shone on his forehead.
 
   “Are you measuring up for tiles?” He slammed the shovel into the dirt at his feet and lifted a great pile of mud.
 
   Amy gulped as she saw the way the muscles in his arms tensed with the weight of the shovel. His huge shoulders rolled and bunched as he lifted the dirt and swung it towards the barrow that sat half-filled in the centre of the hole.
 
   Ellen tapped her note book.
 
   “We’ve already calculated the total amount needed but we were just going over the specific colour scheme and how many metres we need of them. I rather fancied something different from the traditional sky blue but I’m really not sure what other colour to use.”
 
   Paul dug another spade full of dirt.
 
   “What about keeping it blue but then adding tiny tiles of a different colour. I once saw some beautiful golden tiles in a swimming pool in Iraq. They kind of glittered in the bottom of the pool and looked really effective.” He wiped his brow on his t-shirt sleeve before digging yet another load of mud.
 
   Mick put his hand on Paul’s shoulder to prevent him overloading the barrow and he waited while John replaced it with an empty one.
 
   John grunted as he manoeuvred the full wheel barrow up the long slope and over to the hoist. He attached it to the pulleys and gave a shout to the men above. 
 
   “I’m pretty sure I saw that pool too. Wasn’t it in that bastard Saddam’s palace? Ha! It would be like the ultimate irony for all our guys and it would look spectacular if it was lit from the sides as well. We’re digging out the trenches for the drainage and filter system tomorrow. We should ask the electrician if there’s anything else we need to do to accommodate the electrics.” He looked up out of the window as he held the barrow steady as long as possible before Peter and Caleb took over from above.
 
   Ellen stood at the side of the deep hole and looked down.
 
   “It’s always hard to imagine the finished effect but as we are tiling anyway I am going to look into it. Did you mean mirrored or foiled Paul? I imagine foiled would look gorgeous set into a slightly deeper blue.” She looked around the huge basement. “We could bring it into the walls up here too. I know that the place has to be functional but there can be luxury as well. What do you think Amy?”
 
   Amy was still staring at Paul’s huge, muscled arms. Veins had begun to rise under his smooth, tanned skin as he worked and Amy felt her heartbeat jump a notch or two. From somewhere she heard her name mentioned and she looked up as Ellen smiled at her expectantly.
 
   “Sorry,” she stammered. “I was distracted for a moment. What were you saying?” She felt the heat rise in her face but Ellen just shook her head and grinned.
 
   “It’s okay Amy. I think we are just going to go with the blue and gold. We can order lighter shades for the walls and I would like a natural honey stone on the floor. We can go to the brico depot in the morning to look at samples of golden tiles though they may not have them there of course. I might need to order them in especially.”
 
   Amy nodded not really understanding what she was agreeing to but as blue and gold sounded wonderful she didn’t disagree.
 
   Paul turned around in the deep hole and then trudged up the incline at the other end. 
 
   “We’re nearly done here. We just need to level the slope for wheelchair access and then put in the trenches. We have four tons of gravel coming at the end of the week and then Jean-Paul can start with the cement and tiling. It’s all coming along very well. Is Patrick coming over to look soon, Ellen? He’s not been over as much as I thought he would be.” 
 
   Ellen sighed deeply and hugged her clip board to her chest.
 
   “I was hoping he would come over here more too. We could use his advice on the kitchen layouts. Something’s bugging him but he won’t let on what it is. He’s been on the computer every day for the last fortnight and leaves it if he’s cooking. I’ve asked him what he’s looking for but he says it’s just some research that he needs to have clear in his mind. I’m not sure that I believe him as he’s either deleting his browsing history every night or using an account I don’t know about.”
 
   Paul frowned down at her.
 
   “Research on what? Kitchens? I doubt he needs to research cooking facilities. I suspect he knows exactly what needs to be put in here and he wouldn’t need to hide that anyway. If you’re worried about it maybe I can ask him later or we could ask Dave to wheedle it out of him.”
 
   Amy laughed.
 
   “You should leave well alone. He’s probably trying to find you a fabulous birthday present and doesn’t want you knowing about it. You might spoil the surprise if you go digging about.”
 
   Ellen lay her hand on Amy’s arm.
 
   “Could be I suppose but it’s not my birthday for ages and we don’t really go in for big presents to each other anyway. Patrick was the best present I ever had in my whole life, I’ve never wanted anything more than him.”
 
   Paul snorted as he came up to them.
 
   “He’s a very lucky man. I can’t imagine any woman wanting a man who isn’t whole, but you, Geraldine and Lucy never fail to amaze me. What is it about you that makes you so special?” 
 
   Ellen shook her head and laughed gently.
 
   “You silly man. It’s not us that are so special, it’s our men. How could we fail to love them? They are all perfect just as they are. And so are you too if you would only let your stubborn head admit it.”
 
   Paul frowned again. 
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous. No woman could love a man who can’t even see her. She would suspect that his compliments are insincere, that he could never really know if she was someone who really attracted him. And he could never even tell whether it was love or just pity she felt, she might be sneering behind his back every other minute of the day. You have to look someone in the eye to know what’s in their heart.”
 
   Amy couldn’t let this go. Her heart rose into her mouth as she spoke.
 
   “So you would rather give up on a chance to love someone and have them love you back just because you think you can’t see the expression on her face? Do you think everyone is lying to you when they say something complimentary or is it just because you can’t be sincere yourself?” She tried to swallow the choking sensation that crept up her throat.
 
   Paul shrugged as he lifted his chin. 
 
   “It’s been my experience so far. Obviously my judgement isn’t trusted or you wouldn’t even be here.” 
 
   Amy pulled in a deep breath.
 
   “I thought we were going to give that subject a rest. I think I’ve given up quite enough for you and I have received less than nothing from you in return, not even your respect. I’ve lost my job over you but you still can’t get over yourself enough to say thank you to me. You’re a miserable, stubborn, self-centred piece of shit and I can honestly say that I have had enough of you.” She turned on her heel and marched out of the basement.
 
   Ellen started to run after her but Amy was well ahead and couldn’t go anywhere without Ellen driving so she turned back to Paul who stood at the edge of the pool with his mouth hanging open like a fool.
 
   “Well, that just shows you what I…” he started but Ellen marched right up to him and stuck her index finger hard in the middle of his chest.
 
   “Dear God Paul. What on earth made you think you could speak to Amy like that? She’s done nothing to hurt you at all and what did she mean when she said that she’d lost her job over you? What’s going on?” Ellen grabbed hold of the front of his shirt so he didn’t fall back into the pool pit as he lurched away from her pointed finger.
 
   Paul was about to speak when John came up beside them. He grabbed hold of Paul’s collar and held it tight as he shook the man in his grasp.
 
   “You idiot. Can’t you tell how she feels about you? You may be blind but everything she does and says is with you in mind. I would give my eye teeth to have her speak to me or look at me the way that woman looks at you and yet you just throw it back at her every time. Did your brain get fried at the same time as your eyes?” He shoved Paul away from him and marched furiously out of the basement.
 
   Ellen glared up at Paul. She was about to agree with John and walk out too when she noticed the devastated expression on Paul’s face. 
 
   “Okay, I’m not going to say anything else about this today. I think John put it most succinctly but I am concerned that she’s lost her job. What happened and how come no one told me? She must be frantic with worry.”
 
   Paul wiped his forearm across his brow.
 
   “My big mouth again. I just can’t keep it shut sometimes but all that twaddle that John’s talking is ridiculous. She doesn’t even notice me and why would she, all the trouble I’ve caused her would be more than enough to put the average woman off.”
 
   There was some annoyed muttering behind him as Mick threw down his shovel and ventured up out of the hole.
 
   “Yeah, well, it’s quite clear that Miss Amy there is not an average woman. I thought anyone could see that even someone who is blind. Not only is she young and beautiful but she has a good head on those pretty shoulders too. She’s a qualified nurse and a dedicated social worker too so that ought to tell you something about her. Even I’m beginning to think that you are thick!” He pulled the leather gloves from his hands, threw them into the wheelbarrow and followed his fellow Marine out of the basement.
 
   The silence grew until Paul broke it. He cleared his throat before he spoke.
 
   “There was a mix up in her office. They thought that she had walked out. I think she’s written a letter explaining about the judge’s order so it’ll probably be okay in the end.” He scuffed his feet in the dirt and then blew out a deep breath. “Do you think she likes me Ellen?” The tension in his voice told her how much rested on her answer.
 
   Ellen didn’t make it easy for him.
 
   “Probably not a lot right at this very moment,” she sighed as Paul’s shoulders dipped. “But don’t give up hope. If you pull your head out of your backside and make it up to her I feel sure she’ll forgive you.”
 
   Paul gave a rough laugh as his proud shoulders slouched even further.
 
   “But what’s the point? She’s going to leave here in less than a fortnight. I can’t go back to England. I don’t even want to go back now. I have nothing to offer her, nothing,” his voice dipped to a broken whisper.
 
   Ellen wiped a finger under her eye where a stray tear had suddenly leaked. She looked up at the big man in front of her. His walls were down and pain was etched on his face. She reached up and touched his cheek.
 
   “Don’t think like that Paul. You have everything to offer. And so do we,” she drew in a breath as Paul inclined his head down at her quizzically. 
 
   “What do you mean?” 
 
   Ellen linked his arm in hers and guided him towards the stairs.
 
   “Well, it’s up to you of course, you will have to make the decision as you are going to be in charge here but this place is going to need a nurse to run any medical side of things. There are bound to be a few problems crop up given the nature of what we are doing even if the injuries themselves have healed. Geraldine is kept busy enough up at the hotel even with perfectly well guests and Amy has the added advantage of being a social worker too. Her experience would be invaluable to you here.”
 
   Paul stopped dead on the stairs.
 
   “You mean that you are going to offer her a job? Well, that’s not a bad idea if she wanted to carry on here. She seems to like being involved,” he grunted as Ellen shoved a sharp elbow into his waist.
 
   “You idiot! Mick was right. For an intelligent man you can be surprisingly thick. Of course she can have a job here, I would have offered her one anyway. She’s perfect for the place but I was suggesting that you could offer her the position. If you want her to stay here it’s always good to have an excuse to make her. Apart from the fact that you will be here of course. That would probably be temptation enough but it’s nice to have a little extra something in reserve as a back-up plan.” She smiled at him as his face suddenly began to glow.
 
   Paul rubbed his sore stomach as he began moving up the stairs again.
 
   “I don’t know. I’m not sure she would want that. I’m not even sure that she’ll ever speak to me again after this afternoon.”
 
   Ellen caught hold of his arm again.
 
   “No, but none of us can be sure of anything until we ask. It took Patrick months to realize how I felt about him and even then I had to spell it out to him rather graphically. I don’t suppose he has ever told any of you guys what happened and I would prefer that this doesn’t go any further but I had to literally strip naked in front of him to force the reaction I wanted out of him,” she gave an embarrassed cough.
 
   Paul choked as he stopped at the top of the stairs.
 
   “What? You did what? Bloody hell! You had to strip to get Patrick to notice you? Jeez Ellen, what on earth was wrong with the man?” He couldn’t ever remember being so surprised.
 
   Ellen laughed up at him.
 
   “Same problem you have of course. He was as blind as a bat!” And she walked out into the main hall leaving him standing open mouthed at the top of the basement steps.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
    
 
   It had been another whole week since Amy had run out of the pool area after Paul had insulted her yet again and they had been so busy that he had barely seen her since. He was at the new château  from dawn until dusk and she only came to the dining room to pick up a plate of food to take back to her room. The rest of the time she spent with Lucy, Geraldine and the children. Paul knew that she was avoiding him and the new venture like the plague and Ellen had only persuaded her to come to breakfast that morning on the pretence that Patrick could do with some help in the kitchen. New guests had arrived at the hotel the evening before but Ellen was leaving early with Paul to discuss the finishing of the pool area and treatment rooms.
 
    
 
    “When do you think we can get on with the tiling?” Ellen stared down at the plans laid out on the table.
 
   Paul pursed his lips. He hadn’t had time to discuss the details of the project all week and Ellen was determined to talk to him about it today.
 
   “The waterproof cement only went on yesterday. Jean-Paul says that we will have to leave it a few more days to dry or there will have problems later. We still need to put in the new wall and make the access for the sauna at the other end of the pool area. He’ll get his men to tile the over the whole lot when we’ve done that.”
 
   Ellen nodded and then brought her pencil to her lips.
 
   “That’s good timing. I can’t pick up the golden tiles until Wednesday. They had to be ordered especially. We’ve done the right thing you think, tiling continuously over the entire room with just the pool itself being a shade darker. I’m still in two minds. I’m not sure that we shouldn’t have stuck with the honey coloured stone on the floor. I know that it’s going to look lovely but I don’t want there to be an optical illusion that it’s just floor. Someone with poor eyesight could have an accident if the pool isn’t clearly marked.”
 
   Paul shook his head.
 
   “No, it will be fine.” He ran his fingers over the raised plans on his side of the desk and pointed to a particular area. “Can you see where I have marked? When those golden tiles arrive we are going to use them constructively as well as decoratively. Even though we will have a permanent lifeguard when anyone uses the pool, Jean-Paul is going to tile a golden line right around the pool edge. He will raise it fractionally and the water will cover the couple of foot inside it. The lip won’t be high enough that anyone would trip over it but it will stop a wheelchair rolling straight into the water and under a bare foot the tiles and the water will caution the person even if they cannot see it clearly. There is no way you could step over it or miss it as the panel will be several tiles deep and each of those rows of tiles will be a slightly different height. Even if one of our clients is wearing a prosthetic leg they will feel the odd levels under their limb,” he looked slightly happier as he explained the idea. 
 
   Ellen was amazed at the thought that had gone into the design.
 
   “Wow! And I’ve been sitting up at night worrying about that too. We didn’t have to think of anything like this with the hotel because it was going to be used differently. It’s all coming along brilliantly. I should think we can be up and running in a few weeks. All the furniture and equipment will be arriving within a month so I’m hoping we can keep this pace of work up.” She ticked off a note on her pad.
 
   Paul rolled his plans and tucked them under his arm.
 
   “The Americans have helped enormously. I don’t seem to be able to stop them working at all. They’ll be along later to help with the landscaping. That wasn’t in the original plan but they seem to be enjoying themselves so much Patrick somehow arranged the clearance for them to stay. We’re going to use a lot of the soil from the pool area in the garden. That way we save money on disposal costs and make the place look great. There was a lot of erosion on the seaward side of the garden and that’s something to bear in mind when we do any planting. The wind across here can be very strong and the salt content in the air is particularly high so some things definitely will not grow where other things will flourish. We’re building in a bank along the front of the garden to provide protection for both and a sunken patio area so our guests can keep out of the wind. The guys are really enthusiastic about it.” He paused for a moment and then carried on. “Jean-Paul’s new workers have been excellent too. They’re quiet and keep to themselves but Mick’s team say they work hard and well.” He raised his head as he heard footsteps heading in their general direction. The new workers arrived, one carrying a large bag of tiling cement loaded onto his shoulder. He nodded at Ellen and then stared at Paul for a long moment before they both disappeared down the stairs to the basement without saying a word.
 
   Ellen frowned at Paul.
 
   “You’re right about them being quiet. They hardly say a word. Can they even speak French let alone English?” She whispered as she stared at where the men had disappeared into the basement. She wrinkled her nose and wafted her hand at the cloud of dust the men had stirred up.
 
   Paul shrugged disinterestedly. 
 
   “I’ve not had anything much to do with either of them but I’ve not heard them speaking any English and only a few words in French. Their accent is terrible though but then David’s is as bad and he’s been here for years now. You would think it would improve after all the practice he’s had. Yours did really quickly but Dave sounds as English as when he first came over. The one guy doesn’t seem to say a word but the other is more talkative. Not that it worries the rest of us. They turn up to work on time every day and I have no cause for complaint.”
 
   Ellen huffed out a frustrated breath.
 
   “Yes, I suppose that’s all that matters really.” She rolled up her own set of plans and then looked up as one of the men returned from delivering the tile cement. He didn’t look up as he passed this time but kept his face averted from her. She gave an involuntary shudder as the hairs on the back of her neck began to rise and she made a mental note to ask Jean-Paul how he came to employ them.
 
   She walked with Paul towards the château  entrance and paused on the threshold, staring out onto the muddy front lawn. It had been chewed up by the endless amount of trucks that had been there. 
 
   Paul sniffed the fresh, salt laden air and began walking down the steps to the driveway. The wind whipped at his long hair and he breathed in deeply.
 
   “Wow! Can you feel that Ellen? You can actually feel the good it’s doing you. This is going to be a wonderful place. When this is all landscaped and we can come out directly from the pool area onto the sunken terrace it’s going to be wonderful. This is going to be a real suntrap. I know the guys are going to get exactly what they need here.”
 
   Ellen looked up at his proud profile.
 
   “I know Paul. I can feel it too, but what about you? Are you going to get exactly what you need here too or are you going to let it slip through your fingers without even trying to grab hold of it?”
 
   Paul turned his head to her and considered her words. He knew exactly what she was talking about.
 
   “I’ve been trying but we’ve been working so hard and she’s not helping either. If she’s not avoiding me then she’s ignoring me. It’s becoming embarrassing.” His cheeks turned a delicate shade of pink as if to prove he was speaking the truth.
 
   Ellen put her hands on her hips and laughed up at the huge man towering above her.
 
   “You guys never fail to amaze me! You can stand in a desert and have men fire massive shells at you. You can take pain and suffering like I never want to imagine. You would lay your very lives on the line to back each other up to the death with perfect ease and you personally seem reasonably normal in the face of a lifetime of darkness, and yet you can’t face one tiny woman who has never done a thing to hurt you because you feel slightly embarrassed. Come on Paul, find some backbone,” her exasperation was obvious.
 
   Paul shuffled his feet in the dirt and lifted his head to the sea breeze. He was quiet for a few moments and then he spoke very carefully.
 
   “Backbone? Huh! I was terrified when I did all of that stuff Ellen. Just because we put on a brave face when we’re fighting doesn’t mean that we aren’t actually shitting bricks, but we have training for those kind of things. In every eventuality, there’s nearly always a back-up plan of some kind. There might even be hope for my sight sometime in the future what with all the new research that goes on constantly, but women are a worse minefield than I ever faced in combat or anytime afterwards. What goes on inside their heads is a complete mystery to most men, me included and I’m scared to death that she’ll reject me.” He sucked in a deep breath as his heart pounded unevenly in his chest.
 
   Ellen stared up, completely dumbfounded at his confession.
 
   “She can only say yes or no Paul, so what is the most you can lose if she does reject you?” she spoke gently.
 
   Paul lifted his face to the clouds that raced across the sky above them as he thought of his beautiful, caring Amy. Then his shoulders slumped as he turned away from Ellen.
 
   “I’ll lose my very soul,” he whispered into the wind.
 
    
 
    
 
   Amy threw the pile of eggshells into the compost bucket under the sink while Patrick stirred a large knob of butter into the huge pan of egg and cream mixture. 
 
   “Do you want me to get the bread out of the oven yet?” She asked as Patrick whistled quietly while he worked. 
 
   The man shook his head but didn’t look up from the pan.
 
   “I turned the bread off a while back. You can basket it up if you like and take it through. It’ll be warm for a while yet.” Patrick concentrated on the eggs, making sure that they didn’t stick to the bottom of the pan or over cook.
 
   Amy narrowed her eyes and wondered for the fifth time that morning whether he actually needed her after all.
 
   “Is the bacon done too? I could grill it and send that up for David or Lucy to put in the warming tray.” She opened up the grill and then looked around the kitchen curiously when she found it empty but smelling of freshly grilled bacon.
 
   Patrick shook his head.
 
   “I did that while you were collecting the eggs from the run. The mushrooms went up at the same time too. I should think everyone will be just about ready to eat. We can take the scramble and bread with us if you don’t mind carrying it up the stairs and then we can eat with the guests. Geraldine has sorted out the tea and coffee already so we’re good to go.” Patrick turned the gas off under the delicious smelling scramble and placed the lid firmly on the top of the pan.
 
   Amy picked up the breadbasket and unloaded the oven while Patrick waited for her.
 
   “You didn’t need my help at all this morning, did you?” she asked. She watched him smile and she walked past him as he held the kitchen door open for her.
 
   He let the door close behind him as he followed her into the corridor between the kitchen and the stairs.
 
   “No, not really. I’ve been making breakfasts for seven years, but it’s always good to have company when I’m cooking. Ellen wanted to discuss something with Paul about the hydrotherapy pool and Lucy said that she would look after Rose while I worked. I think Ellen is a little worried about you. You’ve been up in your room an awful lot this week.” for such a big man his voice was very gentle and Amy cast a glance over her shoulder at him as she climbed the narrow staircase.
 
   “I’m fine, honestly. I just don’t feel like socialising much at the moment. It’s been a difficult few weeks.” She hitched the breadbasket on her hip.
 
   Patrick grunted.
 
   “Paul hasn’t made it easy for you, I grant that but he’s frustrated with how he was treated by the authorities and to be honest, I don’t blame him. He was an expert in interrogation when he was in the forces and his integrity should never have been called into question.”
 
   Amy stopped dead in the short corridor under the stairs and took in a short breath.
 
   “You mean that you believe him about that man he hit? I thought I was the only one who did.” Her voice came out as a shocked whisper.
 
   Patrick nearly stumbled over as he avoided slamming into her back with the hot pan. He grabbed the doorframe with one hand and steadied himself, nearly dropping the huge, heavy pan of eggs in the process.
 
   “You mean that you believe him too? Have you told him this?” He grappled with the steaming eggs as Amy spun back at the sound of him stumbling. She caught the side of the tipping pan before the scramble ended up on the floor. 
 
   Amy looked up at the big man as he righted himself and the pan.
 
   “What do you think? He convinced me ages ago that he wasn’t mistaken and after he told me what had happened to him when he was captured there was no doubt in my mind at all. I told him so not long after we arrived here and I assumed the situation had been investigated but nothing was proved. Is it being investigated?” She asked quickly as Patrick pushed the door open and she noticed the grim look on his face.
 
   Patrick let her pass him without speaking but just as they were about to open the doors to the dining room he looked down at her again. He knew that she deserved some kind of explanation.
 
   “I’m not going to lie to you Amy but it’s all very hush, hush. The wheels have been set in motion so not a word to anyone please, least of all Paul. He’d want to be in the thick of it and I can’t let that happen. We aren’t even supposed to know about it and we can’t jeopardize any headway the officials may make or our national security. Is that clear?” His expression was more than serious.
 
   Amy nodded quickly.
 
   “Yes, of course. It’s perfectly clear and I certainly won’t say anything to Paul. I’ve hardly seen him this week anyway, but I am glad it’s being looked into. That man sat there in court and lied his head off. No wonder Paul has been so angry about his situation and me coming here. I wish I had taken a better look at the beast when I was there but I was rather more preoccupied with Paul at the time.” She felt the heat rising in her cheeks but carried on. “Now I’m worried that there might be a terrorist living in the middle of England.”
 
   Patrick let out a grim laugh.
 
   “If there was only one terrorist living in the United Kingdom today then I think we would be very lucky. Unfortunately there are likely to be a lot more than that, but don’t worry about it, the government are far more up on things than you might imagine. Not many of the bastards are currently active and most of those even suspected of being involved are under tight surveillance.”
 
   Amy looked up at him quizzically.
 
   “How do you know all this Patrick? Are you still in the special services?”
 
   He let out another huge laugh, a genuine one this time as he pushed open the dining room doors.
 
   “Not on your life. I wouldn’t go back to that if you paid me a hundred times what I was paid before, but I do keep my ear to the ground and I’m sometimes asked about things in a consultancy role.” He gave  her a small wink and then looked into the crowded dining room.
 
   David rushed over to help them with the door and kept it open as some more of their new guests arrived looking relaxed and refreshed from their night’s sleep. Geraldine showed everyone to their tables and began serving breakfast.
 
   Amy placed the breadbasket on the buffet table and looked over at Geraldine who spoke to each and every guest as she moved about the tables. She looked as graceful as ever even with her enormous stomach protruding gloriously. Amy glanced at David with a slightly worried frown.
 
   “Is she well enough to be working?”
 
   David grinned confidently.
 
   “Try stopping her. She’s tired by the evening but she’s never liked sitting about doing nothing. She’ll let us know if anything is too much but the hospital gave her the all clear and confirmed her due date so I’m not really worried. She said that she’s going to ask you to come and pick up some things that Ellen has ordered for the rehab centre later in the week. She wants to have a day out as well as give Ellen a break to have a day with Patrick and Rose. They’ve hardly seen each other since the new château  project was decided.”
 
   Amy frowned at him.
 
   “Pick up stuff? What sort of stuff. She’s in no fit state to pick up anything.”
 
   David laughed at her as she dished out some mushrooms onto a guest’s plate.
 
   “No, you misunderstand. This is France. Shop assistants do all the fetching and carrying here. Geraldine just has to sit there looking glamorous.” He winked at his beautiful wife who promptly blew him a kiss back. “But I told her she wasn’t allowed to go on her own as it’s a bit of a drive and as Joe and I will be tied up entertaining this lot,” he indicated the guests who were tucking into their mountainous breakfasts with gusto, “I thought that a qualified nurse would be the perfect person to accompany her.” 
 
   Amy smiled at last. She felt as if she could do with a bit of a trip out. Trying to avoid Paul was becoming more and more difficult. He kept turning up where she least expected him. He’d even come and tried to play games with the children the previous evening but fortunately for her pounding, broken heart Robbie had taken him off after stating that he knew where there was a squirrel’s drey and insisting that Paul come and see it immediately.
 
   The fact that Paul wouldn’t be able to see it at all never even crossed the boy’s mind and Paul had gamely gone along with the youngster and had even described the experience in vivid detail at that evening’s meal. Robbie had just stared up at the man as if he was some kind of super human while David had rolled his eyes in amazement at the man’s patience.
 
   Amy gave Geraldine a quick smile before she spoke to David again.
 
   “Great! I’ll look forward to it. At least it will keep me out of Paul’s hair for a while. He won’t have to keep finding daft things to do with Robbie if I am out of the way for the day.”
 
   David looked confused for a moment and then he raised his eyebrows as remembered the squirrel adventure.
 
   “Ha! I’m pretty sure he wasn’t really interested in not being able to see a bundle of sticks very high up in a tree. Poor bloke. I wish you would just put him out of his misery and kiss the shit out of him Amy. Geraldine did that to me a long time ago. I found the experience most enlightening!”
 
   Amy nearly choked on a piece of bread that she had just nibbled after being unable to resist the scrap of crust that had fallen from the breadbasket onto the table. 
 
   “What gets into the women around here? Geraldine told me that Ellen had to rip off all her clothes to attract Patrick’s attention and now you tell me that Geraldine had to kiss the crap out of you! I’m beginning to wonder exactly what happened to Joe when Lucy waggled her bottom at him,” she managed to splutter out after clearing her throat.
 
   David burst out laughing and all the guests in the dining room turned to stare at the big, scarred man. He caught his breath before he answered.
 
   “Let’s just say that there must be something in the air about here. After all, it can’t possibly be anything to do with us army guys being totally irresistible, can it?” He winked cheekily at her this time.
 
   Amy was about to answer with a laugh when the dining room doors suddenly crashed open and Paul stood glowering on the threshold, his jaw set in grim determination. Ellen grinned wildly around his huge shoulder and shouted something that sounded a lot like, ‘Ten paces at eleven o’clock!’ and Amy screamed in fright when he instantly barrelled towards her. 
 
   He stopped within inches of her but he didn’t hesitate for a moment. He lifted one hand and caught her shoulder, his other hand came up and gently caressed her cheek and then his huge arms engulfed her and his lips silenced her scream as he kissed her as if his very life depended upon it.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
    
 
   The ringing in her ears was almost deafening but it was nothing to the hammering in her heart. She felt his huge hands in her hair, heard the groan of desire deep in his chest and then his fingertips were under her chin as he pulled his lips away from hers and whispered into her ear.
 
   “We need to talk. Now,” his voice was deep with emotion and she nodded dumbly while her lips tingled with the most delicious sensations that she had ever felt in her life. She was still too shocked to take in the clamour of sound around her and then she noticed all the whistling and shouts of encouragement aimed in their direction. Heat flooded her face as Paul pulled her into his arms and gave a quick grin of delight over her head to his fellow men before he steered her back towards the dining room doors.
 
   “What on earth are you doing?” She asked he dragged her across the hallway towards the stairs but Paul never even answered. She was about to pull her hand away from his but he gripped hers tightly.
 
   “No,” he growled out. “I’m never letting you go again, do you understand Amy?” His tone brooked no argument but even though her heart was pounding with joy, she found her voice and began to protest.
 
   “I was helping serve breakfast. You can’t just come and drag me away from everyone like that,” the indignation in her tone was false to her own ears and Paul laughed at her.
 
   “You just watch me.” They were already halfway up the stairs but Amy managed to pull her hand from his. She was about to turn away from him when he leaned down, caught her up under her knees and around her back and swept her against is solid wall of chest.
 
   Amy wanted to pound him with her fists in protest but she gave up as she looked up at his determined jaw. There was no way that he was going to set her down again until he’d said what he needed to say and while she was being held so tightly in exactly the position that she wished she had been in for weeks, she couldn’t find the fight in herself to argue.
 
   He shoved his bedroom door open with his hip then walked to the centre of the room before he placed her gently on his bed and climbed over her, caging her body with his arms and legs so that escape was impossible. He came down on his elbows, ran his long fingers into her silken hair and then his thumb feathered across her cheek and touched her bottom lip.
 
   “God! You are truly beautiful,” he murmured before he bent his head again and brushed his lips across hers as he lowered his huge body gently.
 
   She was boneless beneath him, every sensation driving her wild with need. His lips were tender yet firm, his body hard and heavy but still gentle and warm. His breath tasted of salt and fresh air and she drank in his power as he settled over her.
 
   “I thought that you wanted to talk,” she whispered as his mouth moved from her lips to her throat and she pressed her hands to his shoulders, nearly moaning with delight as his hard muscles bunched and tensed under her fingertips. 
 
   “Talk later,” he mumbled against the soft skin beneath her ear. “Want you too much.”
 
   She ran her own fingers up the back of his neck and into his hairline. She tugged at the thick dark strands gently until he lifted his head.
 
   “Paul, stop for a moment.” His body stiffened and she sighed as she saw the tension mount in his face. She held him tightly so that he couldn’t move away. “You are so easy to read,” she murmured and then she sighed and kissed him right on the tempting indent in his chin. She waited until his features had relaxed again and was about to speak when he suddenly declared.
 
   “Don’t go back to England. You don’t have a job there anyway but you could have one here. We could work together on this project,” his tone was a mixture of desperation and hope.
 
   Amy frowned in despair as she dropped her hands from his cheeks and tried to wriggle from under him.
 
   “I don’t think you needed to bring me up here to your bedroom to say that. And you certainly didn’t need to kiss me in front of all those people downstairs if all you were going to do was offer me a job,” her voice was laced with pent up frustration and she huffed out an angry breath as she realised that she was still pinned to the bed. She glared up at him even though she knew her expression was wasted. “Is that all you wanted to talk about? Some kind of work contract? Because if that’s all you wanted to say you can let me go right now.” She gave another wriggle of annoyance.
 
   Paul pressed his body harder onto hers and shook his head quickly, knowing immediately that he had said completely the wrong thing. He couldn’t mess this up again. He was on his last chance and he knew that he would have to lay his heart on the line and take the consequences however much they might hurt.
 
   “No, that’s not all I want to say and you know it. Even though you would be brilliant at it I really don’t care whether you want the blasted job or not but I do want you to stay here with me Amy. I was so wrong about being able to do this by myself. I need you so badly.” She could see the knot of muscle moving at the side of his jaw and knew how much his admission cost his pride.
 
   She spoke again as she slowly hooked her leg around the back of his knee.
 
   “I have to go back,” she waited for him to try and drag himself from her but his jaw just tightened even further and somehow he kept himself in check as he waited for her to finish. “I have to go back and make my report to the judge and I also have to sort out my job. I won’t be going back to it but I have to leave with a good reference. No one would take me seriously with a stain on my character. I can’t just let it go.”
 
   The relief that flooded Paul’s face nearly brought tears to her eyes. 
 
   “You have no idea how much you scared me just then Amy. I know you have to go and settle things but you will come back to me afterwards, you won’t leave me?” He rested his forehead on hers as she clasped his shoulders even tighter.
 
   “No, not if you want me to stay. Are you sure that this is what you want though because I have to tell you that I have been a little confused over the weeks. I thought you hated me.”
 
   He shook his head quickly.
 
   “Never, I just hated the loss of my independence.” He placed his finger over her lips as she was about to speak. “No, I know what a stubborn arse I have been and I still want to be independent but now I want to be independent with you by my side. I can’t lose you Amy. If I do I think I will go mad,” he bit out the words harshly.
 
   She buried her head into his neck and kissed the column of his throat as tears leaked out of the corners of her eyes. 
 
   “And I can’t lose you either. I thought I would go home and never see you again. My heart was breaking every time I thought about it. I want to stay with you.” she tasted his tanned skin and felt him tremble beneath her touch.
 
   “Thank God!” He lifted her chin with a finger as his mouth descended onto hers again and this time there was no stopping him. His hands were suddenly everywhere on her, gently caressing, feeling every inch that he could reach and Amy suddenly realized what he was doing.
 
   “Do you want to see what I look like?” She asked him between breathless kisses. 
 
   He uttered a strangled response.
 
   “Yes, I need to see you now. All of you. I want to know every inch of you.” His fingers flew to her waist and began lifting her t-shirt. He pulled it up over her head and bent his head to the soft skin of her shoulder, dragging his lips across her silken flesh. Seconds later his fingers moved to the waistband of her jeans. 
 
   It was the work of moments before she lay naked in front of him. He threaded his fingers into her hair, loosening the heavy strands over her shoulders then his fingertips skimmed down over her exposed flesh and he trailed his lips across her heated body. The intensity of his gentle touch drove her wild. She couldn’t hold back her moans of desire and was suddenly tugging his shirt from the waistband of his jeans. His hands left her for a moment as he suddenly leapt from the bed and stripped quickly, then he lay back down beside her and pulled her body close to him.
 
   Every muscle on his long frame was defined and hard. His thighs were corded and strong, his arms were like iron. He lifted his leg across her thigh and held her as he explored every inch of her back with fevered hands and then he dipped them lower to her peach-like bottom and pressed her against his hard length. 
 
   She stretched herself against him, arching her spine, loving the warmth of his skin, loving the way his body throbbed against her. 
 
   And then he pushed her gently onto her back and dipped his head to her breasts. 
 
   “Oh God!” He groaned. “I want more. I want all of you,” he swept his mouth across her nipple and gently sucked the puckered skin. He pulled her back to him and swept her up over his body all the time nuzzling her breasts, his hands firmly on her bottom as he lifted her over him, then his hard shaft was throbbing on her slick folds and there was no going back. He slid into her in a gentle thrust that had her crying out at the sensation. He filled her completely, pulling her down onto him until he buried himself entirely inside her heat. His head fell back onto the pillow and he groaned. 
 
   “Amy.” It was as though her name was his salvation and he lifted his hips again as she ground down onto him. His hands drifted up her spine and then came around to cup her breasts. He flicked her nipples with his thumbs and growled at her soft cries of passion as he raised his head and suckled at the tender skin again.
 
   Amy had never experienced passion like this. Every touch branded her as his, every kiss granted him ownership of her and she never wanted to leave his arms. She trailed her fingers up the line of muscles that rippled his flat stomach and she massaged her palms into his bulging pectorals. She bent forwards and licked his chest, flicking her tongue and tasting the smooth salty skin, nipping his flesh with guarded teeth while he groaned out his pleasure.
 
   And then he rolled them until she was beneath him again and he threw his head back and thrust into her, long slow strokes over and over, his momentum never stopping until he felt her muscles contract around him, pulling him forwards into the deepest climax he had ever experienced.
 
   For a few moments he wasn’t sure that he hadn’t passed out with the pleasure of the sensations screaming through him. He was still inside her and still hard. The ripples of her orgasm continued to roll over his flesh for what felt like an age. He dragged in a deep breath and wished with all his heart that he could see the expression on her face.
 
   Amy struggled to bring herself back from the storm of emotions sparkling continuously in her head. Her legs wrapped his tight waist in a band of heat, her body throbbed endlessly against his still rigid shaft. She fought for breath as she pressed her lips against his granite hard shoulder and he whispered throatily into her ear.
 
   “Nowhere near enough. I need you more. I need you forever,” the raw emotion in his tone revealed the depth of his feelings and Amy brushed her hand across his sweating brow.
 
   “I need you too,” she gasped out the words as he began to rock his hips, thrusting gently now, taking his time as he filled her once again. He let his fingers explore her body, trailing them over her every fibre of her flaming skin, feathering her with wild intensity as she moaned with pleasure beneath him. 
 
    
 
   It felt like hours before they fought their way through the haze of passion back into the real world. 
 
   Amy languished lazily, half asleep in the huge bed while Paul ran a bath deep enough for the two of them to share. She stirred as the sound of running water stopped and Paul called her from the bathroom.
 
   “I didn’t have any asses’ milk to put in the bath so I bunged in some bubbling stuff and thought I would just join you instead as I have been a complete ass for the last few weeks.” He came to the door when there was no immediate answer.
 
   Amy laughed sleepily and stretched out.
 
   “You know it.” She peered at him from beneath the rustling silk covers and blinked in wonder as she took in the sight of his glorious body once more. His skin was still flushed with the last of their passionate heat. 
 
   Paul strolled over to the bed and whisked the tangled sheets from her body. She shrieked in surprise as he leaned down to grab her before she could pull them back. He lifted her and carried her through to the bathroom.
 
   “I always knew there was another reason Ellen had all the bedrooms soundproofed. She must have had some premonition that you would come over and be made love to by me.” He tested the temperature of the water with a toe as Amy slapped his chest playfully before he lowered them both into the frothing, swirling water. “I’ll have to make sure we soundproof our bedroom at the new place. I wouldn’t want any of the residents thinking I was torturing you.”
 
   She flicked a handful of bubbles at his chest and noticed the surprised look on his face when some of them landed unexpectedly on his nose. She leaned over, wiped them off again and then kissed him on his now wet face.
 
   “Everyone will know exactly what we’ve been doing up here, soundproofing or not,” her voice was still husky. “I don’t know how I’m going to be able to face any of them.”
 
   Paul clasped her around her waist and held her tightly on his lap.
 
   “I couldn’t give a monkey’s if the whole world knows what we were doing. You’re mine now Amy,” his voice was tender against the soft skin of her throat. “I will never let you go again.”
 
   She leaned into his hard but slippery body and rested her chin on the top of his head as he nuzzled at her tender breasts. Her nipples were aching with need again even though he had paid hours of attention to them several times already that morning. He swirled his tongue over an already tightening peak and then turned her to straddle him. 
 
   His shaft slid into her easily and he lay his head back against the side of the bath and groaned as she gently rolled her hips. The water swirled about them coating their bodies with foam. She undulated over him, letting the water slop and slap between them.
 
   “We are going to have to stop this sometime soon.” She watched him tremble as she ran a fingertip from his bottom lip to his chin and then down his neck to the slight dip between his pectorals.
 
   His expression changed from one of lazy desire to rapture as she spread her hands across his chest and flicked his dark, flat nipples until they peaked with desire.
 
   “My God woman! The power you have over me,” he gasped out and he gripped her to him as his hips suddenly began to thrust hard and fast. 
 
   Her head fell back as her orgasm spiralled out of control and he plunged deeply one last time before his own climax exploded from him, shattering his mind into a million shards of white hot sensation. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Geraldine eased herself behind the steering wheel while Amy looked on anxiously.
 
   “Are you sure that you don’t want me to drive? I don’t mind. I have driven on the right before.” Amy sounded as concerned as she looked.
 
   Geraldine shook her head.
 
   “No, thanks but I am afraid that you don’t have any insurance and I feel fine anyway. There are only a few boxes of golden tiles to collect from the manufacturer as the plain ones come straight from the brico. I’m looking forward to being allowed to go shopping afterwards even if I do have to take along a babysitter.”
 
   Amy laughed.
 
   “Don’t you start! Paul only just stopped calling me that.” 
 
   Geraldine pulled the seatbelt under her stomach and started the car.
 
   “It is good that you are with Paul now. I knew that it would happen soon enough. He needs someone like you. I think you will be very happy together and you are both going to make a big success of the new château .” 
 
   Amy felt her cheeks glowing red.
 
   “I can’t believe he hauled me off like that the other day. He was like some kind of cave man. I was so embarrassed when we came down to eat in the evening. Everyone must have known that we’d been in bed all day.” Her face became even hotter as she thought of all the hours they had spent in bed since. He’d neglected the Marines shamelessly and had hardly visited the project château  in five days.
 
   Geraldine laughed as they pulled out into the road on their way to pick up the order of golden tiles.
 
   “It is the French way,” she said simply. “If you feel passion then you must show it.” Her own cheeks began to take on a pink tinge and Amy laughed right back at her.
 
   “Ha! So that’s why we are late leaving this morning. I hope we are going to get back in time for my flight. I’m meant to be at the airport by five.”
 
   Geraldine fanned her face with her hand as she smiled serenely.
 
   “It was my husband’s fault. He may not be French but he has adopted our ways very well. He will never take no for an answer and I am afraid that I can never resist him. David is a fabulous lover,” she spoke without the slightest hint of embarrassment, her expression glowing only with adoration for the man she clearly loved with all her heart but then she looked over sharply at Amy. “What do you mean, you should be at the airport at five? I thought you were leaving tomorrow.”
 
   Amy leaned back in the comfortable leather seat and settled in for the half an hour ride into town.
 
   “I changed it. If I wait until tomorrow I won’t be able to see anyone in the office. The case loads mean that anyone with any authority is out. I can’t wait to move over here. As soon as I can sort out this mess with my job then I will be back. I’m going straight to the office in the morning and then onto the court. I just want to get all the paperwork for Paul over and done with. He’ll still have a criminal record but the conditions the judge made should mean that he has no further problems so long as he stays out of trouble. With a bit of luck, if I can see my boss at the office too I will be back here by the weekend.”
 
   Geraldine smiled as she drove. She wound down the window and let the breeze blow through her thick dark hair.
 
   “I understand but I assume that you didn’t tell Paul this. He will be worried that you have gone.” 
 
   Amy laughed.
 
   “That’s another reason I booked the flight without him knowing. I don’t think he would have let me go back on my own. I didn’t want that judge to think of any new reasons to send him to prison. It might give the man ideas if Paul was there too. I thought it best to keep him out of the way until I can sort out everything officially. I left him a message that I was going. He’ll find it on his phone tonight when he gets back from the château .”
 
   Geraldine nodded.
 
   “You are probably right. With you by his side he will be fine. Do not worry about him Amy. Paul’s heart is yours forever. He will never let you down.” The two women continued chatting all the way into town.
 
    
 
    
 
   Paul couldn’t believe his ears.
 
   “What do you mean Jean-Paul? I don’t understand that at all.” He stood on the château  steps with Joe as a stream of guests brushed past him.
 
   Jean-Paul waited until the last guest had followed Joe and David into the château  grounds before he began to explain again.
 
   “It is not my fault. The farmers have called a strike over the prices of milk and my men are supporting them. I’m afraid that they have downed tools this lunchtime and walked out until the dispute can be resolved.”
 
   Paul threw up his hands in exasperation.
 
   “And how long is that likely to be? We are on a tight schedule here. Our men need our help urgently.”
 
   Jean-Paul gave an enormous Gaelic shrug that Paul couldn’t appreciate, as he spoke again. 
 
   “I do not know Monsieur. It may be just today or it may be three weeks. I cannot tell you which.” 
 
   There were more footsteps as Patrick joined them along with the four Marines.
 
   “What’s going on? Problems?”
 
   Paul frowned.
 
   “You could say that. The workmen have gone on strike with the farmers over the price of milk apparently. They packed up working at lunchtime,” he sounded incredulous.
 
   Patrick sighed deeply.
 
   “Happens all the time over here I’m afraid. I was actually thinking that things were going far too smoothly. We’ll just have to manage as best we can. Had you anything particular planned for this afternoon? Is there anything Mick and the fellas can do to help?”
 
   Paul was about to offer a couple of suggestions that would keep them on schedule when Jean-Paul stepped in. He held up a hand as his eyebrows contracted.
 
   “I am afraid that you cannot do that. You are not allowed to replace my men. Your Marines don’t have the necessary certificates for work as they are only here as guests I believe. It was fine that they work when I am there on site but I cannot break the strike. Apart from the fact that my workers would be furious, there is the insurance of the building to be considered. I am afraid that I cannot let your men take over.” 
 
   Paul looked as if he was about to explode when Patrick placed a hand on his arm.
 
   “Don’t worry about it Paul. This sort of strike is fairly common here but they don’t normally last very long so there’s no point in getting into a stew about it. It will mean a short hold up, that’s all. Two or three days won’t make a huge difference in the big scheme of things. Why don’t you all enjoy the unexpected break and go for an adventure with David, Joe and all the guests?”
 
   Paul thought for less than a moment and then he grinned. 
 
   “You’re right, it’s not going to hold us up for too long and I have been dying to try out that zip wire again. I might as well while Amy is out of the place for a while. She’d probably have a fit if she saw me doing anything remotely dangerous.”
 
   Mick stepped forwards.
 
   “What zip wire? Is it a good one?” 
 
   Patrick laughed aloud.
 
   “Best, longest and fastest zip wire I was ever on and I’ve been on a few, believe me. David will have it tweaked so tight you’ll be lucky you stop even when you do hit the water.”
 
   Caleb slapped Mick on back.
 
   “I’m up for that. I could do with some fun. The last three weeks have been non-stop work. Not that I mind or anything but it would be great to do something different.” 
 
   John was already halfway down the steps.
 
   “Come on, we can catch them up.”  It didn’t take long for the others to follow him.
 
   Paul stood for a moment longer on the step. He tilted his head towards Patrick.
 
   “Are you coming down to play too?” He grinned up at where he knew the huge ex-major stood.
 
   “Not today. I’m expecting some calls and I promised to spend some time with Ellen and Rose later on this afternoon. I have neglected them for far too long.” Patrick lifted his chin to where he could see Peter waiting anxiously for Paul. “You go ahead. I’ll see you all back here for dinner later. I’ll make you all something warming. You’re going to need it after you get soaked all afternoon in that river.” 
 
   Paul started down the steps and then hesitated for a moment. He was unsure if the path to the ravine was clear and was about to go back rather than fall flat on his face over some unseen obstacle when an American accent reached his ears. 
 
   “All clear at twelve o’clock, Sir. Don’t worry, I’ll check it all out so you don’t make a great prat out of yourself,” the laughter in the Marine’s voice made Paul smile widely and he followed the good humoured accent into the quiet forest. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Amy glanced at Geraldine as they drove away from the tile manufacturers. The woman’s face was flushed and she had a sheen of perspiration covering her brow.
 
   “Are you okay? You look very warm,” she asked with deep concern in her tone.
 
   Geraldine tried to smile but her forehead creased into pained lines and she gave up the pretence.
 
   “I do not feel very well.” She glanced at Amy and gave a grimace of a smile. “My contractions started while the men were loading the tiles. I don’t think I will be able to drive much further,” her voice caught in in her throat and she bit back the pain that suddenly gripped her stomach. 
 
   Amy took in a deep breath as she frantically punched numbers into her mobile phone. She let out the breath slowly when the call disconnected before the number even registered and she noted the lack of signal bars. They were driving along the quiet coast road and she silently cursed the mobile telephone companies as she stared out over the beautiful blue sea. She blinked slowly and kept her voice calm. There was no point in making Geraldine any more tense. 
 
   “We are only a few minutes from the new château . We can go there for help. Paul will be on site with the Marines and all of Jean-Paul’s staff. They’ll get hold of David and we can take you to hospital from there.” She reached across the car and put her hand on Geraldine’s shoulder in a gesture of support. 
 
   Geraldine concentrated on the road as she gritted her teeth.
 
   “I can make it that far. Mon Dieu! I cannot believe this has happened. The doctor told me the baby would arrive in two more weeks. It is David’s fault. He was far too amorous this morning.” She tried to laugh but it sounded like more of a sob. 
 
   Amy didn’t think the situation was funny at all. She glared out of the front window, desperately searching for the sign indicating the château  and she gave a deep sigh of relief when it appeared at the side of the road a few moments later. 
 
   Geraldine turned into the long drive a few moments later pulled up in front of the steps.
 
   Amy leapt out of the car and rushed to help Geraldine out. It was only a second before she realized that there were no other vehicles parked outside the building. She stood for a moment listening to the eerie silence of the château  grounds.
 
   “Where is everyone?” She was more unnerved than she sounded.
 
   Geraldine bent over at the waist as another contraction hit her. She didn’t look up again until it passed and then she stared around at the deserted site. She glanced down at her watch.
 
   “It is lunchtime Amy. Everyone has gone back to Ellen’s to eat. We must get back to the hotel too.”
 
   Amy laughed grimly.
 
   “You have to be joking. You can barely move and I can’t drive this car. We can’t risk moving you anywhere now. Let’s get inside and make you comfortable as possible and then I’ll try to call David again. We’re sure to get a signal from here. He can come and pick you up or we can get an ambulance and everything will be fine.” She crossed her fingers as she helped Geraldine up the château  steps and prayed that she wouldn’t have to make an emergency delivery in a building site.
 
   Amy looked around the hallway. There was dust and dirt everywhere and for a moment wondered if they wouldn’t be better off back in the car. Geraldine stood breathing deeply.
 
   “This is no place to bear a child. I am so sorry Amy but it is too late already. Just get me somewhere clean.”
 
   Amy looked frantically around the hall. There was nothing there to help her. The dirt lay in piles across the floor. Cement dust covered everything and clouds of grit and sand curled up from the floor where the breeze blew in at the door.
 
   She clasped Geraldine around her thickened waist and guided her towards the stairs. She was about to sit her on one of the treads when she heard a door bang shut somewhere beneath them.
 
   “Hello! Who’s there?” She yelled out. There was no immediate answer but she turned towards the cellar door beneath the main stairs. A scrape of a door had her shouting again. “For God’s sake help us. She’s going to have her baby!” 
 
   There was a sudden sound of running footsteps and then the under stairs door burst open. One of the two new workmen stood there breathing hard and staring wildly at the two women. He stepped forwards, his expression grim as he frowned at Amy but then he glanced at Geraldine and his whole demeanour changed. eHe He   H 
 
   He jumped forwards as Geraldine let out a deep groan of pain.
 
   “I get you lady,” his accent and grammar was thick and the words barely recognizable but Geraldine nodded thankfully as he picked her up.
 
   There were more footsteps and the second new workman appeared. He glared at his friend with the pregnant woman in is arms and then barked out some words that Amy had no chance of recognizing. They didn’t even sound similar to the few words that she had heard him mumble on previous visits. 
 
   The first man’s eyebrows dipped deeply. He glanced down at Geraldine and suddenly barked back at his friend. It took a few more moments for Amy to realize that they were both speaking their own language. She didn’t understand a word but she interrupted and spoke quickly.
 
   “I need somewhere clean for her to lie down and then I need some clean cloths, something to wrap the baby in. I don’t think it’s going to be long coming. Her contractions are only a few minutes apart. 
 
   The first man shouted as the other hesitated and then he suddenly held the door to the basement open. 
 
   “Cleaner down here and there are seats,” his accent grated at Amy’s nerves but she didn’t protest as the first man strode through the doorway. He walked quickly down the stairs turning slightly so as he didn’t knock Geraldine as they walked through the doorway and arrived in the hydrotherapy room. There were several plastic garden chairs arranged around a pallet of boxed blue tiles. Two or three chipped and dirty mugs littered the top of the boxes. The man gently placed Geraldine in one of the chairs and then he glared over at his friend who had followed them down to the basement.
 
   The quiet man narrowed his eyes as he stared at the two women and then he grabbed up two of the dirty mugs, turned on his heel and disappeared back along the corridor.
 
   Amy held Geraldine’s hand. She smiled encouragingly and then looked back to the workman.
 
   “I need to call an ambulance and her husband. I can’t get any signal on my phone.”
 
   The man shook his head and waved his hand vaguely around the room. 
 
   “No signal here. No line in yet. I will go and make call from town.”
 
   Amy knew that there was no other choice and she muttered under her breath as she wiped a tissue across Geraldine’s brow.
 
   “Damn, I should have driven you to the hospital. Blast the insurance. Now we’re stuck here until we can get help and I think that’s going to be far too late.” She looked back up at the workman. “Take the car, it will be quicker than walking.”
 
   He gave a quick nod but then hesitated.
 
   “I wait for my friend. Do not want lady left on own.” He stood awkwardly to the side as he attempted to give them some privacy.
 
   Geraldine breathed in and out regularly as she gave Amy a watery smile.
 
   “It will be okay Amy. I have had two other babies. It will all be fine. I just need to relax for a moment and do some breathing exercises to get me through the contractions.”
 
   Amy snorted and rolled her eyes.
 
   “Well at least one of us has some experience then. I know the theory side of it all of course but I never had the opportunity to deliver a baby before. I was in clinical care most of the time when I was nursing. It was mostly old ladies with infected leg ulcers and old men who couldn’t pee. Not quite the same thing.” She looked around the big room again and sighed. There were bags of cement in one corner and a pile of sawn wood in another. Sheets of plasterboard stood against an already prepared studwork wall and boxes of screws had spilled from their box and littered the floor. The room’s only salvation was that it wasn’t covered in plaster dust or sand. She turned back to Geraldine. “This is a nightmare. I’ll have to clean up around here only. I wouldn’t fancy giving birth in a building site but we will have to make the best of it until help arrives. I’ll see if one of those men can find some cloths or some packing to make some kind of bed for you. There must be a ton of relatively clean cardboard around here. If I can cover it, it might give you some level of comfort.” She glanced at the dirty mug left on the piled tiles. “I’ll see if I can rustle us up a cup of tea too. That always seems to help in an emergency.”
 
   Geraldine actually laughed as the perspiration ran down her face.
 
   “You English and your tea, but yes, that would actually be nice right now. I feel horribly thirsty.” She gripped Amy’s hand as another contraction made her wince. 
 
   Footsteps echoed back down the stairs and the second workman arrived holding two steaming mugs. Amy smiled up at him as he put them on the tiles and quickly stepped back again.
 
   “You must have read my mind,” she spoke gratefully but her smile wavered as she tried to ignore his terrible teeth when he smiled crookedly back at her. His smile didn’t reach the corners of his eyes. 
 
   Her hand trembled slightly as she passed one of the mugs to Geraldine and took the other for herself.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   Patrick lifted the spoon to his lips and tasted the rich red wine gravy. He narrowed his eyes thoughtfully and then reached over the sink to the windowsill. He plucked several leaves from one of the many small pots and crushed them between his fingertips before adding to the huge cauldron, then he picked up a pepper mill and twisted it several times over the pan. He stirred again gently to avoid breaking up the deliciously tender meat and then he tasted the thick concoction again. This time he smiled widely. 
 
   He left the pot simmering on the huge cooker while he quickly rolled herbed dumpling balls and dropped them on the top of the meat mixture then he heaved up the gigantic pot and returned it to the vast oven.
 
   “I don’t know how you even lift that thing.” Ellen rested her chin on his wide shoulder as he closed the oven door.
 
   He stood up straight again and turned to take is wife in his arms. He pulled her in close and kissed her tenderly before he spoke.
 
   “Neither do I sometimes. It weighs a ton what with about ten pounds of meat and all the trimmings in it but it’s going to be perfect by the time everyone arrives back here. They’ll need it. They are all going to be exhausted after mucking about on that zip wire all afternoon.”
 
   Ellen laughed and snuggled in against her husband.
 
   “I can’t believe that David is so thrilled by the thing even now. After eight years, you would think he’d be fed up with it. I mean the novelty of it has to have worn off surely.”
 
   Patrick pulled her even closer. He gazed into his wife’s beautiful eyes. Even after all this time he couldn’t get over her loving him. He thanked every omnipotent being in his universe a hundred times every single day of his life for the night she had become lost in the estate forest. And then he thanked them a hundred times more.
 
   “The novelty of some things never wears off,” his husky voice made his meaning plain and Ellen melted into his arms, winding her arms around his neck as he whispered all the novel things he wanted to do to her later that evening. 
 
   She pulled back at last and gave a soft laugh.
 
   “Yes, well as soon as we put Rose to bed and feed the hungry hoard about to descend upon us, you can test out all those new ideas but unfortunately that isn’t going to be right now.” Ellen turned to the kitchen door as she listened to a stampede of noisy feet in the hall above them. “I think they are all back.”
 
   Patrick glanced up at the clock on the wall and sighed. 
 
   “That means I have about half an hour to get everything else prepped. Thank goodness army guys are not fussy eaters. So long as there’s plenty of it they’ll eat just about anything.” He let go of Ellen’s waist regretfully and turned back to the stove. He lifted the lid of a vast pan of boiled potatoes and then took it to the sink to drain. Five minutes of pounding later, the potatoes along with crushed cloves of garlic, black pepper and lashings of butter were in the oven for browning. 
 
   He boiled the kettle before taking a terrine dish from the fridge and then poured the hot water around the base of it. He placed a plate over the top and tipped it upside down. A satisfying plop sounded and he slipped the terracotta dish away from the homemade mushroom pâté. 
 
   Ellen gave an appreciative sniff.
 
   “Mmm, smells delicious. I see you made melba toast too. Shall I send it up?”
 
   Patrick nodded and then unpotted another terrine. This time the scent of fresh trout wafted around the kitchen. 
 
   There was another longer sniff at the kitchen door and they both turned around to see David coming towards them, his hair still damp from his recent shower. He poked his finger towards the delicious smelling smoked trout pate and pulled a face as Patrick whipped it away with a tea towel.
 
   David nursed his stinging finger.
 
   “Oi! I was only going to test it before you give it to our guests. I wouldn’t want them suffering because of a simple ingredient error.” He grinned at his friend who rolled his eyes.
 
   “Yes, I am likely to forget smoked trout, butter, salt and pepper.” Patrick put the plates of starters in the dumb waiter and sent it up to the dining room.
 
   David pulled another face.
 
   “I hope you warned Geraldine you were serving that tonight. She’s right off fish at the moment. She’s likely to vomit over it if she’s not prepared.”
 
   Ellen laughed a little shakily and her face paled slightly at the thought of Geraldine being ill.
 
   “No, it’s okay. Lucy is laying up the tables tonight. Geraldine and Amy haven’t finished shopping yet. I expect they have lost track of time.” She turned to the counter top and picked up a dish of butter to hide her expression.
 
   David touched her arm, all joviality gone from his face.
 
   “What do you mean, she’s not back yet? It’s nearly seven. They’ve been gone hours,” his voice was full of concern.
 
   Patrick glanced at Ellen before he turned to face his friend.
 
   “It’s not late Dave. If there had been any problems, Amy would have rung and there have been no calls. You know how women are. Ellen’s right. They are just having a great time being out of here. Geraldine hasn’t left here for weeks except to go to the hospital or the doctors. I expect she’s going berserk with your credit card.”
 
   David nodded but a deep line still creased his forehead.
 
   “Yes, you’re probably right. Just me being an old woman. Come on, let’s get this lot upstairs fed. They’ve had a great time at the ravine but now they’re all absolutely starving.” He picked up the baskets of toast and headed up towards the dining room. 
 
   Patrick glanced up at Ellen again. She was staring right back at him.
 
   “You don’t believe Geraldine and Amy are still shopping any more than I do. Have you tried calling them?” He asked quickly.
 
   Ellen shook her head.
 
   “To be honest I didn’t realize that it was so late. Geraldine will be exhausted by now if she had been shopping for this long and I know that Amy wouldn’t let her do anything more than she should. She was worried about Geraldine even serving dinner the other night. I’ll give her a call and see where they both are.” She pulled her phone from her pocket and tapped in some numbers. It was a few seconds before she looked up at Patrick again. “Her phone line is dead. It goes straight through to voice mail. I’ll try Amy.” She began tapping more numbers but her face paled even more as she had the same result.
 
   Patrick strode forwards to his computer. He closed his recipe tabs and opened another with the name of the tile manufacturer. He rattled off some numbers to Ellen and she dialled quickly. It only took a few moments to discover that the women had collected the golden tiles just before lunchtime.
 
   “Shit!” Patrick swore under his breath. He grabbed the phone from Ellen’s hands and began dialling the hospital. He paced up and down the kitchen as he waited for a response and then he slammed down the phone after speaking for a few moments in rapid French. He stared at Ellen. “She hasn’t been admitted at Morlaix. Where else would they go? Somewhere Geraldine normally goes. What about the hairdressers or her mother? Or her brothers maybe?”
 
   Ellen shook her head.
 
   “Rebecca did her hair here last week so I doubt she went anywhere else so soon but I had better check with her mother before we tell David. He’s going to go mental. You know how badly flustered he gets.” She flicked through her phone book and began dialling. Ten minutes later they still had no idea where the women could be.
 
   Patrick was about to leave the kitchen when there was some shouting along the corridor outside and the door banged open. Paul stormed into the kitchen. 
 
   “Ellen? Where’s Ellen?” He reached out desperately as he walked unsteadily into the room. He stumbled over a chair and his thigh hit the corner of the big kitchen table. Ellen rushed towards him, grabbing his hands, letting him know that she was there.
 
   “What on earth is the matter? Are you okay Paul?”
 
   The big man turned towards her voice. His face was a mask of pain.
 
   “She’s gone home. Amy’s left me.” His knees looked as if they were about to buckle. Patrick leapt forwards and quickly steered the drooping man to the nearest chair. 
 
   Ellen sat down beside him and took his trembling hand.
 
   “What on earth makes you think that? She’s just out shopping with Geraldine.” She tried to sound positive but Paul just thrust his mobile phone at her. She frowned as he tapped the speaker to full volume and listened to the voicemail. 
 
   Amy’s voice crackled around the kitchen.
 
   ‘Paul, I’m going home tonight. I’m taking the five o’clock flight from Brest. I know that you will be upset but I need to do this as soon as possible. I thought it best if I go while you are busy at work. If I hang around to see you, you will try to persuade me to change my mind and I can’t. It’s going to take me some time to get over…’ The phone beeped as the time ran out on the messaging service before she had finished speaking. 
 
   Ellen glanced worriedly up at Patrick. 
 
   “She never said a thing to me but then I didn’t see her this morning. Paul and I went to Roscoff to go over the plans. And she’s gone out with Geraldine anyway. Maybe Geraldine dropped her off at the airport and that’s why she’s late back.”
 
   Patrick shook his head. 
 
   “I don’t think so. Amy isn’t the sort to leave a heavily pregnant woman driving on her own. She would have come back and asked one of us to take her or organized a taxi at the very least.”
 
   Paul pushed out of the chair and stood up quickly. The pain was gone from his face, replaced with a furious scowl.
 
   “I knew it was too good to be true. I should have trusted my instincts. She couldn’t even face me to tell me she was going. She’s just been stringing me along for this last week. Everything she said was a lie. Maybe she got a kick out of having sex with a blind man,” the bitterness in his tone was obvious.
 
   Ellen turned desperately to Patrick.
 
   “Did you see them leave this morning? Lucy didn’t say anything about her room being cleared out. I swear she would have mentioned it if she thought there was anything amiss. If Amy’s gone, why has she left her things?”
 
   Paul fisted his hands as he answered.
 
   “That’s obvious. You can only take a tiny bag on those cheap airlines unless you pay a fortune for extra baggage. She had a huge suitcase when she arrived here. I expect she’ll want it freighted back,” he could barely speak for the pain in his heart. He lifted his chin as his throat closed up even further. He couldn’t chance saying another word for fear that his voice would crack and reveal his broken heart.
 
   Patrick looked at his friend and knew exactly what he was thinking. He saw the walls going up, protecting the most vulnerable part of him even as he stood there.
 
   “You have this all wrong I swear. I’ve seen the look on her face Paul. She’s in love with you and there’s no way that she would have left you without saying something. If we just knew where Geraldine is then we would probably have an answer for you. That phone message cut off before she could explain. She didn’t finish what she was saying so I don’t think you should take that as it sounded. At the very least we can call the airline and see if she caught the flight. That will tell us a bit more about where Geraldine may be anyway,” he began tapping another search into his computer but Paul wasn’t listening to any explanation. 
 
   She was gone. She had strung him along for a week and then just gone. He pushed back the chair and stumbled away from the table and before Patrick or Ellen could stop him he walked out through the kitchen door and into the garden.
 
   Ellen skirted the table as if to follow him but Patrick caught hold of her arm.
 
   “Let him go. Until we can clear up this mess and find out what’s going on he’ll never listen to reason. You know what he’s like. Stubborn as a mule.”
 
   Ellen wasn’t happy but she nodded and looked at the internet page with her husband. She put her finger on the five o’clock flight from Brest to Luton airport. 
 
   “Well, it left on time according to this so Geraldine won’t have been delayed there. Even if she did drop Amy off Brest is not that far, she still would have been home by now.
 
   Patrick agreed and then he took Ellen’s phone again and dialled the advice number. A few seconds later his face paled and he put the phone back down again. 
 
   “She was booked but missed the flight. She didn’t even turn up late. They have her down as a ‘no show’.” 
 
   It was Ellen’s turn to slump into the chair.
 
   “Well, that’s something I suppose. At least we know that they didn’t even get that far. Now can I go after the mule out there and try and get him to come back here and help us find them before he falls in the river or even worse off the edge of the ravine?”
 
   Patrick nodded as he looked out of the back door. He could see his kitchen herb garden and the high stone wall around the outside. Paul knew that area pretty well but the gate at the end of the garden was open and still swinging where an angry, disappointed man had shoved his way through. 
 
   “He won’t have gone far Ellen. Even he’s not stupid enough to wander too far into the forest. He’s probably walked straight into a tree and knocked himself out anyway. Give me a shout if you need any help or you can’t find him and I’ll send out a search party.”
 
    
 
   Amy fought her way out of the dream. She could hear her own heartbeat and her own wild breathing as she tried to dispel the sudden fear that clutched at her. Dreams like this didn’t affect her often and she hadn’t had one for several months but this one was bad. She felt the nausea rise in her throat and she bit it back. 
 
   She took a couple of deep breaths but she could still hear the ragged noise of her erratic breath. Her head pounded and she tried to open her eyes but they felt as though they were glued shut. It took her several seconds to realize that her eyes were actually open and that she was lying on hard ground in the pitch black. 
 
   More disorientated than she wanted to admit, she struggled to sit up but she tipped sideways as dizziness hit her. She breathed slowly for a moment. The vertigo evaporated and she slid her hand across the floor until it struck something warm and slightly damp. She pulled her hand back quickly and was about to crawl away when she heard a strained voice in the dark.
 
   “Amy? It’s me, Geraldine. Please can you help me?” The woman’s frightened words rattled on shaky breath.
 
   Amy shook her head in a vain attempt to clear her vision.
 
   “My God! I’ve gone blind. I can’t see a thing,” she choked out in a shocked whisper.
 
   Geraldine answered her quickly.
 
   “No, I thought the same for a moment but it is just pitch black in here. I can’t find a door or even a window to let in any light.” She grit her teeth against another contraction.
 
   Amy sat very still as she tried to analyse Geraldine’s words .
 
   “What do you mean, you can’t find a door? Where are we?” She steadied herself as she reached out to Geraldine again. This time she recognized the shape of Geraldine’s shoulder. She could feel the woman perspiring through the cloth of her blouse. “My God Geraldine! You’re in full labour. How long between contractions?”
 
   Geraldine fought to breathe.
 
   “Not long enough. About every five minutes I would think. It’s hard to keep count and I don’t have a watch that I can see.” She relaxed back as the latest contraction passed.
 
    Amy reached around the floor of the dark space to gather her bearings. 
 
   “We have to get out of here and find you some proper help.” She crawled on all fours around the perimeter of the room, feeling with her hands as she went for any sign of the exit. Then with mounting panic in her heart, she stood slowly and did the same thing in a standing position. “There’s no opening. No light switch or anything.” she could hear the shocked tone of her own voice.
 
   Geraldine sucked in another agonized breath.
 
   “I couldn’t either. The walls are just blank walls, all four of them. I could feel the joins in the strips of plasterboard but I can’t find a proper air gap. There must be one somewhere or I swear that we would have run out by now. There must be a hole in the ceiling somewhere, maybe for a light fitting but I can’t reach that high and I can’t see anything anyway.” Her breathing hitched up a notch and Amy heard the woman’s teeth grinding together as she suppressed the next pain. Amy moved slowly, not wanting to tread on her friend as she squatted to the floor and reached about to find her again. 
 
   “So how long do you think we have been trapped in here?” She almost didn’t want to find out. 
 
   Geraldine caught hold of Amy’s hand and gripped it as the pain of the contraction swept through her. She released a long breath as it passed.
 
   “I woke up some time ago but I cannot be sure how long has passed. I don’t have my bag and I couldn’t find a phone on you. I’ve been shouting for help but no one has come and I haven’t heard a thing outside the room. I haven’t heard a thing, even when I pressed my ear to the walls.”
 
   Amy sat back on her heels.
 
   “I never heard you. I didn’t hear you shout at all.”
 
   Geraldine rested back on the floor and curled to her side.
 
   “You were in a much deeper sleep than me I think. I didn’t drink so much of the tea as you before I felt sleepy but there was nothing I could do about it. It was far too late by then.”
 
   Amy fought to remember what had happened before she had woken up in the dark. She remembered repressing a shudder at the workman’s awful blackened teeth then passing a mug of tea to Geraldine and sipping at her own. She couldn’t remember anything else. She narrowed her eyes in the blackness as she gripped Geraldine’s hand.
 
   “He drugged the tea! The bastard! I’ll murder him when we get out of here.” Amy didn’t even try to subdue the savagery in her tone.
 
   Geraldine coughed dryly.
 
   “If we get out of here I’ll happily join you but at the moment I can’t see how to escape.” She clutched Amy’s hand and gulped in huge breaths of air as the next contraction hit hard.
 
   “Have they left us anything in here at all? Any water? Any cloths?” Amy reached out across the rough floor again searching for anything that would help. 
 
   “Nothing that I can find. I think we have been enclosed in here for good.” Geraldine’s voice quavered for the first time.
 
   Amy bit her lip and breathed in deeply, calming her nerves before she spoke.
 
   “But why? What have we done to hurt them?” She couldn’t find any answer to her own question but she squeezed Geraldine’s hand confidently. “No, don’t worry. David and Paul will come for us. You know they will. It is all going to be fine. We just have to sit this out and wait for them,” she sounded a lot more positive than she felt. She tried not to think of the phone message she had left for Paul. He wouldn’t know that she was here. He thought that she would be on a flight to England but she didn’t share that information with the woman on the floor beside her.
 
   Geraldine let out a sudden yelp and then snorted into the darkness.
 
   “Yes, well I may be able to sit this out but my baby’s not going to. I think my waters just broke.” She wriggled away from the spreading wet patch on the floor and Amy moved with her, helping her to lie down on her side again as she struggled to find a comfortable position.
 
   Amy fumed in the darkness.
 
   “This is insufferable. You can’t have your baby laying on a filthy concrete floor. Even Jesus had some straw and a manger to lie in,” she grumbled as she stripped her sweater and balled it up beneath Geraldine’s head. She stroked Geraldine’s sweating brow with the sleeve of her t-shirt and then stripped that too as the labouring woman let out another long groan. 
 
   “I am so sorry Amy but you are going to have to help me out of my underwear. I don’t think I am going to be able to hang on much longer.” Geraldine groaned painfully as another contraction gripped her. 
 
   Amy felt for Geraldine’s legs and then lifted her skirt to help her undress.
 
   “Well, if nothing this darkness covers any personal embarrassment. Look, Geraldine as you have far more experience having babies than I, I’m not going to do anything unless you need my help, okay? So you tell me if anything feels uncomfortable or abnormal.”
 
   Geraldine gasped in relief as the contraction stopped again and she let out an almost hysterical laugh.
 
   “If the situation wasn’t quite so horrible I might find that remark really funny.”
 
   Amy laughed with her friend but she felt tears run of near despair down her cheeks.  She wrapped her arm around Geraldine’s shoulder and held the woman in her arms as she wiped the sweat that gathered and ran down her face.
 
    
 
   Paul burst through the gate at the end of the herb garden. The metal squealed on its hinges and bounced back, clattering against the stonework behind him. He’d taken only a few paces before he stumbled over the uneven forest ground and before he knew it he had hit something much more solid than himself. He stepped back from the tree and tried to calm his furious breathing. At this stage he couldn’t decide if he was more angry at himself for believing that she would stay with him or at her for actually having the front to leave him. He clenched his hands at his sides knowing that if he didn’t calm down he was going to lash out and probably hurt himself far more than whatever he hit. 
 
   He lifted a tentative hand to feel the tree in front of him and then leaned into it and rested his forehead against the rough bark. He couldn’t believe that she had actually gone. This last week with her had been the best of his life. Hope had risen up in him, had spilled light onto his blackened horizon and he’d stupidly thought that it had cast its glow over her too. 
 
   She’d given so much of herself to him, loving him every time he’d demanded it of her, giving herself to him over and over. He’d woken every morning with her plastered to his side, his arms clasped tightly around her soft body, her glorious hair drifting all over his face and he’d wanted it forever. That she had not wanted him in the same way had never even crossed his mind.
 
   He pushed back from the tree and rubbed his forehead. He could feel the indentations of the bark and he let out a grim laugh as massaged them away. And then he just stood there, his heart aching with a grief he couldn’t describe and he knew that even in his worst depths of despair at being blinded he had never felt as alone and as bleak as he did now. 
 
   There was a sound behind him but he couldn’t face anyone yet. 
 
   “Go away. I want to be alone,” he ground out savagely.
 
   “But she didn’t go.” Ellen spoke quickly knowing that in his present mood she may not get another chance. Paul stood stock still and held his breath as Ellen carried on. “She was booked on the flight but she didn’t make it. She was a ‘no show’.”
 
   Paul spun back to Ellen. He looked as though he was about to collapse again and she moved to him instantly. He grabbed hold of her and held on as though she were his last lifeline.
 
   “She was leaving me but then didn’t go. If she didn’t go to the airport maybe she changed her mind,” he spoke hesitantly and the hope in his tone had tears brimming in Ellen’s eyes.
 
   She dashed them away furiously. She knew that Paul would hate any signs of pity.
 
   “Come back and help us find her Paul. I know that she wouldn’t leave you without some proper explanation and that phone call isn’t telling us the whole story. You heard how it ended abruptly, she could have been about to say that she’d be back on Saturday.”
 
   Paul couldn’t let his heart hope that much. He bit back his feelings and took a deep breath as his mind analysed her words. He frowned suddenly as he realized what she was saying.
 
   “Find her? Surely she will just come back here if she missed her flight.”
 
   Ellen tried to keep her voice calm.
 
   “But that’s the problem. She went to pick up the tiles with Geraldine earlier and we don’t know where she is either. If they are together then maybe they are both just very late but if they’re not then we have no idea where either of them are and with Geraldine in her condition that’s not a good sign. Patrick’s trying to check their movements today but we’ve come up with a big blank so far. All we know for sure is that they were together when they picked up the tiles. Please come and help us find them Paul,” she pleaded.
 
   He stood resolutely for a moment longer but then came towards her, his jaw set in determination as they walked back through the gate and herb garden. He spoke softly as they neared the back door to the kitchen.
 
   “I’ll help you find Geraldine, Ellen, you know I will but I’m not laying myself or my heart on the line again. If Amy wants to go then she can go. I’m not going to try and keep her here ever again.” 
 
   Ellen walked ahead and opened the door. She was about to speak again but the scullery door opposite suddenly slammed open and a breathless David ran into the kitchen.
 
   “What’s going on? I rang Geraldine but her phone is turned off and I tried Amy too but there’s no response from her either. I rang Geraldine’s mother in case they had dropped by and she said that you rang her a while ago asking the same questions.”
 
   Ellen quickly moved to her brother’s side. She placed a steady hand on his arm and waited until he looked down at her before she spoke.
 
   “We are trying to find out where they are David. Amy left Paul a message about going home to England but she didn’t make the flight.” She held up her hand as her brother looked as though he was about to explode. “It’s no use you going all ape on us. We need to keep clear heads. We don’t know that anything is wrong yet. It’s not late; the shops will have only just begun to close. They could be coming up the drive any moment now so will you please stop acting like a cave man and calm down.”
 
   David wasn’t buying it and neither was Paul.
 
   “There’s something wrong and you know it. Even if Amy was leaving me, Geraldine should have been back hours ago and Amy would never have turned off her phone with Geraldine in her condition. She knew that David would be worried. Even if their phones have run out of battery we should still be able to contact them on the car phone but that’s not working either.”
 
   Patrick glanced up at the clock on the wall. Seven thirty was way past when he would have expected the women to come home. He took a deep breath and came to a decision he’d been trying to put off. 
 
   “Dave, go get Joe and those Marines in here. There’s something we all have to discuss.” 
 
   Ellen’s head jerked up.
 
   “What have they to do with anything? They are our guests.” Her heart tripped as Patrick shook his head.
 
   “Well strictly speaking that’s true, but there’s something else we have to talk about too and I’m afraid that you cannot be part of it Ellen,” he winced at his wife’s furious glare.
 
   “Fine. I’ll go and find Lucy to help serve the rest of our guests and you will tell me what’s going on later. Put that dinner in the lift and I will get one of the men upstairs to help me with it to the tables. You stay here David. I’ll send those Marines or whoever they are right down.” She marched out of the kitchen without a backward glance at any of the men.
 
    
 
   David covered his ears as Paul bellowed.
 
   “You knew I was telling the truth about that bastard and you didn’t fucking tell me!” He raged as he pounded his fist into the kitchen table. 
 
   Patrick didn’t even blink.
 
   “Of course I knew. As soon as I heard what had happened in that job centre, I knew. You must have one of the best brains in the army; there was no way that you would have made an error of that magnitude. But I didn’t have any evidence so I did the best I could in a bad situation. These American guys were the elite when they were in their unit and their CO was fine with them coming here. Our chaps were covered from head to foot in red tape, what with that European agreement we have,” his voice was calmer than he felt.
 
   David slumped down into a chair. He shot a glassy gaze from one man to the other.
 
   “Someone please tell me that my wife and baby are going to be safe. I don’t care who is to blame for this bloody shambles, I just want to know where Geraldine is.”
 
   Paul spun around at his friend’s desperate tone.
 
   “We’ll find them Dave. Mick and his team are already out there searching. We know they were already at the tiling place before lunch and we know that Amy missed her flight for whatever reason so we just have to follow their route from between those two points in time,” his tone was calmer again. He turned back to Patrick, his face a little less angry. “I wish you had told me that you believed me about that pig. I assumed that everyone thought I had a screw loose.” 
 
   Patrick breathed out a relieved sigh.
 
   “When Amy originally rang Dave she was desperate to keep you out of prison. She’d already guessed that things would go against you and had called up Gemma. When we arrived at court, I hadn’t even considered that the bastard would come after you. And when you think about it, he didn’t. You had been found guilty, no one believed that you recognized a terrorist’s voice. It didn’t matter what you said against him ever again, no one would ever accept your word. But when the judge had his wonderful idea to keep you out of trouble and Amy had to come along here too I just knew there would be problems. She’d seen Samadi sitting in the courtroom. She was the only one who had believed you right from the beginning and she could identify him so it stood to reason that she would be followed. I know he left England the day after we came here but no one knows his whereabouts now. It seems like he’s disappeared into thin air but I knew he’d be out there somewhere just waiting to get hold of her.” He leaned forwards and gripped Paul on the shoulder. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you before but I couldn’t until the man made a move. I didn’t even know how he would get to you or Amy and we don’t even know if he has them now so just try to keep calm until Joe and the Marines make their report. They’re checking everything that we thought of before I call in reinforcements.”
 
   There was a footstep at the kitchen door and Joe strode in. He didn’t bother making any small talk.
 
   “We’ve covered every shop and restaurant from Morlaix to Brest and then back to here by whatever route. None of them have seen Geraldine today. We’ve double checked to make sure but everyone says the same. Apart from the fact that she’s enormously pregnant, most of the restaurateurs know her anyway. They wouldn’t hesitate to tell us if she’d been in today. We know Amy didn’t make the flight and we’re checking all garages in case of breakdowns but we don’t think it could be that. Geraldine would have rung or asked the breakdown services to call us.  Mick and the others have been through all the likely shop owners that they might have visited and I rang Alex too. He can still get access to all the right people via the internet and he’s seeing if he can access any CCTV or traffic cameras. Gemma and James refuse to stay at home and are booked on the late flight into Brest. James said he’s reserved a hire car at the airport so we can continue the search without interruption.” He looked anxiously towards David. 
 
   David closed his eyes and pressed his fingers to his temples as he tried to calm his frayed nerves.
 
   “We’ve checked at the hospitals, the doctors’ surgeries, the chemists. Where the hell would they go all afternoon where no one could find them? Someone must have seen the two of them somewhere. I mean, you can’t hide women who look like they do. Geraldine is the most spectacular woman on the whole planet, even more so now that she is carrying my child and Amy is gorgeous too. They both stand out a bloody mile.”
 
   Patrick narrowed his eyes.
 
   “You’re right. We’ve been going about this the wrong way. No one has seen them because they weren’t anywhere they could be seen. That means they didn’t stop anywhere after they collected the tiles, but they didn’t come back here so where would they go?”
 
   David, Joe and Patrick all stared at one another for a moment.
 
   “The new château !” David leapt up from his chair as they yelled in unison but Joe suddenly frowned.
 
   “Why would they go there? No one was there to help them unload the tiles today because of the strike.”
 
   Patrick marched around the table.
 
   “They didn’t know there was a strike when they left here this morning. The farmer’s union didn’t call the rest of the general workers out in support until lunch time. Jean-Paul came and told us right before Paul and the others joined you at the zip wire.”
 
   David scratched his head.
 
   “But they would have phoned us from there if they had a problem.”
 
   Patrick picked up his car keys and headed for the door.
 
   “There’s no phone line set up yet and the mobile signal is a bit dodgy on the coast. They may not have been able to get through. We don’t have a better idea at the moment and we have to check before we call in the authorities.” He nearly slammed into Ellen as she suddenly appeared in the doorway. 
 
   She looked worriedly up at her husband.
 
   “Sorry, but I couldn’t wait upstairs. I overheard you talking. I meant to say something last week but I just forgot with all our new guests arriving. I really didn’t like one of those new workers of Jean-Paul’s. I know Jean-Paul said that he is Eastern European but he barely spoke anyway so I don’t know how anyone could tell where he came from. He kept staring at Amy when we were at the château  and the looks he gave you Paul, well, they were alarming. I thought I must have been imagining it but after hearing Patrick say about the man who tortured you following Amy here…” she hesitated as the atmosphere thickened around her. “I mean, do any of us know where this man really came from? Did you even get to see him, Patrick? I never saw a picture of Samadi so I wouldn’t know what he looked like. Could he be disguised as Jean-Paul’s new worker?” She was greeted with a stunned silence and then Paul spoke up.
 
   “About six foot tall with a heavy build but not fat. Forty I’d guess by now, perhaps a little  younger. It’s hard to tell with all that beard. Dark brown hair and eyes with deep creases in the corners. Terrible teeth, crooked and black at the gum line.  He stank of stale tobacco back then too.” His description was vivid but Ellen frowned.
 
   Patrick took hold of her hand and pulled her towards the computer. He opened a new file and tapped quickly on the keyboard as prompts for passwords appeared on the screen. A sketch of a man suddenly appeared and Patrick stood back so that she could get a good look but she shook her head at her husband.
 
    “I don’t know. Right sort of age and height I suppose. He has no beard now but he does have strange skin. Pasty looking. Crinkled eyes for sure but a lot of forty year old men have crow’s feet. I never saw his teeth and fortunately didn’t get close enough to smell him,” she sounded very unsure.
 
   Patrick gave her a grim smile.
 
   “Don’t worry Ellen. I didn’t really get a good look at him when I was in England either. He had left the court by the time I finished speaking to the judge but I know he had a beard then. I bet he shaved it off as soon as he realized that he was likely to be recognized again. He knew something was going to happen when I turned up with Amy and he legged it pretty quickly but he could have had friends in the gallery who would report the outcome to him easily enough.”  
 
   David threw up his hands in dismay.
 
   “You could have shared this information with us earlier Patrick.  He could have attacked Amy or Paul at any time.”
 
   Patrick shook his head.
 
    “I know I could have handled it better but Geraldine wasn’t well and I didn’t want to give you anything more to worry about. I sent the artist’s pictures from Paul’s original file to all the agencies but they keep coming back with the same old thing. They’re sticking to their line that Samadi was killed when they rescued Paul from the village and the guy at court was just some random bystander. I’ve asked them to re interview him and Paul’s rescue team in case anything has come to light since but I’m still waiting for a response. When I sent the sketch to…” he coughed and looked around at the others before raising his eyebrows and adding innocently, “to some friends in the States, they took an immediate interest as he looked remarkably similar to a suspect who had slipped through their nets a few years back. As soon as I heard that Jean-Paul had new staff I had the Marines flown in. They have been trying to find evidence to confirm his identity but even though I suspected that the easiest way to get at you would be through the building site, without any concrete proof…” Patrick blew out an exasperated breath. 
 
   Paul shook with barely contained anger.
 
   “Concrete proof, my arse! I knew I was right as soon as I heard the bastard. Do they really think I would forget the pig that took my sight? I had to listen to him goading me and laughing at me for two fucking days while he dripped acid in my eyes. I’ll never forget the sound of his voice as long as I live,” he almost choked on his words. He took a deep, calming breath and regained some control over his emotions.  “Joe, get hold of Jean-Paul and discover what you can about those two new workmen and see where they are tonight. We’ll go on to the château  and see if the girls are there or if there’s anything that might lead us to them. Even if she has left me, if that bastard has been there and so much as touched even a single hair of Amy’s head I’ll strangle him with my bare hands.”
 
   David grunted from behind him.
 
   “You won’t get the chance mate, because I will have done it right before you. Come on, let’s go.” 
 
   Ellen ran behind them.
 
   “I’m coming too. Just give me two secs to pick up some sheets from the laundry.” She dashed off into the scullery and reappeared moments later with a pile of clean linen.
 
   David threw up his hands in exasperation again.
 
   “What on earth are you doing? We aren’t going to need any dust sheets right now.”
 
   Ellen rolled her eyes at him and then shoved him around to follow the other men.
 
   “You blithering idiot!” She hissed as she followed him up the stairs. “Your wife is about to have a baby. If she’s at the château  and has had any type of shock or has been hurt at all then she may go into labour. We’re going to need something clean for both her and your child. There’s nothing at that building site that’s good enough for either of them.”
 
   David gulped noisily and felt the blood drain from his face as he began taking the stairs two at a time.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Joe swung the car wildly through the château  gates narrowly missing the stone gateposts in his haste to arrive at the château . Gravel spat from the wheels as he raced the car up the long drive and round to the front of the huge building.
 
   David leapt out and careered up the steps with Patrick close behind him before the car had even stopped. They charged through the huge doors and stopped suddenly as silence greeted them. 
 
   “Geraldine!” David yelled at the top of his voice.
 
   There was no answer and he spun around as Joe and Paul came in through the doors. 
 
   “There’s no car outside. I just took a quick look around the back too. It’s almost dark but as far as I can see there’s nothing to show that they’ve been here today.” Joe stared around the high hall. 
 
   Paul made his way towards the stairs.
 
   “Am I all clear?” He asked as he moved with more than his normal caution.
 
   David came up to his side.
 
   “There are some bags of plaster just at the bottom of the stairs but if you keep to the right you’ll be fine. We’ll check this floor while you go up to the top floor. We’ll meet you somewhere in the middle.”
 
   Paul nodded and strode confidently across the floor. He mounted the stairs and ran up four flights. 
 
   “Amy! Can you hear us?” His voice echoed back at him as he walked quickly along the corridor and into each room. There was nothing but the sound of silence.
 
   Joe followed him calling the women’s names as he worked his way through the château . Paul leaned over the wooden banisters and shouted down into the hall.
 
   “Nothing up here. Just building stuff and dust everywhere from the plastering but that’s it,” he coughed as Joe kicked up even more plaster particles as he passed behind him. “Someone check the cellar.” 
 
   David was already on his way down the stairs. He turned into the huge room and marched over to the plastic garden chairs. One of them lay sideways on the floor. Patrick frowned as he noticed the boxes of golden tiles stacked against the side of the pallet.
 
   “Well they were here for sure, but there’s no way they would have brought this lot down. The boxes are way too heavy for a start. Someone was here to help them.” He picked up one of the boxes and hefted it in his hands as if to check the weight. He put it down again on top of the stack of blue tiles and picked up one of the dirty mugs that sat there. There was a smear of pale lipstick around the rim. “And they had tea too. I wonder who made it for them? The electricity isn’t turned on anywhere down here and they would have to know how to work the generator to boil water.” He turned around slowly in the room as footsteps clattered down the stairs behind him.
 
   Ellen came running in panting. She held up her phone as she spoke quickly.
 
   “I just drove to where I could pick up a signal. Alex has spotted Geraldine’s car on a motorway traffic camera about an hour away from Paris. Mick and the men are going to check but they are going to be a while catching up. Alex has called in the gendarme to help stop them.”
 
   Paul and Joe joined the group.
 
   “What the hell would they be doing near Paris? That’s one hell of a shopping trip they are on if it’s them.”
 
   Ellen breathed out slowly.
 
   “It’s not them. Alex pulled up the picture and enlarged it. He sent it through to my phone. It’s not the guy that kept staring at Amy either, I’d recognize him anywhere. This is the other worker and he looks petrified.” She held up her mobile phone for them all to see.
 
   David grabbed the phone and passed his fingers over the screen to enlarge the picture even more.
 
   “He’s on his own. There’s no one in the passenger seat or the back of the car. Where’s the other guy and what the hell has he done with my wife!” He bellowed in outrage.
 
   Paul began to pace up and down the room. 
 
   “If this man has Geraldine’s car he must have been here when Amy and Geraldine arrived and the other one would be about somewhere too. It was hard to stop those guys working at all. They knew that Amy was picking up those gold tiles today and maybe they guessed she would come straight here with them. If he was after her because he thought she recognized him then that bloody strike would have given him the perfect opening to grab her. The rest of the workforce packed up at lunchtime so he only had to sit and wait here for the women to arrive with the tiles. Geraldine has been caught up in the mess just because she was with Amy.” 
 
   Patrick looked at the used mug again.
 
   “But why make a cup of tea for them if he was going to get rid of them? And where and how has he got rid of them? Even pregnant Geraldine wouldn’t have gone down without a fight and Amy’s no pushover either. Unless the man with the car wasn’t part of it.” He looked down at the picture on the phone again. “You’re right Ellen, he does look scared. What if he’s just making a getaway because he scared he’s going to be implicated.” He looked around the empty room carefully. Apart for the stack of tiles and a few tools there was nothing else there. The freshly cemented hole dug for the therapy pool was empty too. “There’s no one here. Samadi must have had his own transport and taken them somewhere else. Come on, we’ll go and see how far Mick and the men have got. We can catch them up if we put our foot down.” He began walking out of the basement when he noticed drag marks in the dust. He was about to mention them when there was a great noise behind him as Paul crashed straight into the wall at the end of the room. 
 
   Paul swore loudly and Joe rushed forwards to help him back to his feet.
 
   “Under normal circumstances I would have killed myself laughing at you doing that but I suspect that you are too stressed to appreciate my humour at the moment.” Joe lugged Paul up from the floor and began brushing him down. He stopped and looked down at his hands as the plaster dust stuck to them. Paul wiped his hand over his face and picked a piece of damp plaster from his forehead. He rolled the pale pink substance between his fingers and felt it crumble into lumps.
 
   “That’s odd. It’s still damp. It should have dried hours ago if they had worked on this before the strike.” He reached out with his fingertips and touched the cold surface in front of him. It was definitely still damp.
 
   He suddenly turned in the opposite direction and began pacing out the room. The others stared at him as he crashed into the wall at the other end of the basement but Paul just turned and aimed a finger down the room.
 
   “Who has moved that wall?” He pointed back to his original crash site.
 
   David looked at him as if he were a lunatic.
 
   “Nobody has moved a wall you great idiot. You’ve just miscounted. Calm down and come here. We need to think rationally if we are going to catch this guy up.”
 
   Paul ignored his friend and strode furiously back down the room. He reached out in front of him as he neared the wall and touched the surface gently. He ran his fingertips down the surface and then dug his nails into the soft plaster. It was way newer than it should have been.
 
   He set his jaw in grim determination as he turned to his friends.
 
   “I don’t miscount Dave. I can’t afford to. I’d end up with a constantly broken nose. Someone has moved this wall inwards by about two meters. Find me a sledgehammer,” his tone brooked no argument and Joe scanned around the room quickly. There was no sledgehammer but there were two shovels left from where they had dug the original hole for the pool. Joe picked them up and passed one to Paul. 
 
   They both attacked the wall at the same time. Wet plaster fell in clumps revealing damp plasterboard beneath. David rushed forwards and grabbed the edge of a now damaged board. He pulled with all his might and tore the top layer away.
 
   “This is only hours old. Geraldine!” He bellowed as the hole became wider. He dragged insulation away from the boarding and pressed his palm to the inside wall. He held his finger up for Paul and Joe to stop pounding the wall.
 
   There was a short silence and then there was some sudden thumping on the inside wall and Amy’s voice sounded faintly back at them.
 
   “David is that you? Can you hurry,” there was a panicked desperation to her tone.
 
   Paul pressed his hands to the wall as though he could feel Amy through it. His face was a picture of horror.
 
   “My God! He sealed them up in there. I’m going to kill him!” He lifted the shovel again and aimed it at the wall. 
 
   A few minutes later they had widened the hole in the first wall and were through to the rest of the insulation. Patrick grabbed Joe’s arm.
 
   “Slow down. We need to check that they are well back. We don’t want to hit either one of them.” 
 
   Paul stopped slamming the wall. 
 
   “Amy? Get as far back from this side as you can,” he waited for an answer but an almighty scream of pain drowned out Amy’s response. 
 
   Ellen grabbed a chair and shoved it behind a horrified David as his knees gave way while Joe, Paul and Patrick tore furiously into the plasterboard on the other side of the opening. Studwork splintered and suddenly a small gap appeared. Paul was about to shove his head through when Amy’s face appeared. She was flushed and sweating but instead of bursting into tears as anyone of them might have expected, she immediately began shouting orders.
 
   “I need towels and some clean cloths. Now!” She yelled to the men and Ellen rushed forwards with the bundle of clean linen that she had brought in from the car. She shoved past the men forced the sheets through the tiny hole at Amy’s outstretched hands and Amy disappeared back into the darkness. 
 
   The men immediately began attacking the hole again, widening it until they could all reach inside and wrench the plasterboard back together. A great lump suddenly gave way and all three men fell back on the floor just as another scream rent the air. Patrick scrambled backwards as David launched himself towards the now man sized gap and attempted to thrust his body through.
 
   “Geraldine!” His frantic yell was drowned out by the loud cries of a new-born baby and a semi naked Amy, clad only in her bra and jeans suddenly turned around to face him. She gave him a huge, if relieved smile as she passed him the yelling bundle wrapped in a wad of white sheets.
 
   “Congratulations!” She cried as she wiped the sweat from her brow. “Can you just keep a hold of this little scrap while I finish helping your wife? She’s had a bit of a time of it and I need to see that everything is okay so if all you men wouldn’t mind standing back…” She flapped her hands at them all while David gazed down in wonder at the squalling baby in his arms.
 
   The next few minutes were pandemonium as Geraldine called for her husband and Joe ran outside to phone for an ambulance. Although Amy was sure everything had gone well the trauma of the situation and the quality of the surroundings left a lot to be desired and she insisted that Geraldine was checked over by a doctor. 
 
   David sat on the floor and held his wife in his arms as she cuddled their baby and when the paramedics arrived only a few minutes later they were all whisked off with speedy efficiency.
 
   Ellen stood beside Amy and looked at her with concern.
 
   “Are you sure that you don’t need to see a doctor too?”
 
   Amy shook her head.
 
   “No, I’m fine. No injuries or anything. I’m not sure what was in the tea he gave us but the drugs seem to have worn off okay. I’m just relieved to be out of that hole,” she took a shuddering breath. “I thought we were going to be stuck in there forever at one point. I can’t tell you the relief I felt when I heard the men tearing down the wall.”
 
   Joe frowned down at her.
 
   “I just don’t understand how he could have done all that work in a few hours. I mean, he built the studwork, covered it with plasterboard, soundproofed it and plastered it all within a few hours.”
 
   Patrick picked up a piece of the broken wood at his feet.
 
   “The framework for the wall was already up. Jean-Paul’s crew managed that before the strike. This area is going to be the sauna room but he just filled in the doorway. No one else knew how far the workers had progressed with the wall before the strike was called as we were all at home. Screwing in a few sheets of plasterboard doesn’t take a moment when you have all the right tools and equipment. Paul has been telling me for the last three weeks how much more efficient than the French guys these two were. They haven’t been sticking to the proper working hours or lunchtimes so they probably just carried on when they heard about the strike today.”
 
   Ellen stared back at the tiny room and shuddered visibly.
 
   “They must have just taken the opportunity to get rid of Amy when the situation arose. There’s no way they could have planned it but you can see the sense in what they did. They didn’t harm the women because that might have left evidence but they knew no one would bother looking for a false wall in a basement. We wouldn’t have known how far they had progressed. If Paul hadn’t crashed into it we would have just built the new wall further into the room. None of us would have been any the wiser. Even if we had thought something was awry we would have just assumed the measurements were wrong in the first place.” 
 
   Paul lifted his head to Ellen. 
 
   “We have to find Samadi. Has anyone heard any more from Mick? Did they catch up with them in the end?”
 
   Patrick began walking towards the basement steps and Joe followed.
 
   “We can find out soon but I really want to get back home. Lucy will be worried to death and we need to inform the services about the men. We have to get hold of Jean-Paul too. I don’t suspect him of any wrong doing but he may be able to supply us with a better picture of the man. I think they would have had to leave some kind of picture identification for him to apply for their tax status for their wages.”
 
   Ellen gave a small snort of derision.
 
   “Knowing Jean-Paul, until they were established in his team he would be paying them cash. You know how it works over here. The tax he would have had to pay for them to work here legally would have been a fortune until he knew that they were going to be worth it. I doubt he has anything useful.” She clasped Amy about the waist and walked with her to the stairs. 
 
   Amy held back and stared up at Paul, wondering why he hadn’t taken her in his arms or even spoken to her yet but Paul didn’t even turn in her direction. He lifted his chin and straightened his shoulders resolutely as he followed Patrick and Joe up the stairs, never even giving her a moment’s notice. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   He still hadn’t come to her. Amy sat on the terrace breathing in the fresh night air. She had complained of a headache not long after arriving back at the château  and had slunk away as the frantic search for the workmen continued. 
 
   Paul hadn’t acknowledged her existence during all the excitement downstairs. Robbie followed Amy out onto the terrace. He was desperate to see his parents and was more than a little upset that nobody had bothered to find out if the baby was a boy or horror of horrors, another girl. He frowned furiously at Amy when she replied to his question that she hadn’t actually thought to look.
 
   “What do you mean, you didn’t look? Everyone looks. It’s the first thing everyone asks too. Didn’t you just see, I mean, they come out naked. Or don’t you know the difference Amy?” His quizzical brows shot up suddenly as he leaned forwards and whispered to her. “Girls have two bottoms but the front one is flatter than the one at the back. I’ve seen Rose’s and Fran’s and Anne’s when they get their nappies changed,” he gave her a conspiratorial nod in Amy’s direction as though he was the only person in the world who knew this very important snippet of information. 
 
   Amy stifled a laugh.
 
   “Sorry Robbie, it was dark in the room and I didn’t see. I wrapped the tiny thing in the sheets and gave the baby to your papa. There was a bit of a commotion and I don’t think he thought to look either. We were all just so relieved that your mama was okay and out of that place.” She didn’t want to scare the boy with details of their ordeal but she wasn’t going to tell him that it hadn’t happened.
 
   Robbie pursed his lips. 
 
   “Well, I hope they come home soon. I want to know now. I have to make plans for what to play with it. I want to play boy games. I want to show the baby the frogs in the pond.”
 
   Amy ruffled his hair.
 
   “Whatever it is, the baby is going to be far too small to play games or to see frogs for a while. You forget how big you are already.”
 
   Robbie looked up at her with wide eyes. He looked a little sad as he nodded wisely and sighed dramatically.
 
   “I suppose I am getting a bit old now. I’m eight. There’s a girl at my school who says she’s going to marry me. We’re too young at the moment but when I am old enough I’m going to do it all different to you lot,” he took Amy’s hand and smiled up at her. “Trust the adults to get it all wrong all the time. When you and Paul get married and start having babies, you make sure you have the boy ones all together. It’s not fair otherwise.”
 
   Amy laughed and glanced back through the wide doors into the hall. Her cheeks flushed as she caught sight of Paul but he was deeply engrossed in a conversation with Patrick and didn’t he look up as Patrick suddenly lifted his head and glanced back in her direction. Amy couldn’t help the unease that fluttered in her heart. Something was badly wrong, she knew it but she couldn’t speak to him yet. They needed to find Samadi and nothing was going to stop Patrick and the others from doing that, not even Amy’s breaking heart.
 
   Ellen came out onto the terrace with a glass of wine for Amy and a mug of hot chocolate for Robbie.
 
   “Bed time soon young man. Your papa is on his way home. Gemma and James have just picked him up from the hospital.  He’s going to come and tuck you in. Mama is staying in hospital just for the night. Nothing is wrong but the doctors want to make sure she is okay.” She sat down and watched as Robbie downed his bedtime drink and then ran back to Lucy who was waiting for him by the château  doors. Ellen looked over at Amy. “Are you really feeling okay? It was a dreadful experience for you too. I don’t want you to think we aren’t making a fuss of you.”
 
   Amy shook her head and took a sip of the wine. It was deliciously cool and soothed her frayed nerves.
 
   “Honestly, I am fine. I think I had too much to do to take much notice of the situation really. I was far more worried about Geraldine and the baby though I confess that when I heard all that noise as they bashed down the wall, I was more than a little relieved. I don’t want to think about the possible consequences if Paul hadn’t walked into the wall. It must be the only time that I can say I’m glad he’s blind. No one else would have been any the wiser if he hadn’t.” She gave a long shudder and drank another mouthful of the wine.
 
   Ellen sat quietly for a moment and then she followed Amy’s gaze. It was back on Paul who still wasn’t making any move to find her.
 
   “Why did you leave him?” She asked quietly. “I thought you were in love with him.”
 
   Amy’s head shot back to Ellen.
 
   “What do you mean? I didn’t leave him. I was going to go back to England to sort out my job reference and the judge’s report but I was hoping to get that done quickly and be back here by the weekend. Pity, I missed my flight this evening and now I won’t be able to sort it out until next week because that blasted judge only accepts appointments on Wednesday afternoons and Thursday mornings. I’ll have to reschedule my flights… though by the way Paul is acting now I’m beginning to wonder if I should bother. He hasn’t even looked at me since you found us,” her voice hitched and she fought back useless tears.
 
   Ellen slumped in her chair.
 
   “I think you two need to have a talk. He thought you were leaving him. We all did. Your phone message wasn’t very clear.” 
 
   Amy snorted into her wine.
 
   “I don’t see how much clearer I could have made it. I told him I was catching today’s flight and I’d be back by Friday night. I also said that I knew that he wouldn’t want me to go so I was sneaking off so he couldn’t try to keep me with him or attempt to come too. If that judge decides to lock Paul up he still can whatever my report says. I thought it best if he stays here and keeps out of the judge’s way.” 
 
   Ellen let out a low laugh.
 
   “I knew there was a misunderstanding. Your message was too long for his voice mailing service. We only heard the bit where you said that you were leaving and you thought it best if he didn’t know. Then the message cut off just after you said that you thought it was best to leave while he wasn’t around. I thought he was going to have a breakdown of some sort. You’ll have to sort it out with him. He thinks that you don’t want him.”
 
   Amy let out a small cry of horror.
 
   “How could he ever think that? I was only going back for a few days. Apart from the judge and my job I need to sort out about letting out my flat and booking storage services until I know where I am going to live here. I know I don’t have much contact with my mother but I still have to go and see her too. I had to go home for myself as much as Paul and I still need to go but I was never going to leave him. I love him,” her voice rose in panic.
 
   Ellen gave a deep sigh.
 
   “That’s one of the failings of messaging services. There’s never enough time to say what you want before it all cuts out on you. He’s never going to be convinced that you were coming back unless we can get the whole of your message onto his voice mail.”
 
   Amy pushed up out of her chair to go to him immediately but there was a sudden squeal of tyres on the driveway as the marines arrived back at the château . They piled out of the car and ran straight into the château . 
 
   Patrick, Paul and Joe met them on the steps and Amy and Ellen listened as Mick started making their report.
 
   “The French national police took him. They told us some of what happened and gave us his initial statement. The guy was petrified. He’d helped Geraldine down into the basement because it was just about the only clean area in the place. He didn’t know that Samadi had anything planned. He’d only met him at the train station as he arrived in France and Samadi told him that he knew where they could get work. He didn’t know what the hell was going on and was panicked when Amy collapsed from the drugged tea but it was only when Geraldine keeled over too that he realized that something was seriously amiss. As soon as he grasped what his mate was going to do he took off in Geraldine’s car. Amy had given him the keys and asked him to go and call David or an ambulance from town but when they both passed out he was freaked and ran. He reckoned it would take him about seven or eight hours to get out of France and he thought the women would be fine until he was well out of the way. He was going to call us with the info as soon as he was out of France.” Mick sucked in a breath and then carried on. “I guess I believe the man. The police say he was heading straight up the motorway and he didn’t look like he was going to stop anywhere until he had crossed the border into Belgium.”
 
   Paul frowned deeply.
 
   “So where’s Samadi then. I want that bastard caught,” he growled. Amy’s heart gave a lurch of relief. He may not be showing it to her but he obviously cared about her. Paul carried on. “Geraldine could have been in all sorts of trouble. She or the baby could have died! If they had come to any harm it would have been murder. Amy shouldn’t have even been over here. I didn’t need her to babysit me in the first place. If she hadn’t come then that bastard wouldn’t have taken Geraldine too.” 
 
   Amy blanched at his vehemence. Did he really think that it was her fault? Tears leaked from her eyes and she dashed them away with her hand. She looked down as she felt Ellen clasp her forearm but shook her hand away. She couldn’t bear the sympathy. Amy placed her glass of wine back on the table and turned away from the hall. 
 
   “I’ll come back when it’s quieter. He’ll never listen to reason at the moment. I’m just going to take a short walk around the château . It’s a beautiful night and it will calm me down before I have to face the stubborn fool,” she whispered more to herself than anyone else.
 
   There was more crunching on the gravel behind her as another car with a grinning David and two more occupants arrived. Amy quickly moved away from the doors. She didn’t recognize these new people and she just wasn’t up to meeting anyone else. So long as Geraldine and her baby were safe, everything else could wait. She walked quickly around to the corner tower and gave a brief glance back to the front of the château  as she suddenly heard car doors slamming and the whoops of joy as the friends all reunited.
 
    
 
   Paul stood back from the crowd. He wanted to be part of the celebration to welcome Gemma and James but his heart just wasn’t in it. Right at that moment it felt as though he didn’t have a heart at all. His body felt hollow and he rubbed the skin on his chest through his shirt as his stomach rolled into knots. He hadn’t heard Amy’s voice in the last hour and he was missing it. Badly. 
 
   He knew that Ellen had taken a glass of wine out to the courtyard for her but she wasn’t there now. The gentle perfume that had delighted his nose for weeks was long gone and he was missing it more than he wanted to admit but he couldn’t give in now. If he let her back into his heart he knew it would only be torn from him when she left again. That she was here now wasn’t the issue. She had been about to leave him. Just because she had been sealed in a room and missed her flight didn’t change that insurmountable fact.
 
   He turned back into the entrance hall and nearly fell as he stumbled over a carelessly dropped bag. He straightened up shuddered as someone grabbed hold of his arm to steady him.
 
   Mick frowned at Paul’s furious scowl.
 
   “Sorry man, I only wanted to help,” he took as step back from the clearly angry man in front of him.
 
   Paul took a deep breath and held his temper. If everyone had just chucked their bags around the hall he was going to be in trouble without either his cane or some help.
 
   “It’s okay. I’m just used to the place being clear. Most people make sure they don’t leave anything lying about but what with all the commotion of the evening I think they’ve forgotten,” he grumbled as he moved his foot slowly across the floor.
 
   Mick turned as a woman’s voice spoke behind him.
 
   “Nah, I think they did it deliberately so you couldn’t get away from me. Do you really think I’ve forgotten about that rent you owe me?” Gemma caught hold of Paul and hugged him around his waist.
 
   Paul’s cheeks flushed bright red as he gave his friend a squeeze back.
 
   “Hey, Gemma! I will pay you back. I just need to start my new job.” He tried to sound pleased to see her but he failed miserably.
 
   She slapped him playfully on his arm.
 
   “Idiot, I don’t want the money back. I would have asked for it ages ago if I had needed it. Why are you hiding back here anyway? James wants to see you too you know.” She began pulling him back towards the front doors but Paul stood firm and wouldn’t move. “What’s the matter with you?” She gave him another small tug just as Joe walked into the hall.
 
   “He thinks his girlfriend left him, but she didn’t and she’s still around here somewhere. He won’t listen to her and he doesn’t want to chance seeing her just in case he’s proved wrong and has to eat humble pie.” Joe slapped a huge kiss on Gemma’s cheek.
 
   Gemma grinned wildly.
 
   “Girlfriend? Woo, tell me more. What lucky woman caught you at last and was then foolish enough to let you go again,” she crooned up at Paul. 
 
   Paul frowned so deeply Joe began to laugh as he explained further.
 
   “Ha! He had some message from Amy saying she was going back to England but it cut off before she finished speaking. The fool thinks she’s left him and he’s too stubborn to go and talk to Amy to find out what the rest of the message said,” Joe explained.
 
   Gemma touched Paul’s arm again.
 
   “Is this the Amy that was missing with Geraldine, the one who called me about that assault charge? She sounded really lovely and she was genuinely concerned about you.”
 
   Paul ground his teeth as he tried to keep his cool.
 
   “Look, she was leaving. She had a flight booked and everything. Just because she missed the damned flight doesn’t mean she wouldn’t have gone if she could. Listen to the blasted message if you don’t believe me.” He thrust his phone towards Gemma who took it and scrolled through to his messages. 
 
   Gemma turned on the speakerphone and the hall fell silent as everyone listened. Paul held out his hand for the phone as Amy’s voice cut off but the air moved around him as someone else grabbed it first.
 
   “Why don’t you change the length of message time, then you can hear all of it.” James started tapping keys on the phone. “No one ever bothers changing the default settings but you can if you want. All phone messages are set at 20 seconds but that doesn’t stop the message, only what you hear. Listen now.” He thrust the phone back into Paul’s shaking hand.
 
    
 
   Paul, I’m going home tonight. I’m taking the five o’clock flight from Brest. I know that you will be upset but I need to do this as soon as possible. I thought it best if I go while you are busy at work. If I hang around to see you, you will try to persuade me to change my mind and I can’t. It’s going to take me some time to get the papers signed by the judge and then I have an appointment with my office tomorrow afternoon. I’m putting my flat on the rental market too so I have an estate agent appointment too. I’m going to sort out some storage for my furniture and things until we know where we are going to live. I’ve booked a ferry crossing for me and my car for Friday so I’ll see you at about seven in the evening. Ask Patrick to cook something good for us and we’ll celebrate me coming home. I love you Paul. See you Friday.
 
    
 
   There was more silence in the hall and then Joe laughed at Paul’s stricken expression.
 
   “Hmm, I wonder if Amy was expecting such an overwhelming reaction. John, I think you may be in luck, it doesn’t look as though Paul is interested…” He stopped mid-sentence as Paul growled out.
 
   “No, no one is ever going to get lucky except me. Amy’s mine. I love her.”  He drew in a deep breath as his confession echoed around the hall. 
 
   Ellen walked up to him.
 
   “Yes, well, maybe you had best go and tell her that. You’ve not spoken a word to her since finding her in that cell with Geraldine. She could have been traumatized and you acted like you didn’t care one bit for her. And don’t go without your cane, you stubborn idiot,” she grabbed hold of his arm and forced the extending stick into his hand. “Amy’s walking around the château  to get some air and you’re going to need this if you would rather stay on your feet more than your backside.”
 
   Paul took the proffered cane grudgingly vowing to snap the damned thing in half the minute they could guarantee that he wouldn’t fall arse over anything. He swung the stick out in front of him and everyone moved back as he strode purposefully from the hall.
 
    
 
   Amy sat on a fallen log and stared back at the huge château  wondering if she would ever get the chance to live anywhere so beautiful. The pale stone glowed in the moonlight and shadows climbed its walls as the evening became night. It truly was the most beautiful place and she knew exactly why Ellen had people on waiting lists to come and stay there.
 
   She sighed as she waited, hoping that all the visitors would soon settle down. The night was cooler and the chilling air took the last of her energy. It was becoming late and she was beyond tired. She couldn’t suppress the yawn that made her jaw click as her mouth opened wider that it should go but her teeth snapped shut as she heard a sharp crack behind her.
 
   She spun around to see what animal lurked in the forest gloom and her eyes opened wide as an animal the size of a bear suddenly reared up and lunged towards her. 
 
   She screamed but the sound suddenly cut off as the bear revealed its true identity. The workman from the château  reached out a long arm and fastened his hand around her throat. His fingers squeezed tighter as she struggled against the hard wall of his chest and the smell of rank tobacco assaulted her nose as he breathed deeply over her. 
 
   “Now I have you and this time you will not get away,” his soft voice and perfect if heavily accented English surprised her but she already knew that the man was deadly.
 
   In desperation she lifted her knee sharply. His hand loosened a fraction and he drew in a sharp breath as her leg met the soft flesh between his thighs. More foul breath invaded her senses as she gulped in a lungful of air and she renewed her fight for freedom but then it seemed that he had had enough of her struggles. He took his hand from her neck and brought it down sharply in the hollow between her neck and shoulder.
 
    It was as if a paralysis had hit her. Her knees gave way as her body collapsed under its own weight and the man caught her beneath her arms before she could hit the ground. He lugged her backwards as she fought to remain conscious but the world was spinning wildly out of control and she began panicking as she wondered if she would see the man she loved ever again.
 
    
 
   Paul stopped dead on the path around the château . Her cut off scream wasn’t the full blown shriek that he was used to but he’d know the sound of her voice anywhere. He was about to yell out to her when he heard some gruff mumbling and the scuffling of leaves in the dirt. 
 
   He had no idea what was going on but Amy was definitely not on her own and the person with her did not sound friendly at all. He crept closer to the fracas and suddenly stood up straight as the sound of the man’s voice became clear. 
 
   Utter fury swept through his whole body as he recognized the heavily accented English in a split second. His first thought was to leap on the man, put his hands around his neck and then squeeze tightly but rational thought took over. This fiend was a killer and although under normal circumstances so was Paul, these were nowhere near normal circumstances.
 
   Amy was clearly holding her own for the moment and Paul spun round and ran with his cane sweeping wildly back and forth across the path in front of him. He turned the corner to the front of the château  and took the huge stone steps two at a time before pounded through the doors as he prayed to God and all his angels that Patrick, Joe and the marines were still there. 
 
   Happy chatter greeted his ears as the doors swung open and he yelled to whoever was there.
 
   “He’s got Amy! That murdering terrorist has her out the back. He’s dragging her towards the forest outside the herb garden. Someone help me!” His agonized tone left everyone momentarily speechless and then there was what sounded to him like a stampede of wild horses rushing towards him. To his vast relief no one questioned his assertion as to who had Amy. Patrick hurled instructions to the Marines who tore out of the front doors splitting into two teams as they separated on the château  steps and ran to cut off any attempted retreat. James and Gemma leapt back into their hire car to cut off any escape down the track through the forest.
 
   Joe’s burly arms caught Paul and swept him quickly through the château  and down the stairs to the kitchen. They all ducked as they ran so no one could see them from outside.
 
   “We can follow them from here. How far along the path at the back were you?” Patrick whispered in his ear and Paul felt the man stretching upwards to look out through the window. 
 
   “Forty seven paces from the corner tower. I could hear Amy struggling so I don’t think they would have gone much further. The forest is dense there but I don’t know it well. I haven’t been through it without anyone guiding me so I don’t know how we are going to find them.” Paul bobbed frantically at Patrick’s side.
 
   Patrick put his hand firmly on the top of Paul’s head and held him down.
 
   “For God’s sake keep still. I can’t spot a thing through the window if all I can see is your reflection bouncing up and down. Joe has he passed the gate yet?” 
 
   Joe grunted back.
 
   “Nothing. Did he know you’d spotted him Paul?”
 
   Paul shook his head.
 
   “Not a chance. Amy was struggling with him and she must have hit him where it hurts because I heard all the breath go out of him. I would have tackled him myself but I didn’t want to make the same mistake as I did in the job centre and I didn’t want to chance losing him either. God, if I’ve made a mistake and he hurts her, I will never forgive myself.” 
 
   Patrick put a calming hand on his shoulder.
 
   “You did the right thing. You would never get the better of him in the grounds. There are too many obstacles to trip you. We’ll catch him Paul. He can’t get away by car now even if he has brought one onto the estate and there are only so many places he can hide until we find him. If it comes to it, Joe can track him,” his tone was so reassuring that Paul was about to relax but then thoughts crowded in again.
 
   “He’s not going to keep her alive long enough to track. The bastard is completely ruthless. He’ll cut her throat.” Panic gripped him yet again. “If only those idiots back home had believed me none of this would have happened. I knew it was him all along but they just assumed I was wrong. It’s so bloody frustrating. The only good thing about this whole nightmare has been me meeting Amy. I can’t lose her Patrick, I just can’t,” his last words were almost a sob and Patrick was about to shake him when Joe suddenly hissed.
 
   “A shadow back there. That’s not Mick or the others so it must be Samadi and Amy. He’s following the path. I bet he’s worried he’ll get lost in the forest. He must have some transport somewhere along the perimeter walls.”
 
   Patrick slid sideways along his kitchen counter and pulled Paul along with him. Paul steadied himself and kept his hand on the worktop as Patrick guided him to the back door. His hand struck a wooden block beside the chopping boards and he pulled Patrick to a sharp stop. 
 
   “I’m taking some of these. If there’s any chance I can get him you let me know.”
 
   Patrick took a deep breath as the metal blade of one of his cooking knives glinted in the darkness.
 
   “Jesus Paul, those things are lethal. You know I can’t cook with a blunt blade and it’s pitch black out there.”
 
   Paul gave a grim laugh.
 
   “Like that’s going to make any difference to me and to be honest, the more lethal your knives are the better. I’ll take two just in case I miss the first time. You just tell me where to aim and I’ll get him if the chance arises.” 
 
   Patrick raised his eyebrows as he answered.
 
   “It wasn’t your eyesight in the pitch black I was worrying about, idiot. I was more worried about my own. If I tell you wrong and you hit Amy by mistake, I’m rather more concerned about what you will do to me. Ellen might not be pleased with you.” 
 
   Joe sniggered as he opened the back door quietly.
 
   “You are more likely to get a knife up your backside if you don’t tell him. Look, we’ll just play it as it lies. If there’s chance of a clear shot we’ll let you know okay?” 
 
   Paul pocketed two of the knives and nodded.
 
   “Right, let’s go. We don’t want to lose them now.” They all crept along the herb garden path and slipped through the gate at the end. Joe held the iron gate while it closed and Patrick squinted into the darkness along the edge of the trees. There was a sudden movement at the end of the garden wall and Mick and John came into view.
 
   John whispered in the darkness.
 
   “He’s dragging her along the path. She doesn’t look good but we weren’t sure about any weaponry he might have and didn’t want to take a chance. If he’s got a knife to her throat he could have slit it in a second.” He stepped back as Paul growled deep in his chest.
 
   “If he hurts one single hair of her head, I’m going to kill him with my bare hands. I swear to God that I will see him in hell before he harms another person.” 
 
   Patrick guided Paul along as they all crept along the path following the man when Joe came to a sudden stop. He held up his hand, pointed his finger and signalled for Mick and John to go into the forest and loop round a bend in the path. As Patrick and Joe continued with Paul the cloud overhead cleared and moonlight suddenly shone upon two figures struggling on the path. 
 
   Amy had come round and was fighting again.
 
   “Just let me go. I won’t say who you are. I didn’t even know who you were until now. I never saw you before in my life. I don’t even know why you came to England in the first place. If you had stayed in your own country no one would have been any the wiser. I certainly wouldn’t have been.” 
 
   The man cuffed her with his elbow and slid a knife from his pocket. He pressed it to her throat.
 
   “Don’t lie to me. You stood beside him in court. I knew that you would be a problem as soon as I saw you. No one knew I was in England. Your stupid armed services had seen to that, conveniently reporting my death very prematurely over eight years ago. Fools that thought they could kill me, Samadi! You were the only one who could identify me if the case was ever called into question again. 
 
   But then I made an amazing discovery. I found out that your silly little country gives its citizens money, for doing nothing. I couldn’t let an opportunity like that pass. Even though I was still making a fortune with my drugs ring, if your country is going to give their wealth away who am I to stop them giving some to me? And it is only you who could ruin all that. Well you are not going to get the chance. I never thought those men would find you in that château . Who would have expected a bunch of beaten up, handicapped idiots, one of whom cannot even see what lies before his very eyes, to discover you and the other bitch so quickly. I am only sorry that I lost my friend over it. He was much weaker than I had anticipated,” he grunted as Amy struggled again and landed a sharp kick on his shin.
 
   “You bastard! You have another think coming if you think you can get away with this. Paul will come after you and kill you and you will have deserved it. You took his sight! You evil lump of filth.” Amy caught a lucky break as her arm flailed and she caught the man upside his head. The next thing she heard was a triumphant yell.
 
   ‘Thirty at two o’clock.’ Then something buzzed past her ear. There was a grunt of pain behind her and the man let her go completely.  He staggered back as a rush of men came at them from out of the darkened forest and suddenly she was hauled into a pair of iron arms. 
 
   Kisses as light as air rained down on her forehead as Paul’s breathy whispers caressed her ears.
 
   “Amy. I’m sorry. I was such a fool. Can you ever forgive me? I can’t lose you, I will die without you here.” the pain in his tone had tears streaming from her eyes.
 
   “There’s nothing to forgive. You would have soon seen sense when I arrived with all my clobber on Friday,” she laughed as she caught sight of his staggered expression and then turned to the men still scuffling behind them. Mick sat on the terrorist’s chest and Joe wrapped his ankles in what looked like his own belt as Patrick pressed a wadded up t-shirt to the man’s shoulder. John tapped numbers into his telephone and then walked off into the darkness as he spoke quietly to someone on the phone.
 
   Amy turned back to the man who held her so tightly in his arms and was about to speak again but his lips were suddenly on hers, devouring her with pent up passion. When he allowed her to breathe he leaned his forehead against hers.
 
   “I thought I had lost you. Three times in one day is more than any man can stand. When you go home to sort all of this mess out, I’m coming with you. I’ve never run from my responsibilities before and I don’t intend to now. The judge will be fine as I will have proved myself correct and you will have excellent references for believing in me even when others didn’t. Now let’s leave the clearing up to this lot while I get you back inside. I need to check you over for any injuries,” he smirked down at her as he gathered her in his arms and guided her back to the château .
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   Amy held Paul’s hand as the taxi driver drove them towards Roscoff. Amy laughed and picked confetti from her cleavage as Paul rained kisses along her shoulder to her collarbone. 
 
   “Stop, you wild man. Can’t you wait until we can be private?” There was a smile in her voice as he gave her one last peck on her cheek.
 
   “No, not really. We’ve been so busy the last few weeks we don’t seem to have been able to spend much time together.” Paul sat back in his seat but he kept hold of her hand.
 
   Amy rolled her eyes.
 
   “We’ve slept together every night except for when we were in England, idiot. And then that was only because of all that questioning. You never did tell me what it was really all about and I can’t understand why they kept you for so long. I didn’t see you for nearly two weeks. I was panic-stricken thinking that they had put you in prison even after we cleared everything with the judge. It was as though they were interrogating you when you had done nothing wrong. If Patrick hadn’t been there to reassure me the whole time I would have gone mad.”
 
   Paul cleared his throat but remained quiet. There were some things that he couldn’t share with Amy and even if he could he certainly wasn’t going to do it in front of a taxi driver. It was probably best that she didn’t know the whole story anyway. 
 
   The taxi drew into the long driveway of the château  and stopped at the front doors. Paul stepped out of the car and walked around to his bride’s side to open the door.
 
   “We have it to ourselves for a fortnight so let’s make the most of it. After that we are going to be working like mad for the foreseeable future. I’m only glad that Gemma decided to join us. She’s a lovely woman. You’ll like her.” 
 
   Amy looked up at him.
 
   “I like her already. She kept me company a lot of the time while they questioned you. She’s going to be perfect here. She’s such a tough woman, but she’s soft too. I’m sure that our clients are going to love her.” She glanced over the front of the beautiful château . Its walls gleamed and the crystal clear windows sparkled in the moonlight. 
 
   She couldn’t stifle a yawn. It had been a frantic day. 
 
   They had married at a small registry office with only Gemma and Patrick as witnesses and had raced, still in their wedding clothes, to catch the afternoon flight into Dinard. They all drank champagne on the flight and David met them at the airport. He passed them a vast photograph album filled with pictures of his new baby son. An obviously delighted Robbie carried the tiny baby in nearly every photograph and David confirmed that his position as the baby’s father had been squarely usurped.   
 
   The wedding party arranged by Ellen, Geraldine and Lucy had carried on long into the night and now Amy was relieved to be standing in the quiet moonlight.
 
   The taxi driver slipped past them carrying their bags into the hall, then he bid them good evening and good luck and disappeared down the drive again leaving them alone on the château  steps.
 
   Amy took in a breath and cast a quick glance around the grounds. Long shadows crept across the landscaped lawns and she gave an involuntary shudder. Although she knew Samadi had been captured, she hadn’t heard his fate and while she was sure he wasn’t outside their front door step she was still hoping that Paul would reveal exactly what happened to him.
 
   He must have been reading her mind.
 
   “He’s gone Amy. He’ll never hurt anyone ever again,” he assured her in quiet tones.
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “It’s just that there wasn’t a thing about the incident or your acquittal in the papers. The other worker has been sent back to his home in Afghanistan but I still don’t know what happened to that vile man. I keep waking up thinking I can hear his revolting voice.”
 
   Paul laughed.
 
   “You’ll never hear that voice again and neither will I with a bit of luck. As to there being nothing about his capture in the papers, well we didn’t want to advertise the fact that we had let a known terrorist into our country and had even given him social security benefits… It wouldn’t have gone down well with the general public.”
 
   Amy took a deep breath. 
 
   “No, you are right there. And what with the Americans being involved rather than our own countrymen, well there would have been uproar…” She stopped for a moment and then lifted her chin to him. “Why were the Marines involved anyway? I never even spoke to them again. They disappeared right after you saved me and I haven’t heard a word about them since.” 
 
   Paul rubbed his finger over her worried lip. It trembled slightly beneath his thumb and he bent to kiss it gently then he whispered into her ear.
 
   “They had an urgent mission back home. The five of them took a private flight out of the military base at Brest the night we captured him.” He suddenly ran his hand down her back and bent as he scooped her up and carried her over the threshold of the château. 
 
   She laughed breathlessly as he mounted the stairs to their newly furnished apartment with her held tightly in his arms. She leaned up, kissed him under his proud chin, and wrapped her arms around his neck, holding on to him as if she would never let go. 
 
   He strode towards their bedroom and deposited her in a waft of pale silk onto the bed. She was about to pull him down on the huge bed with her when she suddenly realized what he had said.
 
   “Four of them. The Marines I mean. Mick, John, Peter and Caleb. You said five Marines and there were only four.” 
 
   There was a short silence as he swung a muscled thigh across her legs and pinned her to the bed, then he put a finger across her lips as he spoke again.
 
   “Well, on that flight there were five Marines, though of course the fifth one, the new recruit, was injured, on a stretcher and under heavy sedation. I understand that he’s having every care attended to in a very special high security facility back in the United Sates that will cater to his every need. I’m certain he’s going to make a full recovery and have a very long and happy stay there,” he couldn’t disguise the sarcasm in his tone.
 
   Amy stopped breathing and then the air rushed out of her lungs as she understood his meaning. 
 
   “Oh, I see!” Was all she could say.
 
   Paul nodded above her and he grinned as he thought about the secure facility that would house Samadi for the rest of his natural life.
 
   “Yes, ‘Oh, I see!’ about sums it up. Our people wouldn’t believe me when I gave him to them on a platter so other interested parties have taken up the slack and that’s all I am going to say on the matter.” He ran a long finger down the front of her lace covered dress and lowered his lips to the exposed part of her breast then lifted them again to whisper. “Now stop talking and take off all this blasted frippery. I need to see my wife!”
 
    
 
    
 
   The End!
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