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   Chapter One
 
    
 
   He followed the woman along the corridor. Her military bearing was obvious. A measured pace with her shoulders back and her head held high. Even though she was a good six inches shorter than him she could certainly handle herself, but he felt bad as she carried his heavy bag over her shoulder. It wasn’t as though he was severely disabled. Even with an injured hand, he’d carried his own luggage throughout his journey, but she had insisted on taking his duffle as she had shown him to his room. Her backside swayed gently as she marched down the dimly lit hallway. He took in a deep breath and shifted his eyes up to her shoulders with some difficulty.
 
   Although he had immediately seen her prosthetic hand when he’d arrived, he hadn’t realized that it was a nearly full arm amputation. As he walked just a pace or so behind her, he noticed the outline of the straps holding the socket of her false arm onto her shoulder.  His heart immediately went out to her. Not many women faced such harsh realities of war. She had obviously been one of the unlucky ones.
 
   Light spilled out into the hallway from an open doorway and he almost stopped, but the woman strode on past and he suddenly realized that he could hear soft snoring coming from the brightly lit room. He glanced towards the door and raised his eyebrows in surprise at the sight of the massive bed hung with open curtains that sat in the middle of the room. There was a long lump lying in the bed, dark hair curling in sharp contrast with the bright white pillows.
 
   When he turned back to the corridor the woman was staring at him.
 
   “He doesn’t like the dark or being shut in. It’s fine, we don’t mind what you do here. As long as you’re comfortable we’re fine with it.” Her gentle voice was only just above a whisper.
 
   He remained silent as the woman stood with her back to another open doorway. She flicked a light switch as he walked forwards and looked inside the room. He whistled quietly through his teeth as he limped inside. 
 
   “You’re kidding me?” He glanced down at her as his brain tried to grasp what he had just seen.
 
   The woman shook her head as she swung his bag from her shoulder and place it on the ottoman at the end of his bed.
 
   She lifted her chin back towards the doorway again.
 
   “My room’s just over there, three doors along on the opposite side. Number twelve.” She indicated with her finger. “If you need anything just knock or use your phone with my room number and I’ll be right over. Don’t think about hesitating. It’s my job to be on call.”
 
   He nodded gratefully. This place wasn’t what he had expected at all. He’d arrived late and hadn’t really taken in the outside of the huge building, but if the inside was anything to go by, the place was palatial. 
 
   “Thanks, I should be fine.”
 
   The woman nodded and made her way towards the door. She stopped suddenly and looked back at him.
 
   “It’s difficult to acclimatize sometimes; if you fancy anything to eat or drink during the night, just go down to the kitchen and help yourself. The doorway is to the right of the main stairs, but the whole place is at your disposal. There’s a vast library, a television lounge and a computer room. You’re welcome to explore.” She walked towards the door.
 
   His eyebrows made a straight line across his forehead as he considered her words. Not many places invited night time wandering. Her expression didn’t change. She was obviously being serious.
 
   He gave her a quick smile.
 
   “Thanks again. I’ll be fine, I’m sure. Night.”
 
   “Ok, well, night then, sleep well.” Her sultry voice wrapped him in good feelings as the door closed gently behind her and he walked further into the incredible bedroom.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The man on the makeshift stretcher groaned miserably. 
 
   Gemma didn’t blame him. He’d been shot through the kneecap. His leg was mangled, blood soaking his fatigues. She watched as the medic working on the victim opened his bag and pulled out some dressings. He peeled back foils and stuck a needle into the injured guy’s hand. Sweat beaded his brow as he attached wires and instruments to his patient. 
 
   Gemma sat well back in her seat trying not to get in the way. 
 
   Two days away from the action and she seemed to have become sensitized to it all again.
 
   It had been a sad duty. Escorting a fallen comrade was a bittersweet experience. She’d been proud, honoured to accept the assignment but sorry that it was such a dreadful undertaking. She’d nearly bitten through her cheek in an effort to hold back the tears when she saw the young soldier’s broken parents waiting at the airfield for their dead son’s return. There was no way she could cry in front of them. She had to show strength, resolve and respect. Exactly what the serviceman’s parents would have expected of her. She had pulled back her shoulders, sucked her own flesh between her teeth and bitten down hard. At the father’s gut wrenching sob she had clenched her jaw together and thanked God that she didn’t have any children to mourn. She hadn’t known that it would be so hard. 
 
   Her tears fell without restraint on the return journey to Afghanistan.
 
    
 
   Forty eight hours after leaving she was back in her field uniform in the sand and the grit. 
 
   She’d only leapt onto the Lynx as it was heading back to base rather than spend three hours in a dusty jeep on an even dustier road, the offer of a flight coming out of the blue and eagerly accepted by a lone medic and herself. She’d given a quick nod of thanks to the square jawed pilot, the only part of him visible because he’d already pulled his visor down over his face, and he lifted his chin in acknowledgement as she climbed aboard.
 
   Ten minutes into the flight and she was beginning to regret her decision. The pilot had suddenly informed them of a change of plan as he picked up an S.O.S right below them on their journey. He’d swooped low over the crashed armoured vehicle after receiving an all clear from the ground. 
 
   Less than five minutes later they were back in the air and speeding towards help. Six men had been caught up in the unexpected skirmish. The guy on the stretcher was the only one in any serious danger, but even that looked as if it was being brought under control. His leg was going to be a problem for the rest of his life, but he looked as though he was going to live a reasonably long one. 
 
   The medic began administering pain relief. The shot soldier’s face slackened slightly and his eyes drifted closed.
 
   “What a complete cock up!” One of the rescued men shook his head as he stared down at his shot teammate. “Should have been a clear run through. These pockets of resistance are getting to be a bloody nightmare. Has anyone actually bothered to tell these people that we’re on their side?”
 
   The question was rhetorical, but the other men nodded in agreement. One of them spoke bitterly over the noise of the engines.
 
   “Command said the route was clear only twenty minutes ago. Something’s arse about face here. Every time we go out we get it big time. It’s only luck that none of us have been hit before. I’m beginning to think that there’s a leak in our communications system. No one else should have known we were going that route today. They can’t have put an ambush in there on the off chance. There’s just no way.”
 
   Gemma pretended not to listen. It wasn’t her business and she couldn’t even speculate on their problems. She kept her eyes down and her mouth shut while they talked it all over.
 
   The pilot had set his course and her stomach rolled as the helicopter veered slightly. She’d never enjoyed the sensation and what with the groaning, bleeding man lying at her feet and the hissed talk of ambush all around her, she couldn’t wait to be back down on the ground.
 
    The medic standing over the injured man reeled off some figures into his headset and she was relieved when she heard the pilot give an estimated arrival time of less than five minutes. They’d be landing in the field hospital a few miles from her base, but she didn’t care. She was going to take the next jeep ride back. No way was she getting in a helicopter again when she didn’t have to. The hair on the back of her neck was standing on end, a sure give away that something wasn’t gelling here. From the way the men were talking she had decided that there was something not quite right about the whole ambush and pick up. She wanted to be as far away from them all as possible.
 
   There was a sudden loud bang and the helicopter lurched to the right flinging her into a webbing pouch hung at the side of the craft.  The men yelled as they were bounced across the floor of the craft and the helicopter dipped violently. The guy on the stretcher screamed as the medic fell on his injured leg and Gemma scrabbled to keep upright. 
 
   The pilot bellowed into his headset, but there was nothing he could do. The Lynx was falling fast swinging sideways as it dropped. The sickly smell of fuel seeped into her nostrils as she slammed into the side of the craft again and she wrenched herself round but her arm was caught. She was suddenly hanging in midair, feet swinging as the men rolled around the cabin. One fell right out through the open side door while another hung on grimly to the fuselage, but it was no use. Metal strained as they fell then crumpled around them as they hit the stony ground hard. 
 
   It took less than a second to realize that the screaming in her ear was her own voice. Her trapped arm had been wrenched right out of its socket by the force of the crash. She closed her mouth and tried to remain calm, but it was difficult among the shouts and groans of the remaining men. She could still smell fuel and she prayed to God that a fire didn’t break out. She peered through the clouds of rolling dust that billowed through the one open door of the cabin before she pressed herself back into the wall of the craft as the dust swirled and took on demon like qualities. The moans of pain from the men were drowned out by an even more terrifying noise. A whirring, shrieking, blizzard of sound suddenly entered the crushed cabin through the open side. It decapitated one of the team and then carved right through the middle of the guy who had fallen from the stretcher. It ploughed onwards, splattering everything around it with blood and innards as it came flying towards her. 
 
   The Lynx gave one final shudder as it settled into the dirt and the webbing dropped a couple of inches just as the flying rotor blade bounced off the floor and came up towards her face. She flung herself out of its path only to discover that her arm was still caught. A white hot flame suddenly sent her screaming to the floor, blackness closing in as she had just time to register that she could still see her arm swinging in the thick netting still attached to the side frame of the craft. 
 
   The only problem was that her body was now nearly ten feet away from it.
 
    
 
   Gemma shot up in the bed, heart pounding hard, sweat pouring from her body. She leaned over and scrabbled for the lamp switch. Soft light bathed over the rich cover on her bed and she let out a deep breath as she gazed about her gorgeously decorated room. 
 
   She fell back onto the stack of sumptuous pillows and took some more deep breaths. The dream had been real enough once, but she was over it now. Had been for nine long years after waking up with a vast mass of wires and tubes surrounding her. 
 
   It had been an unlucky flight, that was all. Unlucky that she’d decided to jump on at the last minute and unlucky that the pilot had diverted to pick up an injured man. He could have left it for the medical team, but he’d made the decision to become a hero. 
 
   Wrong helicopter, wrong pilot, wrong choice, all at the wrong time. She had refused to dwell on the loss of her arm for more than a few days after waking up and discovering herself to be attached to what looked like a hundred sets of wires and tubing. There was nothing she could do about it so she had to get on with it, especially as the rest of the men on the ill-fated flight hadn’t been quite so lucky. All of them had died, including the idiot of a pilot.
 
    It wasn’t often that it came back to haunt her, but she had been uneasy the evening before. Something about the new patient at the rehab centre had disturbed her. Something in his square jaw and clipped tones had sent the hairs on the back of her neck into overdrive. 
 
   She rubbed her eyes, took a final deep breath and looked over at her clock. Five in the morning. Way too early to get up, but probably too late to go back to sleep. Some of the guys couldn’t get out of the habit of a six o’clock start and while she didn’t have to begin work until eight, some of them liked some early morning company. 
 
   She stared upwards for a few moments longer, still slightly disconcerted at the sight of the silk lined, vaulted canopy hanging above her before she pushed herself out of the brocade covered bed. 
 
   The shower called to her.  
 
   She smiled at the natural stone bathroom as she ran her fingertips across the tiles. It was all so beautiful. Not flashy or overdone but elegant and inviting. She turned on the huge faucet of water overhead and stood beneath the drenching spray while thanking the Gods of wet-room heaven and Ellen Reeves’ design details for the fabulous French shower system. Three months at the new rehabilitation centre and she still appreciated her usual morning wake up call. 
 
   She stood there for longer than normal as she washed the lingering dream away, lathering shampoo into her dark, curly hair and rinsing before she stepped out of the spray. She gathered up a huge, fluffy towel and wrapped it around her body. She held the top of the bath sheet with what was left of her arm and tucked the other end of it in tightly just above her breasts. 
 
   She pulled a fresh towel from the airing cupboard and sat on the bed as she wiped the scarred skin of her arm with the warm cloth. When it was thoroughly dry and powdered she picked up the prosthetic arm that lay on the bedside table and clamped the socket over her residual limb. She pulled the buckles tight before testing the metal fingers. She flexed her muscles in her upper arm and shoulder and watched the way her fingers moved as fascinated that the tiny hydraulics worked so efficiently as she had been on the first day she saw them. She was still amazed that the electronic pads inside the socket could read her muscle movements and work the tiny mechanisms. The current advance in prosthetic limbs was totally incredible and there was a certain beauty to her robotic arm’s movement. 
 
   She dressed quickly, pulling on her long sleeved t-shirt and baggy trousers before she shoved her feet in her boots. Twisting her still damp hair into a loose bun, she made her way out of her room. The corridor was silent and the sound of her boots echoed along the wooden floor. They had decided against carpet in the main walkways of the château. Too many of their guests had lost lower limbs and what with still getting used to their prosthetics, Ellen and David, owners of the château, had chosen to lightly polish the original wooden floorboards. She made her way downstairs, following her nose towards the smell of freshly made coffee.
 
   Joe stood leaning against the kitchen work surface, mug in hand and a big smile on his scarred face as he shared a joke with two men who sat at the kitchen table. They all fell silent and then gave each other sneaky grins as Gemma entered the room. Joe picked up another mug and filled it with coffee before handing it to her.
 
   She nodded a good morning and inhaled the rich aroma before she sipped the coffee. Her sigh of satisfaction preceded her words. 
 
   “Thanks, don’t let me interrupt. I doubt there’s a joke I haven’t already heard.” The men at the table laughed as Joe sniggered into his mug. 
 
   “Actually you might not have heard that one, but in any case it certainly doesn’t bear repeating in front of a lady.” 
 
   Gemma frowned and deliberately turned right and left, clearly searching for the other occupant of the room. She grinned suddenly and fanned her free hand in front of her face.
 
   “Oh! You mean me. Well, Joe, it’s only taken you ten years to notice but yes, you are absolutely right, I am a lady.” She rolled her eyes as the other two men laughed even louder, but her good-natured smile soon disappeared and she grimaced as she sipped her coffee. She reached over for the sugar, stirred in two spoonfuls and ignored Joe’s uneven raised eyebrows. The scarring on his face had faded slightly over the years, but there was no mistaking that he had been in a terrible situation earlier in his life. 
 
   “Hmm, unusual for you to take sugar. I always thought you were sweet enough as you are.” He winked a drooping eyelid over a sparkling blue eye. 
 
   Gemma raised her own eyebrows back at him and shoved his arm with her shoulder. He gave a pretend humph of pain and grinned at her before she spoke.
 
   “I am usually. Had a bit of a nightmare and after the late night last night, I’m feeling washed out. I thought some sugar might give me a boost. I’m going to need it if we’re going sailing today.” She peered out of the kitchen window. The sun was breaking through the low clouds sending red and gold streaks of light across the gentle waves in the bay. The tide was on its way in. It looked as though it was going to be a perfect day for getting out on the water.
 
   Since coming to the château she had been out sailing with Joe on several occasions and while she wouldn’t call herself any kind of expert she had found a certain affinity with the water that made her a great sailor. She loved the salty air on her face and the spray on her skin and she was looking forward to letting the guests join in with her joy. 
 
   She refilled the coffee pot and walked to the fridge. She wasn’t really a breakfast person and as everyone at the rehabilitation centre was encouraged to make their own food she felt no compunction to offer to get anything for anyone else. She grabbed a natural yoghurt pot and moved along the cupboards to find a bowl. She reached into another cupboard and pulled at a tall plastic container. She tipped a generous portion of Patrick’s delicious home-made granola, covered it with his creamy home-made yoghurt and then sat at the table to eat with the others.
 
   One of the other men groaned and curled his lip slightly as he glanced at her bowl in disgust. 
 
   “Gemma, you know how much you really like me? You wouldn’t want to see me fade away from hunger, I know you wouldn’t.” Gemma paused with her spoon halfway to her mouth as she waited for him to continue. “You don’t fancy cooking eggs and bacon for me, do you? I just don’t think I can stand making it today, but boy do I fancy a good fry up. That horrible, oaty, healthy stuff just isn’t doing it for me, gives me terrible indigestion.” He rubbed his wide chest and pulled a face pinched with lines of what looked like genuine pain.
 
   Gemma ate her spoonful of breakfast and shook her head at him. All the guys were charming and brilliant fun and it was way too easy to give into their winning smiles, but she had learned fast. They could see right through her hard exterior and took advantage of her genuine good nature far too easily if she let them.
 
   She nodded towards the tray of eggs that sat on the counter.
 
   “You’ve already collected the eggs, Ben. Come on, it’s not difficult to grill some bacon and make a plate of scramble. I showed you last week what to do.” 
 
   Ben wrinkled his nose.
 
   “I know, but standing in front the cooker for hours with this flipping leg of mine just makes it so much of a chore. I’m almost too exhausted to eat by the time I’ve cooked it and it doesn’t taste the same anyway. Look Gem, if you do it this once I will cook my breakfast from now on...promise.” The man gave a winsome smile and his companion, Karl, smiled too.
 
   “If you’re going to make one portion you might as well make two. I love bacon and eggs. There’s some left over veg from last night too. We could have bubble and squeak as well. I bet Jason and Will wouldn’t mind a portion either. I can give them a buzz if you’re up for it. I’d hate for them to miss a full English.” Karl looked hopefully at her from across the table. 
 
   “Me too!” Joe piped up. “Can’t beat a good fry up to start the day.”
 
   Gemma rolled her eyes and shook her head again.
 
   “You lot are the worst. I swear you have all come here for a holiday.” She scowled at Joe. “We’re meant to be getting them ready for real life, idiot, not pandering to their dietary preferences, besides I would have thought that after all the time you’ve been here you would have gone all French and taken to continental breakfasts. It’s delicious and good for you. Patrick brought that spiced ham and all those cheeses over earlier in the week. You should try them sometime.” She took another mouthful of the granola and chewed hard.
 
   Joe and the other two men looked positively aghast at her suggestion.
 
   “You have to be joking. Ham and cheese go in a sandwich for lunch and that stuff,” Joe tilted his head scornfully towards Gemma’s bowl, “gets all in your teeth. Last thing I want to be doing is chewing horse food all day.”
 
   Gemma was about to say that she would look out for a bag to fit over his nose when the door opened quietly behind her. She almost choked on her last bite of cereal as she immediately recognized the masculine scent of their new guest. The hairs on her arm lifted inside her shirt and she had to suppress a delicious shiver that ran down her spine. 
 
   His square jaw and bright aqua eyes had made a big impact on her the night before when she had checked him in and shown him his room, but she’d been tired then after waiting up for his delayed ferry to arrive. Now, with her whole body on full alert, she knew exactly who had entered the kitchen without even looking. 
 
   Joe stepped forwards quickly to meet the man.
 
   “Hey, you’re up early. I’m Joe your activities co-ordinator with Gemma here. Want some coffee?”
 
   The man limped towards the table and slumped down in a chair.
 
   “I’d prefer tea if you have it, thanks. I’m Aaron. Pleased to meet you.” He gave a shallow nod to the other men at the table as they both gave their names before he looked carefully at Gemma. She had booked him in late the day previously, but he’d been quiet and hadn’t spoken much at all. “Hi again. Sorry about yesterday. I wasn’t at my best. Travelling got to me I suspect.”
 
   Gemma raised an eyebrow, but smiled at him in welcome. She hadn’t thought him particularly bad tempered the day before, only slightly impatient. With the injuries some of the men had sustained it was hardly surprising that they weren’t all sweetness and light. 
 
   “No problem. Travelling is a pain, especially when you get held up like that. I expect you needed a night’s rest.”
 
   She cast her eyes over the man. He was a big guy. Not as big as Patrick or Joe but taller than David and broader than Paul. His dark hair flopped forwards on his brow nearly covering his pale turquoise eyes. She narrowed her eyes at his angular jaw. It was unusually square. Made him devilishly handsome. She lowered her eyes again as she noticed the rapid pulse beating at the base of his throat and concentrated on her breakfast. 
 
   Joe placed a mug in front of Aaron. He picked it up and blew on the hot tea before he took a quick swallow. 
 
   Karl leaned forwards and stared at Aaron’s hand. The back of it was covered in deep red scars. What looked like multiple skin grafts covered his fingers. He wore a sort of glove that hooked around the base of two of his fingers and buttoned over his wrist. It clearly protected his injured palm.
 
   “That looks recent. Healing up okay?” He directed his chin towards Aaron’s hand.
 
   Gemma noticed ripples appear on the surface of the man’s tea as his hand shook minutely. She’d seen the injury the evening before but hadn’t bothered to mention it. They never mentioned specific injuries. If one of the men wanted to talk about his experience that was fine, they would all listen, but if he preferred to keep quiet then no one asked.  
 
   Aaron trembled as he gripped his mug. He was desperate to keep his hand steady, but it wasn’t working. Anger coursed through his body. He took another quick slurp of the scalding tea before he put the mug back on the table and stood up. 
 
   “Another time fellas. I’m going out for a walk.”
 
    
 
   Joe narrowed his eyes as the man limped back out of the room. There was some sort of cast on his lower leg. It looked bulky beneath his trousers and he obviously couldn’t wear his normal shoe over it. Joe turned to Gemma and gave a slight tilt of his head. Aaron had clearly been upset by Karl’s observation even though there had been no direct question. All injuries were different. Just because Aaron’s hadn’t looked particularly life threatening didn’t mean that he hadn’t been through an awful experience to acquire it. Gemma understood Joe’s silent command immediately. She finished the last mouthful of granola and smiled at the men at the table.
 
   “See you for sailing lessons in an hour, boys. I’m just going to see if I can persuade Aaron to join us too. Meet me by the jetty and bring some of the fishing gear for all of us. If we’re lucky we might see if we can catch our dinner.” 
 
   Ben raised an eyebrow.
 
   “No fair! We didn’t want to share you with anyone else Gem. You know, ‘two’s company, three’s a crowd’ and we want to be the only company you keep.” He winked wickedly as she walked around the table. The good-natured ribaldry of servicemen was something she’d become used to over the years. It didn’t offend her. When she felt like it, she could give as good back any day of the week.
 
   “You wish you two could take me on by yourselves. See you on the jetty later and make sure you are wearing your life jackets ‘cos if you two try anything on you’re going to need them.” 
 
   The howls of laughter followed her along the corridor as she left the room. She stood quietly for a moment inside the entrance and listened for Aaron’s distinctive, lopsided footsteps. Nothing inside the château. She detected a faint crunch on the gravel outside and she headed for the big doors. 
 
   Aaron had made it only a few meters along the driveway. His shoulders were slumped as he trudged along and for a moment Gemma wasn’t sure that following him was the right thing to do. Some people just needed to work things through without any interruptions. 
 
   She sighed as she remembered Joe’s tilted head. His face was a mask of scars, worse than any she had ever seen, but Joe was a gentle, expressive guy. He could say a lot without even opening his mouth. She jogged after Aaron and quickly caught up.
 
   “Hey! Aaron, want some company while you walk?” She asked as she drew abreast of him.
 
   Aaron stopped quickly and turned to face her. 
 
   “Not particularly. I don’t even want to be here. I didn’t agree to come and I don’t want to be treated like I’m some kind of invalid. I don’t need rehab. I need to fly again. If they’d let me get back in my helicopter I would be fine. They just don’t trust me.” It was obvious that there was a lot of pent up aggression running through the man.
 
   Gemma stared up at him. She tried to keep calm, but it wasn’t easy. Since losing her arm, she could understand anyone’s trust issues. She didn’t really trust pilots either, but she kept a firm grip on her own thoughts.
 
   “Pilot eh?”
 
   She stated the obvious, but he gave a quick nod of agreement.
 
   “Helicopters mostly, but I can fly anything with a cockpit. They put me on a frigging boat to come here. Took six hours crossing and then they couldn’t get the ramp down in the port so we were held up for another four hours. Boring as shit and a bloody waste of time! I could have flown myself here in forty-five minutes and landed in the flipping garden instead of taking taxis and ferries and a minibus. Stupid and so flipping slow!”
 
   Gemma gave a quick but bitter laugh. He was a typical flight jockey. Always in a rush, always taking risks. Even after all her years service since her own near fatal experience, when she had no choice but to travel by plane or helicopter, she detested flying. She hated the attitude expressed by some of the pilots. They thought they were the Gods of the sky, but she didn’t trust any of them and, after what had happened to her, she never would.
 
   “I take it that you won’t want to get back into a boat for a gentle sail again this morning then. Looks like the boys won’t be sharing me after all.” She smiled as she shrugged.
 
   Aaron stared down at her silently as he tried to assess what she actually meant. The intense gleam of his eyes took in everything as he looked over her and she felt heat rise unbidden into her cheeks. She damped it down as he spoke.
 
   “Sharing you?” His tone was a mix of amazement and quizzical enquiry and Gemma felt her cheeks begin to flush even more at how he had taken her words. Blushing was a most unusual occurrence for her. She had thought she would never be able to blush again after everything the army guys had thrown at her. The repartee had been a constant thing in her life. There was no time to become embarrassed or self-conscious when with her regiment, but this man made her feel tongue-tied.
 
   “I mean sailing...You know, in the same boat together. They were just mucking about, giving me some banter, you know, all the usual crap you boys give us girls.” She stopped blathering as his eyebrows came together in a dark line and carried on quickly. “There’s plenty of room for one more. It’s equipped for six.” She felt her cheeks now turn crimson. “I said I was going to try and persuade you to come along with us, but I guess that you won’t want to if you find it dull.” 
 
   Aaron took a couple of breaths, his face clearing of its strange expression. He smiled and Gemma felt as though she had been punched in the stomach. She hadn’t noticed that the morning had become lighter. The sun was up and the air felt thick around her as she dragged in her breaths. For a moment, the earth stilled. 
 
   His smile was gorgeous. His arched lips parted in a million megawatt, even, white smile. Either he’d had a fabulous gene pool or some very expensive dentistry. Looking at his perfectly square jaw line, high cheek-bones and straight nose she guessed on the gene pool. His lips moved again, this time to speak and she forced her brain to work again as she listened.
 
   “Sailing’s different, not like sitting there with a bunch of holiday makers enjoying a mini cruise. You can test yourself against the weather and the waves...but you’re right, I don’t fancy it right now. Maybe another day. I think I’ll just spend today getting settled in...Do you and Joe own this place?” He gave a quick glance up at the majestic château behind them. The early morning sunshine glinted off the windows and slate tiles.
 
   Gemma stopped staring at his handsome face and shook her head quickly as she turned back to the château.
 
   “I wish I was that lucky, but no, I just help out with the activities alongside Joe. He’s normally up at David and Ellen’s other château. That one’s more of a hotel than this and was renovated a few years back. The guys don’t need help, just a break. Ellen and her brother David run it all for free for service men and women. It’s paid for it by donations and by putting on corporate events. Team building and conferencing for big companies. Ellen and her husband Patrick don’t have any corporate events scheduled for this week so Joe’s down here with me. He lives in the grounds of the other château with his wife, Lucy and their little girl, Anna. David, his wife Geraldine and their three children live there too, but in the penthouse apartment. Paul and Amy run this place, but they were out yesterday looking at some equipment for the new outdoor pool which is why you met me at reception. You’ll meet them both later, along with the other staff. There’s plenty of help here if you need it, or even if you don’t,” she added as she looked him up and down. Apart from the distinct limp and the injured hand there didn’t look to be much wrong with him, but you could never tell. Sometimes the deepest, most painful scars were on the inside. “You said they won’t let you fly. Did you fail basic fitness? We can help with that and can even send reports in if we think that they will do any good.”
 
   Aaron snorted loudly, his smile wiped from his face as quickly as it appeared.
 
   “It’s not that. I’m as fit as a fiddle. I’m fine. These are just temporary things. Ankle broke in a bad landing. It’s been pinned while it heals and I have to wear this plastic brace when I’m walking, but that’ll soon go.” He lifted his foot and Gemma saw the shine of black plastic as his trouser leg wafted in the breeze. He put his foot down and pulled back the cuff on his sleeve. “Tore all the skin from my hand as it went through the window so I’ve had some skin grafts. I might need a few more before I’m done if this new treatment doesn’t work, but it shouldn’t be too long now before I know one way or another.” He didn’t show her what lay beneath the palm glove but she could imagine that it wasn’t pretty.
 
   “Sounds like it was a very bad landing. Were you piloting?” She wished she hadn’t asked as soon as the words were out of her mouth. A dark cloud descended over his features and she wondered if she shouldn’t make a run for it while she was still alive. 
 
   For a moment she thought she could hear a deep growl rising from his chest, but it came out as quiet, angry words.
 
   “I don’t do bad landings. We were taken down by a bloody missile,” he hissed through his perfect white teeth as he took a step closer to her.
 
   Gemma took a small step back. She’d obviously pricked his pride right where it hurt most. 
 
   “Of course, I wasn’t suggesting anything. I was in a helicopter crash once myself. That wasn’t a good landing either.” She spoke hurriedly and held up her prosthetic hand, trying to placate him.
 
   It worked. His brows came together in curiosity as he continued to look at her.
 
   “Really? When? There haven’t been that many. They are a pretty safe form of transport all things considered.” His tone was back to normal.
 
   Gemma shrugged.
 
   “It was years ago. I’d only been in two years and was on my second deployment to Afghanistan. I was lucky though. Everyone else on the trip died. I only escaped because I was caught in some webbing. Well, most of me escaped. Rotor blade broke off and turned the rest of the passengers into...well I’m sure I don’t need to describe what happened. Losing my arm was a small price to pay considering, though I confess that I’ve avoided the things as much as possible since.”
 
   Aaron snorted as though he found her fears ridiculous.
 
   “Couldn’t keep me out of one. They just don’t trust me is all and if they don’t trust me, neither does anyone else. Means I’m effectively grounded for the foreseeable future unless they can sort it all out in my favour, but I can’t see that happening anytime soon. They’ve shoved me here to keep me out of the way for a few weeks. I bet they’re worried I’ll kick up a fuss.” His bitter tone left her in no doubt of how he felt.
 
   Gemma tilted her head as Aaron looked down the driveway His wide shoulders sagged again. Something more was going on here. She could feel it. It didn’t sound as though Aaron was lying about anything, but there was some information missing. She tried coming at him from a different angle. 
 
    “Fuss? About what? Come on, Aaron. You know what happens whenever there’s some kind of accident. Regardless of what happened there’s always an investigation. You’ll have to pass a physical and mental health check before you go back to work, if that’s what you want to do. There’s no way around either of them so you might as well let us help if we can. The government takes our work and evaluations very seriously so you shouldn’t disregard what we do here. Of course, if we can’t get you through the physical we can always try for a desk job. There’s plenty of them going.”
 
   Aaron turned back to the driveway and took another few steps before he stopped again. He turned back and glared down, turquoise eyes glinting at Gemma.
 
   “Desk job! Jeez, you have to be kidding me. Ever since I was a kid I wanted to fly. Made my dad take me to all those daft action movies just to see the flight scene. All my life I worked towards it. I lived and breathed it. I passed my first pilot’s licence before I could drive a car. I took the helicopter test when I was seventeen and then signed up as soon as I could. I’ve been a pilot ever since. A damned good one too, but now they want to sling me out.” His tone was more hurt than bitter now. Something in his throat trembled and Gemma looked away from him quickly.
 
   She gazed along the drive with him. 
 
   “We all have the same fears about what happens next. It took me months of physio to get this arm to work efficiently. I had to take the physical twice to convince them that I could do it. You’ll get back in if you take things easy and rest. I don’t mean just your body but your brain too.”
 
   Aaron shook his head.
 
   “I don’t think rest is going to do it this time. I had a hard time convincing them when it happened before. I had to jump through a lot of hoops, but I thought they would have my back this time. I hadn’t done anything wrong. No one was killed. I landed that thing on a fucking penny with no rotor. But they don’t care. I’ve been left swinging in the breeze, blamed for things that were outside of my control and now they don’t want me back. They’re going to make sure this crap injury does it for me. I won’t fly again. I can feel it.” He glared at Gemma. “Now if you can help with getting me airborne again then I’m interested, if not then I’m afraid you can take your good intentions and evaluations and stick them where the sun doesn’t shine as far as I am concerned.” His boots spun on the gravel and Gemma was left staring opened mouthed at his back as he marched slightly lopsidedly away from the château.
 
    
 
   Aaron hobbled off along the long driveway kicking any larger stones out of his way as he walked. His boot hit a pebble more stubborn than the rest and he swore to himself as his toe hit the end of his boot with more force than he could stand. 
 
   God dammit! He raised his eyes skyward and took a deep, calming breath. He glanced back over his shoulder towards the château. The woman walked at a smart pace towards the doors and he couldn’t help admiring her tight backside just before she disappeared from his sight. He came to a standstill and let his shoulders slump in resignation. He’d let his temper get the better of his tongue, something he couldn’t afford to let it do too often. A breeze caught the hair that hung too long over his brow and he turned into the wind, letting it cool his heated mood. 
 
   He took another look at the main door to the huge place and his gaze wandered across the old stonework. It really was a beautiful building. Grey and solid, giving an air of permanency and security. He’d been surprised at how grand the place appeared when he first saw it, and even more surprised when he had been shown inside. The place was luxurious by anyone’s standards and he’d thought something a bit strange was going on at first when he’d been shown into a room with a huge four poster bed and glorious en-suite wet-room. 
 
   His initial suspicions were soon allayed after nearly falling over a young man he’d met weaving blindly down a darkened corridor in the middle of the night. Unable to sleep and hungry after a day travelling but not eating anything of substance, Aaron had decided to venture towards the kitchens that the woman had mentioned. She had told him that everyone was welcome to help themselves to everything available and he thought a ham sandwich and a cup of tea might just do the trick. If nothing else it would relieve the boredom of a sleepless night. 
 
   His new friend, a badly scarred and near blind twenty-one year old called William, had caught hold of his arm and chatted amiably as they both decided to forage for food in the fridge. The young man was wildly enthusiastic about the centre and after allowing Aaron to guide him down the stairs, they found their way down into the kitchens. Aaron soon discovered that every room was apparently furnished to a similarly high standard as his bedroom. 
 
   He’d asked William about the woman who had met him at reception the evening before and William had been more than keen to talk about her. The way he had raved about her, it soon became clear that he had developed something of a crush. Aaron hadn’t seen why until that morning. Now he readily acknowledged that Gemma had beautiful, dark eyes, an engaging wit and a backside that rivalled any he had ever admired before. He had admired quite a few over the years, but it had been a while since he’d given into temptation. He thought about the woman again and felt all his blood run south as he couldn’t help visualising that tight backside covered in just a small triangle of black lace. 
 
   He rolled his eyes at himself. Good grief! This wasn’t the time or place to go running after a bit of skirt. He was there to get well and to clear his name. He rolled his shoulders, set his jaw and turned back to the driveway. He clearly needed a long walk to cool both his foul temper and his raging libido.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   “He said what? Stick our place where the sun don’t shine? I’ll punch his lights out!” Paul shouted. He was out from behind his desk and already feeling his way around to the door. Being blind wouldn’t stop him defending his staff or their new rehabilitation project.
 
   Gemma placed her hand on his arm while Amy went to stand in front of the door, barring his exit.
 
   “Don’t be daft, Paul. I was only telling you so that you knew exactly how he feels about being here. The guy’s just hurting. Give him some time and don’t take it all so personally. You of all people know how it feels to be let down and disbelieved by those in charge. Cut the guy some slack and listen to his story. We may be able to help more than he thinks.” 
 
   Paul grunted.
 
   “Hurting I can put up with. I know exactly how that feels. Bad manners and rudeness to my staff, I can’t.” 
 
   There was a small snort and a laugh from the pretty woman at his side.
 
   “Yes, well just you remember that then. It wasn’t so long ago that I was on the sharp edge of your tongue far too many times a day.” Amy grinned at Gemma as Paul’s face suddenly sagged, but then it brightened again. He waggled as finger at his wife.
 
   “Hang on! You weren’t staff then and strictly speaking neither was I, so that doesn’t count. But yes, I know what you mean and I’m sorry for how I treated you and the things I said to you back then, you know I am.” His voice had softened considerably.
 
   Amy smiled up at her husband and lifted his hand to her face so he could feel her mood.
 
   “I know. I was just reminding you, that’s all.” She turned her face slightly and kissed his palm gently before she spoke once again. “Sometimes the stress can get to you. Ellen said that David was a nightmare until he went back to work. Patrick holed himself up in a forest for nearly two years before Ellen rescued him and he began to see the light of day. Joe only just held himself together until he met Lucy and you were a complete pain in the backside until you got your teeth stuck into this place. This Aaron guy is no different from you lot. We just need to distract him from what he obviously sees as a personal vendetta.”
 
   Gemma nodded thoughtfully.
 
   “Yes, but I don’t think he’s going to take to any suggestions easily. It seems that he’s only come here because he has to. It’s not a voluntary arrangement like most of the other guys, and to be honest, physically, apart from the obvious injuries he looks completely fine, not all eaten up like some of the men. He’s here because they don’t want him to fly so something really bad must have happened. I know we don’t get service details here, but has anyone said anything to you about him, Paul? It might be easier to get him to loosen up if I knew more about the accident.” 
 
   Paul shook his head.
 
   “I gave you everything I could. Basically just his name and job description and that he’d sustained his injuries when he crashed his helicopter. We only get medical records for the doctors, physiotherapists and counsellors and I can’t let you have them unless they are relevant to any activity he’s taking part in. Believe me, they’re not. Apart from having to be careful with the open wound on his hand and keeping his leg supported while it’s mending, he’s good to go with everything we have on offer. He’s not booked in with any of the counsellors at this stage. I’d rather he opened up to someone by himself. I think you’d be good for him Gem. You’re as tough as they come so you should be able to put up with anything he throws at you and you’re a good listener too. Try and bring him out of his shell. Might help with getting him his job back.
 
   Gemma snorted.
 
   “Hmm, not really up for that. He’s a flying freak. He loves it and he’s never going to be happy unless he’s in the air. You know how I feel about that type. He’s the sort of guy who cost me my arm, full of heroics with little or no thought to the consequences. I don’t think I’m going to be very sympathetic to his plight. After all, they must have grounded him for a good reason. Who am I to say that they were wrong? Maybe he’s just lost his nerve and is bragging on about wanting to fly but he doesn’t really. These pilots are like their rides...temperamental.”
 
   Paul frowned at her.
 
   “It’s not like you to back down from a challenge, Gemma. Look, we don’t even know the man’s problem yet. Give it a couple of days. Work with him quietly, you know, talk to him, keep him company so that he doesn’t really notice that you’re digging. You may find out something important to his recovery. In the meantime I’m going to call Patrick to see if he has any other relevant info that he can share on Flight Lieutenant Aaron Thomas.”
 
   He shooed Gemma out of his office with his hand as he picked up the phone.
 
   Gemma walked across the hall and jogged up the stairs to her room. She grabbed her swimming kit and made her way back downstairs to the basement. Sailing had been fun but now she wanted a swim to ease out her joints. Ben and Karl had been exhausted after their day out on the waves and they had both said they were going to clean up and then get some rest time before they came back down later to help cook dinner. 
 
   Their daily hour break had begun after a particularly long day out on the water and the pattern had continued. She and the other guests normally had an hour of relaxation before the evening commenced.
 
   The indoor pool was really meant for hydrotherapy, but as there were only five men at the centre it didn’t appear to be a problem for her to take a relaxing swim in the warm water. She hoped that the pool area would be empty. She hated revealing what was left of her arm, but as she couldn’t wear her prosthetic in water there was little she could do about it if anyone came in. Today though, as far as she knew, all of the men were resting and after the day at sea she needed the warmth of the heated water.
 
   She walked into a cubicle and slipped into her plain black costume. Her normally tanned skin looked unusually pale in the fluorescent overhead light. She unbuckled her prosthetic arm and examined her skin, checking for grazing or any deterioration. She’d learned the hard way when she had first gone out on the water. The strenuous activity and wind in her hair had invigorated her, but a few unattended grains of sand inside the socket of her prosthetic limb had been all that was needed to put her out of action for over a week.
 
   She sighed in relief as everything looked normal. As normal as having a four inch stump could look, that was. Infection or degrading of her skin was her biggest fear now. She’d needed a second operation not long after she first lost her arm due to lack of attention to what her skin was telling her. She was never going to make that mistake again. The agony of a phantom limb had disguised the need for proper attention and she hadn’t realized until it was too late, that the pain was actually an infection in what was left of her arm. To her horror the surgeons had needed to remove another two inches of skin and bone. Now she checked it morning, night and sometimes in between.
 
   She took a pot of waterproof cream from her bag and slathered it over the end of her arm. It looked horrible, a gooey mess of shiny sludge, but she told herself that she didn’t care. She didn’t have to impress anyone at the château with her looks. She covered her arm with a waterproof bag, taping it firmly at the top to keep the pool clean and pressed her lips together as she took a quick glance at herself in the mirror hanging above the sink. It was just as well that she wasn’t trying to impress any of the guys, she decided as she caught sight of her riotous hair and wind reddened cheeks. 
 
   She lifted her chin in defiance and rolled her eyes at the mess of a woman who rolled her eyes back at her. Who was she kidding? She didn’t have anyone to make an impression on with her looks, anywhere. It wasn’t as if any man was ever going to look at a woman with her arm sliced off halfway between her shoulder and elbow so there was hardly any point in worrying about her hair or her face. She turned away from the mirror quickly, determined to forget about the horrible reflection.
 
   Trouble was that however much she told herself not to, since leaving the Army nearly two years previously, she worried about her looks constantly. 
 
   She thought back to her sister’s wedding earlier in the year. What with the photographer pulling her about so that her false arm wouldn’t be seen in any of the photographs and the subsequent discussion about scars at the dinner table, Gemma had resolved to leave early. It was only the best man thumping on the table and calling order to the proceedings that stopped the aunt of the groom revealing her hysterectomy scar to the whole bridal party. Gemma had kissed her sister and her new husband goodbye soon after the wedding breakfast and slipped away before someone revealed any other parts of their anatomy or even worse, asked her to do so. 
 
   She walked away from the mirror and into the pool area. The subdued lighting was far more flattering than the harsh fluorescents of the changing room and her mood calmed immediately. She slipped into the warm water and swam lazily towards the other end of the pool, stretching tense limbs and working tight muscles. She floated on her back for a few seconds before she flipped onto her stomach and worked her way back to the other end. She stopped before the shallows and turned again. The water was so warm she could barely feel it on her skin and she took her time to reach the other end. There was no rush; it wasn’t as if she needed any more exercise that day. Sailing was strenuous work. Now was the time for pleasure. 
 
   She turned again and stopped dead as she saw Aaron standing at the edge of the pool gazing down at her. He stood favouring his broken ankle, one tanned leg looking completely perfect, the other being covered with a plastic membrane, taped onto his leg from the knee down. The metal pins holding his ankle together tented the membrane, but didn’t break it. His hand was similarly covered in a transparent, waterproof bag.
 
   Gemma couldn’t help herself as her eyes took in his powerful frame. Even with the scarring that marred his hand and best part of his forearm, he was pretty impressive. The muscles covering his chest and stomach looked as if they were carved from stone and his thighs below his swim shorts would have graced any footballer. She couldn’t see his left leg clearly below his knee but his right leg had a covering of fine dark hair that led down to an elegantly arched foot. 
 
   She glanced back up to his face. His glared at her, his eyes glittering with the reflection of the water.
 
   “I didn’t think anyone else was here. I thought everyone was getting ready for dinner.” His tone was tense.
 
   She raised an eyebrow.
 
   “So did I...Just needed to loosen some muscles. Sailing was great but it’s hard work. We had a good wind all day and Ben even managed to catch a couple of mackerel when we anchored for some lunch.” She swam to the end of the pool before she spoke again. “I’ll be out of here in a mo if you want some privacy, though normally we’d have someone here as life guard. No one is meant to swim on their own. Standard safety procedure.”
 
   Aaron snorted and looked around pointedly.
 
   “Yeah, and you’re adhering to that policy, obviously.” 
 
   Gemma grinned and watched as he lowered himself gracefully onto the poolside.
 
   “I’m not a guest. I live here so I can do what I like, but if you really want to be alone I can either stay in the changing room and keep an eye on you through the one way mirror or I can turn on the CCTV that plays into the office. It’s just a safety measure. We’d be shut down if anything happened to any of you guys and we don’t want either of those things to happen.”
 
   He slipped into the warm water and gave a slight grimace as he put some strain on his ankle. He looked about the pool room and his eyes stopped as he noticed the tiny camera sitting below the clock on the wall.  He stared at it for a few seconds before he nodded at Gemma.
 
   “Okay, I’ll let you decide on what’s easiest.” He walked towards her and now that his hair was away from his forehead, she noticed the deep scars across his temple. They were faded to a pale, silvery beige and looked older than the ones on his arm. He held onto the side of the pool with long fingers before suddenly letting go to swim to the deeper end. His strokes ate up the length of the pool and Gemma could barely take her eyes off his muscular shoulders as they worked the water with ease. He slipped beneath the surface just before he reached the end and turned like an Olympic swimmer, shooting arrow like back towards her.
 
   He broke the surface just a couple of yards from her and he whipped his hair away from his face. His eyes were the colour of the water, bright and crystalline. Gemma felt her throat tighten as she stared at him and for the first time in years she wished she had tamed her wild, curly hair and moisturized her face. More embarrassed than she had felt for a long time, she turned in the water and swam to the side, pulling herself up with her one arm, twisting and sitting on the side of the pool for a moment before she stood and grabbed her towel from the rail. She wrapped it around her shoulders, covering the stump of her arm and was about to head for the changing room when Aaron spoke.
 
   “Look, I’m sorry about earlier today. I was out of order with what I said. You’re doing a great job here for those that need it. I just don’t feel like I am one of them. I feel like I’m wasting everyone’s time and money.”
 
   Gemma turned back to him and gazed down at his upturned face. Water droplets clung to the dark stubble on his strong jaw and lips and she had to fist her hand to stop herself reaching down and wiping them away. His tongue slipped between his lips as he licked the droplets from them and she let out a soft breath as her heart rate stepped up a beat or two. She blinked slowly and attempted to say something coherent. It wasn’t easy. Her eyes dipped to his glistening shoulders and chest. More water clung to the fine matt of dark hair on his chest. She forced all thought of his masculinity down and spoke firmly.
 
   “Nobody who comes here wastes their time, Aaron. Even if what you say is true and you don’t need much help yourself, others will still benefit from your experience. Your time here won’t be wasted especially as it seems that you have nothing else to do except heal that ankle and hand.” She glanced about the opulent room with its sauna at one end and therapy suites just behind. Golden tiles glinted against the walls of summer blue. The place was idyllic. 
 
   She turned back to Aaron who continued staring back up at her with a strange glint in his eye. 
 
   “It’s not such a bad place to be. Rest and enjoy it while you can.” She paused and pulled the towel around her tighter. “Look, finish your swim and then come and help make dinner. Patrick’s heading over from the hotel to show the guys how to make pastry. We’re going to do a steak pie.” 
 
   Aaron suddenly grinned, his bright, open smile wiping all other thoughts from Gemma’s mind.
 
   “Steak pie! Now you’re talking. I wouldn’t miss that for anything. Give me ten minutes and I’ll join you.” He flipped back around and began gliding through the water at an alarming rate. 
 
   Gemma raised an eyebrow and laughed. Men were the same the world over. Always thinking of their stomachs, though this time she could hardly blame the man. Patrick’s pies were one of the most delicious things she had ever eaten. Mouth watering pastry, light and crumbly with a rich and succulent filling. Her stomach rumbled noisily as she turned and walked back into the changing room. 
 
   She cleaned the waterproof cream layer away from her arm before taking a quick rinse under the shower. She dried carefully before she put her arm back on and dressed. She glanced back into the pool room and then flicked a switch that connected a signal with the reception and Paul’s office. Paul or Amy would be able to see Aaron in the pool. She didn’t feel guilty about doing it. Rules were rules and if he had any sort of difficulty or problem she didn’t want it on her conscience that she hadn’t done the right thing. It wasn’t as if he would know about it anyway. 
 
   She looked up at the clock on the wall and decided she just had time to go and do something with her hair before Patrick arrived to supervise the kitchen chaos that was bound to ensue. Living an Army life didn’t give you much time to learn to cook, and all of their guests were enjoying the challenge. If the kitchen ended up looking more like one of the too familiar bomb sites that all the men had experienced than the clean and ordered cooking station that it should be, it wasn’t so much of a problem. They all helped to clean up the devastation.
 
   Dragging a comb through her hair, she winced as the knots pulled free. She had kept her style very short while in the services, almost cropped, but in the two years since leaving, her hair had grown an enormous amount. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d had it cut at a salon. Split ended curls stuck out everywhere and she groaned as she realized that she had let things go for far too long. She decided to call Ellen and see if any of the salon staff at the hotel could give her a trim later that week. 
 
   She found a clip and pulled her hair into a loose bun, fixed it roughly and was about to leave her room when she spotted a dusty pot of cream on her dressing table. Her sister had given it to her in the weeks before her wedding in an attempt to moisturize Gemma’s skin into some sort of order for the make-up artist to work with. She hadn’t bothered using it since but now she picked up the pot and wiped the dust from the top with her hand. She twisted the lid and gave the cream a suspicious sniff. The scent wasn’t too overpowering. It actually smelled quite nice, sort of like freesias and freshly mown grass. She stuck her finger tip into the pot and dabbed a generous spot on her nose. She spread it about a bit and was surprised by the difference it made to the feel of her skin. She hadn’t realized how dry her cheeks had become since sailing nearly every day. 
 
   A fingertip running over her lips had her sighing in despair. They were dry and cracked too. She groaned as she realized how much she had let herself go. There was a difference between not worrying while in the services where make-up was strictly forbidden and not bothering at all. Her face looked as though she didn’t care at all. Of course she cared. Every woman in the world did, and she cared especially that the fabulously attractive Aaron Thomas had just seen her looking her very worst. She glowered at the person glowering back in the mirror. Her worst? God! She looked like a wreck.
 
   She quickly scrabbled in the bag on her dresser pulling out several empty contraceptive pill wrappers, wondering why she ever bothered with the things now. In the services they had been useful, controlling her cycle when she was deployed, but since coming out she hadn’t needed them, not even for any random sexual encounter. There hadn’t been any of that sort of thing for more years than she could remember. She dug around and took out three old mascara wands of varying colours. She could have sworn she had bought them before she was injured. She pulled one of the wands from its holder and wrinkled her nose at the sour odour emanating from the tube. She shoved the brush back in its container and threw it into her bin. 
 
   Peering inside at the rest of the mess, she puffed out a breath and gave up the struggle. She tipped out the rest of the bag of miscellaneous make-up onto her dressing table and sifted through the years old junk. Nearly all of it followed the stale mascara into the bin. 
 
   The pale pink lipstick, again bought for her sister’s wedding, had obviously been right in the bottom of the bag. After picking at the bits of fluff and dust that had stuck to the tube, she opened the stick and twisted. She rolled her eyes as she saw the squashed end of colour rise out of its case. It had somehow become twisted around and forced up against its own lid whilst in the bag. 
 
   She pulled a tissue from the box on her bedside table and cleaned the end off a little, squeezing and moulding, trying to reshape it into something that would glide over her lips rather than plaster itself thickly to them. She gave them a tentative swipe of the colour. It was pleasantly transparent giving only a sheen of natural colour and gentle softness to the delicate skin. Pressing her lips together to make sure the colour was evenly spread, she then looked at the effect in the mirror. Smiling at the result for a brief moment, she then frowned as she peered more closely at her reflection. She inspected her eyes and nearly passed out as she noted the state of her eyebrows. She had always thought that they were neater than Joe’s, but on further examination she wasn’t quite so sure. They almost met in the middle and stray hairs were dotted below the main line of her brow almost down to her eyelid. Horrified, she rummaged in the left over mess on the dresser again, knowing that there were tweezers in there somewhere before spending the next few minutes yelping loudly as she plucked at the overgrowth sprouting across her brow. 
 
   After pressing a cold flannel to the tender skin she looked in the mirror once again. Her eyebrows were still not perfect but at least she no longer looked like an extra from the Planet of the Apes film set. She bit her newly tender lips as the ape analogy made her think of her legs. She hadn’t shaved or waxed them in months. She blushed as she wondered what Aaron had thought of her hairy limbs as she had climbed out of the pool, and immediately resolved to ask Ellen about maybe booking her in for not just a hair do, but a whole day’s worth of beauty treatments.  
 
   There was nothing that she could do about her legs that night and she wasn’t that worried about them anyway as she always wore trousers, but she would have to do something before she went anywhere near the swimming pool again. She picked out clean clothes from her wardrobe and put them on before taking a final glance in the mirror. She breathed in deeply. By no means perfect, but she would have to do. In any case her face was already a vast improvement to the one she had shown everyone earlier. She just hoped that she hadn’t done too much and that none of the men would comment on it. Gemma let out a laugh as she tried to convince herself that she wasn’t doing it for anyone’s benefit but her own. 
 
   A few minutes later she walked into the busy kitchen. Patrick Reeves looked up from the big bowl in front of him and gave her a quick smile before he dug his hands back into the flour and fat, crumbling them together lightly with his fingertips and dropping the mixture again. The men, gathered around the huge kitchen table, looked more like they were squeezing an enemy’s neck as they crushed the ingredients together and flung it back down into their own bowls.
 
   Patrick exaggerated lifting the flour mixture and handling it gently between his fingers.
 
   “Gently guys. You’re making short crust pastry not cutting off someone’s airways. Try not to kill it before we cook it. Lift and crumble to make it light. We can pound some dough for bread next week if you like.” 
 
   There was some gentle laughter as they all compared the clods of squashed ingredients in the bottom of their bowls to Patrick’s sloping heap of fine crumbs. He dusted off his hand and measured out cold water in a table spoon before dropping it into his mixture and stirring gently with a knife. He added more gradually until the crumbs just held together.
 
   Gemma stared at the huge man. It had never made sense to her how he could have been in Special Services. Those men were meant to be cold blooded killers, but Patrick had put that life behind him. Mostly. He’d been known to slip back into action on occasions when his friends needed his help, but his gentle side came out not only when he was with his family and friends, but in his cooking too. 
 
   She looked up again as the kitchen door opened behind her. She took in a shallow breath as Aaron walked in, his damp hair covering his scarred forehead. His eyes glistened brightly and it was obvious that he’d taken a few moments to shave the day’s stubble from his jaw. Gemma kept her hands at her sides as some strange, unbidden emotion rolled in her stomach. She shoved the feeling to the back of her mind and forced her feet to remain still when she really wanted to go to him and run a fingertip along his now smooth jaw. 
 
   Aaron stopped just inside the door as he saw Patrick with the knife in his hand. Patrick glanced up from his work and gave a quick smile but then stopped stirring the mixture. 
 
   For just one moment Gemma didn’t know what was happening. The air felt as though it was sucked from the room as Patrick flicked the knife in his hand and launched himself across the kitchen. The look in Patrick’s eyes was terrifying but she moved without hesitation, forcing herself between the two men who now stood toe to toe just inside the doorway. 
 
   She slammed her flour covered hands into Patrick’s huge chest just as his knife came up to her throat. His eyes flickered downwards to Gemma and he dropped the knife. Several of the men standing round the table jumped as it landed with a clatter, on the tiled floor.
 
   “Holy shit! Gemma! Dear God, I nearly...” he tailed off as he brought himself back under control.
 
   Gemma pushed him back a step.
 
   “What the hell is going on, Patrick? You looked as though you were about to gut one of our guests!” She thumped the big man on the chest sending a cloud of flour from her hand wafting about the room.
 
   Patrick’s eyes moved to Aaron who stood with his hands on Gemma’s shoulders, his whole body tense and on high alert. 
 
   “Taylor! I thought you were dead!” Patrick suddenly exclaimed loudly. “What the fuck are you doing here?”
 
   There was total silence in the kitchen for a few seconds. Aaron didn’t take his eyes off Patrick for an instant and it was a few seconds before he spoke.
 
   “Sorry mate, you’ve got the wrong guy. I’m Aaron Thomas. I arrived here yesterday evening.” His tone was clipped but calm and brooked no argument.
 
   Patrick stared curiously at the man in front of him for a long moment and gave him a cool look up and down before he bent to pick up the dropped knife and turned to put it in the sink. 
 
   Gemma could see the tension in Patrick’s shoulders. His hands shook slightly as he stood at the sink for a moment, using the time rinsing the knife to calm himself. He dried his hands before he turned back to Gemma and pulled her into his chest. He gave her a squeeze before backing off and looking down at her. 
 
    “Jesus! Gem, I’m so sorry. Did I hurt you?” He ducked slightly to look her in the eyes, his own filled with concern and apology.
 
   Gemma shook her head and gave a slightly nervous laugh.
 
   “You’d have a knife sticking out of your butt by now if you had.” She gave him friendly jab on the shoulder with a lump of sticky pastry.
 
   Aaron let out a low chuckle.
 
   “Looks like I have my own protection detail!” He stepped out from behind her. 
 
   Patrick’s eyes narrowed as he took a step towards Aaron and suddenly stuck out his hand.
 
   “I owe you an apology. Obviously a mistake, but I swear you look just like one of my team members, Ryan Taylor. He died years ago during an ambush. Seeing you gave me the fright of my life. I’m Patrick Reeves, with a memory that’s clearly been shot to bits. I obviously lost more than my leg when I was blown up.” He puffed out a huge breath. “If my apology is accepted, come and join us. These guys were just about to kill off their dinner. Let’s see if you have better luck.” 
 
   Aaron gave an easy smile. He took Patrick’s hand and shook it firmly.
 
   “No harm, no foul. So long as Gemma is okay, there’s no damage been done.” He gave a quiet cough. “You were pretty quick off the mark there.” He glanced about the room and caught the eye of several of the men. “I’m going to have to swear you lot to secrecy about being saved by a short arsed girl with nothing but a lump of pastry in her hands.” There was some nervous laughter from around the table as the men began stirring the now greying, lumpy mess that sat in their bowls again. 
 
   Aaron picked up a bowl and found a place next to Gemma. He pulled a thin rubber glove from his pocket and pulled it over his injured hand before he set to work.
 
   He glanced at the recipe Patrick had written on a chalk board and leaned across the table. His thigh bumped Gemma’s hip as he reached for the various ingredients. 
 
   Gemma inched away, but his arm brushed hers once or twice as he caught up quickly, crumbling the ingredients together with one hand and rolling his pastry like an expert. Once or twice she glanced up at him and caught him staring back at her. Unable to control her hammering heart, her face heated rapidly, but she refused to think it might be due to a stupid reaction to Aaron Thomas and blamed it on the temperature of the kitchen instead. 
 
   Having recovered his composure completely Patrick carried on with the lesson and brought a cauldron of already cooked steak filling to the table. The men spooned generous portions of meat and gravy into individual serving dishes. They all covered the tops with their pastry, crimped the edges, made little steam holes and brushed egg glaze over the top. 
 
   Patrick washed his hands.
 
   “Okay, now that needs cooking for about half an hour or until the top is golden and crisp and the meat is good and hot. I like it when the gravy begins to bubble through the steam holes; not only does it look attractive, the bubbling tells you that the filling is boiling and safely heated through. I’ve made a big pie with my pastry for you all to share, compare and revise your technique. I want you all to make another batch of pastry after you have tasted your efforts tonight. We’ll make chicken pie next week only this time I’m going to show you how to make the filling. You can wrap your pastry and freeze it. It keeps very well. Just remember to take it out before next Thursday.” 
 
   There were mutterings of appreciation at the huge pie that rested on the counter. Two portions of pie were always good and it meant that one night they would only have to prepare the vegetables from the garden. The steak pies were put in the oven and Gemma began clearing the table, loading bowls and cutlery into the dishwasher. Aaron handed her his utensils and then moved towards the sink. He washed his undamaged hand carefully before he peeled the glove from the other and dropped it in the bin below the sink. He looked back at Gemma as the other men began leaving the room.
 
   “Need me to do any veg for today?” He asked suddenly.
 
   Surprised at his offer, Gemma smiled at him and looked at the potatoes already boiling on the stove. “I think we’re having creamy mashed potatoes and frozen peas with the pie tonight unless you’d prefer something else. Patrick gave us the recipe for the mash a couple of weeks ago. It’s beyond delicious and as we’ve had it almost every night since. All the guys know how to make it.”
 
   Aaron shrugged.
 
   “Mash? I think that even I can manage that. It’s just boiled potatoes smashed with a dash of milk, isn’t it?”
 
   Gemma closed her eyes dreamily and licked her newly moisturized lips. 
 
   “Not the way Patrick makes it. Needs a great dollop of sea salted French butter plus some crushed garlic cloves and plenty of black pepper. Ben had the brilliant idea of adding leeks to it one night and he reckons it will taste even better with cheese grilled on the top. I think that’s he’s going to do that tonight for us.”
 
   Aaron raised an eyebrow.
 
   “I guess that does sound pretty delicious. Patrick’s obviously a great cook, but that was hellish scary back there for a moment. I swear I barely saw him move before he was in my face. I wonder why he thought he knew me. I’m flying corps and he was a mess cook. Doesn’t make sense. Those guys have seen thousands of men just like me. I certainly wouldn’t be remarkable.”
 
   Gemma shook her head and laughed at the thought of no one noticing the handsome man in front of her. Maybe it was a girl thing. She knew that she would certainly have remembered him. It was becoming quite difficult for her to think of anyone else. She took control of her rapidly beating heart. 
 
   “You’d be right if he had been a mess cook, but I know that Patrick hadn’t stepped foot inside a kitchen until he came out here to fend for himself. He was a Special Services Major, a very brave guy. He was awarded the Victoria Cross a few years back. He retired when he lost his leg in an explosion.”
 
   Aaron raised an eyebrow, clearly impressed.
 
   “A true hero then. I don’t think I ever saw him before.”
 
   Gemma shrugged.
 
   “He must have mixed you up with someone else. Unusual for him, he’s pretty good with faces.” 
 
   Aaron grinned at her.
 
   “Obviously not mine though ‘cos although I may be temporarily grounded, I’m certainly not dead yet.”
 
   Gemma looked the man up and down. She could see the pulse throbbing in his throat, could feel the gentle heat radiating from his muscular body.
 
   “Dead? No, not even close.” She glanced at his hand. “Looks as though it was really painful. You’ve had a lot of grafts.”
 
   Aaron bit back a grimace.
 
   “It was agony at the time but I was more worried about the flexibility in it. If your tendons get screwed you can’t do any detailed manipulative stuff with your fingers. Would be as useless as not having a hand.” 
 
   Gemma nodded in understanding, but suddenly felt self conscious about her own arm. She slowly drew it back behind her. Aaron reached forwards and caught hold of her mechanical elbow. He pulled gently.
 
   “Sorry, I didn’t mean that you were useless. That would clearly be ridiculous seeing as you probably saved my life not even an hour ago.” He paused as he heard Gemma take a shuddering breath in before he tugged her prosthetic arm back in to view. “You don’t have to hide it Gemma. I didn’t mean to offend you, but I’ve seen what happens if hands aren’t treated carefully. It ends up like a dead, stiffened flipper or, if the tendons shorten, it’s like an immovable claw. I’d rather have had a prosthetic limb if it had meant that. Luckily for me the surgeons were really careful. I have nearly full movement in it or will have when the grafts have healed properly. If this experimental treatment doesn’t work then I’ll need another one over my palm, but I’m still hopeful.” He looked at his gloved palm. His tone was soft, his voice deep with some hidden emotion.
 
   She nodded and relaxed slightly. He let go of her quickly and she covered the awkward moment.
 
   “At one time I thought of getting a latex covered arm. They’re pretty good though the movement isn’t as precise as these.” She indicated her robotic looking limb. “I used to have a cover for when I was out in polite company, but it doesn’t make much difference. It still looks like a fake arm. I’d rather be able to use the thing properly and everyone know that it was false immediately than to listen to them whispering while they try and guess. I know that it’s not very attractive, but it works so well. The detail in all the movement is incredible.” She pinched the thumb and forefinger while watching all the tiny parts move. “Incredible and strangely beautiful isn’t it?”
 
   Aaron stared down at her. He wasn’t looking at her hand.
 
   “Absolutely. Definitely beautiful.” His voice was barely above a whisper as his gaze wandered from her face to her body. He cleared his throat. “But you shouldn’t worry anyway, you’re a stunning woman; no one will take notice of your hand when they can look at your lovely face.”
 
   She glanced up quickly. Was he mocking her recent efforts? She stared into his eyes trying to read his expression, but then looked away, the intensity of his gaze too much for her to take. She gave herself a mental shake.
 
   “Huh! Your eyes must have been affected by whatever happened to you. I look like crap.” She moved quickly before he could say anything else to her and she shouldered her way out of the kitchen. Compliments and flattery were one thing. Downright lies she just couldn’t handle.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   “Gah! Stop! Stop! Shit, just give me a moment, will you.” Gemma hauled in some deep breaths as she lay back on the therapy bed and willed the pain into submission. 
 
   Delphine shook her head and grinned as Ellen shrieked with laugher.
 
   “Who would have thought that you of all people, was a baby. It’s only a leg wax. This will teach you to leave it so long another time.”
 
   Gemma mopped the sweat from her brow.
 
   “Feels like I’m being slathered in boiling oil before you skin me alive! I don’t even know why I’m getting it done. It’s not as though I ever show my legs to anyone. I should have stuck to shaving them once a week.”
 
   Ellen laughed some more.
 
   “Once a week? Come off it! We all know that you haven’t done these in months, probably since your sister’s wedding...six months ago was it? And now that you have an incentive, I hear that all those baggy trouser, t-shirt combinations are all going to be changed soon. Joe was telling me...”
 
   Gemma sat bolt upright, all pain instantly forgotten.  
 
   “Joe? Joe was he telling you what? Whatever he says, he’s lying about it. If he’s started a book on me for any reason what-so-ever, I’m going to kill him.”
 
   Ellen laughed even louder. 
 
   “Relax. He was just mucking about. Paul had mentioned about you getting closer to that pilot guy, getting him to open up and Joe was pondering on the methods of torture that you might use on the poor man. He was lamenting the fact that you couldn’t use Paul’s robotic eyes to scare the life out of him anymore. Plucking out the glass ones doesn’t give anywhere near the same effect as those ones with all the wiring, apparently. You know that he plays that video of Lucy’s ex boss scrambling against the cupboards to all the new guests? I swear you looked as though you were going to eat Paul’s eyeball when you pulled it out. I nearly wet myself every time when that Freeman guy faints.” Ellen shook her head and wiped a tear from her eye as she reminded Gemma of the part she played in bringing Joe and Lucy together. She gathered herself and took a breath before continuing. “Joe noticed you had plucked your eyebrows and wondered if you were using an opposite angle. He’s betting that you are going to try your powers of seduction on Aaron instead of torture and it seems that he might have been right.” 
 
   Gemma glowered at her friend.
 
   “Cheeky sod! So this is the way he thanks me for saving his love life way back then. Having a pampering session is long overdue. It has nothing to do with Aaron.” She blushed furiously as she lied and then she lay back on the therapy bed and sighed as she realized what Ellen had said. “Good God, Joe noticed my eyebrows? Bloody hell! I have let things go. It’s so humiliating. Even you think I couldn’t seduce someone. Delphine, do you do manicures and make-up lessons and the like? I’ve no idea where to even start.” She looked at Ellen again, held out her hand and fluttered her chipped nails. “Do I get a discount?” 
 
   Ellen’s jaw dropped as she caught sight of Gemma’s broken, flaking nails. Even Delphine sniggered this time as Ellen wiped more tears of laughter.
 
   “You know you can have all your treatments for free. I’ll take before and after pictures for publicity.” She dodged the ball of wax and hair covered cotton that Gemma threw towards her. “Let Delphine finish your legs and then we’ll take a look at everything else. Your hair looks great by the way. Looks much healthier without the split ends. Alain did a great job.”
 
   Gemma groaned again and tried to relax as she awaited more of the torture. 
 
   “Don’t remind me. This overhaul is long overdue. I haven’t dated in so long that I have forgotten to bother...not that I’m about to start dating anyone anytime soon,” she added quickly as she saw Ellen about to pounce. “I just wish I wasn’t having it all done at once. I’m going to be in agony by the time I get back home. I can’t believe it’s going to take a whole day to get me resembling a woman again. I blame the guys. I’m around them so much I actually feel like one most of the time. I even dress like them. The last time I wore a frock was at my sister’s wedding. I don’t think I even own a skirt.”
 
   Ellen nodded thoughtfully.
 
   “Well, that’s all going to change. You should see all the stuff Geraldine is giving you to sort through. She’s gone up a size since having Luc and she just can’t shift it. Not that she needs to of course, she’s absolutely gorgeous exactly as she is, but you are going to be the beneficiary of those six extra pounds. She hasn’t even worn some of the outfits yet and I confess that I am furiously jealous. I’m way too short to wear any of Geraldine’s glamorous clothes.”
 
   Gemma was still deciding whether to protest, but she had long been envious of all the gorgeous clothes David’s beautiful French wife Geraldine could wear. The woman had a natural grace that was easy for her, but extremely difficult for anyone else to emulate. Gemma only hoped that she looked half as good in a few of the outfits. She slumped back down on the bed and groaned in dismay.
 
   “But where on earth am I going to wear that lot. I don’t go anywhere but the château. Geraldine might look like a Goddess and be able to milk a goat while wearing Versace, but I can’t. I’d look like a right idiot prancing about wearing that lot back at the centre.”
 
   Ellen waved her hand in dismissal.
 
   “That’s just where you are wrong. Paul and Amy had a brilliant idea just the other day. From tonight onward you are all going to be dressing for dinner. It doesn’t have to be flashy, but turning up in work gear just isn’t on. The guys would change out of their uniforms if they were at home and so should you. This is the perfect opportunity for you to show off your new ‘lady like’ persona.”
 
   Gemma would have protested but Delphine had stuck another cotton strip to her waxed leg. She had to grit her teeth to hold back the scream of pain as it and another layer of hair was ripped back off again. Delphine bent close to inspect her work, plucked a couple of stray hairs using her tweezers and then she lifted Gemma’s leg up onto her shoulder.
 
   “What the hell?” Gemma slapped her hands over the gusset of her knickers and tried to lower her leg, but Delphine had her ankle in a vice like grip. Before she could protest further the beautician slapped Gemma’s hand out of the way and hot wax was smeared over her bikini line. The therapist smiled down at her, placed a cotton strip on the warm wax and then tore the material off again. 
 
   Gemma held her breath and counted to fifty before she could even think about opening her mouth to speak again while the evil French beautician smeared another dollop of wax on the opposite side of her crotch. When she could actually breathe some several minutes later she eyed Ellen carefully and spoke through gritted teeth.
 
   “Are you sure that this place wasn’t a former torture chamber and you lot are re-enacting it here. There is no way any woman should have to go through all this. Who’s going to look up my fanny anyway?” She narrowed her eyes at Delphine. “I thought French women kept all their body hair. How come you know about this kind of treatment?”
 
   Delphine giggled.
 
   “It iz a complet’ myth. Ze French ‘ave been getting rid of body ‘air for far longer zan ze British. I think we invented waxing to remove unwanted ‘air.”
 
   Gemma glared at her.
 
   “Well, go invent some other way of removing it then. Preferably without the pain. This is bloody agony.”
 
   “A little smarting now, but it will all be worth it when you are silky smooth.” Ellen chipped in gleefully.
 
   Gemma failed to see how as Delphine grinned demonically and slapped on yet another spatula of burning torture.
 
   “Smarting? You are having a laugh! I am not flashing my knickers to all and sundry just so they can see I’m hairless down there. Jeez, Ellen.” She gripped the sheet beneath her and gasped as another section of her body was whisked naked. “I only asked about a haircut and a few sessions to sort out my eyebrows. I didn’t think I was going to be subject to the tortures of the Inquisition.” 
 
   Ellen laughed again.
 
   “I can’t believe that you, the hardest, most invincible woman in the British Army, are moaning about a little beauty treatment that most women go through as a matter of course. What would all your old service colleagues be saying if they could see you now? Unbelievable!” She sighed deeply and shook her head.
 
   Gemma snorted.
 
   “I’m not hard. Just practical. You have to be tough to go through all sorts of crap in the army. Some of the men don’t really think women should be there even now. It’s nothing to do with our capabilities, just some out of date macho pride. We’re not allowed on the front line as it is; it’s all just backstage stuff still unless we get caught up in something unexpected. Any sign of weakness and I would have been laughed out of the regiment. It’s ridiculous as we rarely have to fight hand to hand so actual strength doesn’t come into it, but I can shoot with as much accuracy as anyone. Being hairless around your...your bits,” she waved her hand in the general direction of her nether regions, “hardly seems important when faced with enemy fire, but I tell you what...I bet the guys couldn’t stand this. They would all be weeping to their mothers for mercy.”
 
   Ellen tapped her lip with her fingertip.
 
   “I wonder what the men would do really? Grin and bear it with manly pride or howl in pain? I wonder if I can set something up as a challenge. Maybe make some money out of it for the hotel charity. I could get the whole town involved...The women pay to see their man waxed...or something like that. The men would have to do it just to prove their masculinity. I’m going to run it by Geraldine,” she said excitedly.
 
   Gemma sighed in relief as Delphine began to gently rub oil into her skin.
 
   “Where is Geraldine anyway? I thought she might be around here today. I haven’t seen Luc in a couple of weeks and he’s at that stage where babies change so much.”
 
   Ellen’s brows pulled together.
 
   “She was upstairs. She and David are a bit caught up with Robbie. He heard them talking about his next school. You know that their system is different to England. He goes up to the Lycee next year so they have to start looking now, but Robbie is putting his foot down. He wants to stay near home but Geraldine insists that the best school is near Brest. It’s well over an hour away so he’d have to board. David is adamant that Robbie needs the best education and Robbie says he’ll run away from home before he sets foot in the place if it means he has to leave his family...It’s been getting a little heated.” 
 
   Gemma sighed. 
 
   “Well, I’m on Robbie’s side. I would have hated to leave my family when I was nine. That’s just so young. Have they looked at any other options? Robbie’s a bright kid. He would do well anywhere.”
 
   Ellen shook her head.
 
   “There just aren’t the choices here that we have at home. Brittany is right out on a limb. Robbie already says that he wants to be an army doctor and the only place suitable is in Brest apparently. It’s not helping that my brother keeps on disappearing whenever he has a free moment. He and Geraldine haven’t had any time to discuss it all properly. Geraldine thinks he’s trying to avoid the situation, but going off on some private jaunt isn’t going to help matters. I asked Patrick to speak to him about it, you know, man to man rather than a woman getting involved, but he’s not interested either at the moment. He’s spending hours on the computer with something that’s bothering him and I just can’t get through to him how important this thing with Robbie is.” 
 
   Gemma shook her head.
 
   “Jeez, the kid’s not even into double figures. He could change his mind a hundred times about his future career between now and adulthood. He’s only just getting to know his new baby brother, who he adores. No wonder he doesn’t want to leave home. Must be a nightmare for him.”
 
   Ellen suddenly looked downcast.
 
   “Yes, it must be. I worry about Rose, Fran, Anna and Luc too.” She looked wistful as she mentioned her own three year old daughter and David and Joe’s other children. “The local primary schools have been wonderful and I know that they are young yet but the time seems to fly by. It’s the next stage that’s the problem and it’s not even the schools’ fault. I suspect all of them have their strengths. It’s probably the exact same thing that happens in England, but here the schools are so much further apart. It’s the distance to get there that’s so annoying, not the schools.”
 
   Gemma laughed.
 
   “When you say it like that it sounds as though you could set up your own school. It won’t be long before Amy and Paul start a family. You’ll all end up like the Swiss Family Robinson or the Brady Bunch.”
 
   Ellen laughed with her.
 
   “Yes, well...I’ll mention that to Geraldine when Robbie is sobbing his heart out about leaving them next year and see what she says, but whatever happens, I swear that my brother is up to something. It has to be to do with Robbie. He’s being all secretive and furtive. He went off for hours three times last week, but has refused to say exactly what for. I hope that he’s not sussing out schools and making any decisions behind Geraldine’s back.” She turned towards the door as some deep laughter and huge splashes echoed around the pool complex just outside. Gemma’s eyes widened in horror. Some of the guests at the hotel had lived through the most terrible injuries; to be discovered howling in pain at a mere leg wax would be humiliating beyond endurance.
 
   “Oh no! You don’t think they heard all my caterwauling do you? I’ll never live it down.” 
 
   Delphine grinned demonically.
 
   “If zay say anything to you, just let me know. I would love to get my handz on their fabulous hairy chests.” She waved a waxy spatula about and Ellen doubled over as she tried to contain her laughter. 
 
   Gemma high fived the beautician’s free hand.
 
   “Now that I would pay to see. You can put Joe top of your list, though maybe you had best ask Lucy if she minds first. I notice that she’s very partial to her husband’s body. They’ve been married for nearly three years and the woman can still barely keep her hands off him. I bet she’s been in decline this week with him working with me at Roscoff.”
 
   Ellen gulped and fanned her flushed face before she could speak.
 
   “Well, if you are only threatening chest hair that lets Patrick out. He hasn’t got any and doing only one leg hardly seems fair if the others have both done. I wonder if you could teach me how to do it Delphine; he has plenty of body hair elsewhere.” She waggled her eyebrows as she grinned.
 
   Hysterical laughter resounded around the room yet again, but they soon quietened when there was a knock at the door.
 
   A red eyed Geraldine walked in with a false smile pinned to her face.
 
   “I heard you were ‘ere, Gemma. I ‘ave some things that you might like to try. Since ‘aving Luc I cannot fit into them any longer. Come up when you are finished and you can see if there’s anything you would like.”
 
   Gemma slid to the side of the bed and grabbed up her jeans.  
 
   “I can come now if you like. Delphine has stopped torturing me for the moment and she needs a break from my wailing before she has a go at trying to fix my nails and my face.”
 
   Geraldine looked surprised until Delphine pointed to the used wax strips that she had yet to put in the bin. She nodded in understanding.
 
   “Well, at least you won’t need it done again for another four weeks.”
 
   Gemma nearly exploded as she rounded on the smiling beautician.
 
   “Four weeks! Is that all? You cannot tell me that you all go through this every single month. I’m beginning to think I’d prefer to look like an ape.”
 
   Geraldine’s gave a genuine smile at last.
 
   “You get used to it. And after several years the ‘air doesn’t grow back anyway so it is all worth it.”
 
   Gemma rolled her eyes.
 
   “I think I’ll wear trousers for the rest of my life, seems like the less painful option.”
 
   Geraldine looked at her carefully.
 
   “Yes, but sometimes the least painful option is not the right one. Sometimes one has to have a little pain in order to find future pleasure. Neither Ellen, Lucy, Amy or I would have found such wonderful ‘usbands if they ‘adn’t experienced the worst first.”
 
   Gemma picked up her bag and headed for the door.
 
   “That’s true, but I’m doing this for me. I’m not looking for a husband. I’m not even looking for romance. I just want to feel feminine. I’ve been out of the Army for two years, but I was in for ten. I think I’ve forgotten how to look womanly.”
 
   Geraldine smiled at her.
 
   “And so you shall become a lady again. Come upstairs and we can go through all the things I have put aside. I’m sure there are several outfits that will fit you.” 
 
    
 
   Gemma left the château two hours later, her hair looking the best it had done in years, her body silky smooth and her nails sporting a perfect French manicure.
 
   With the boot of her car full of new clothes, she had to admit that it had been fun trying everything on, but she had no idea where she was going to be able to wear some of the beautiful silk dresses. 
 
   Geraldine had insisted that she had originally bought them to wear everyday with calf length boots and chunky cardigans, but Gemma couldn’t see herself ever being as glamorous as David’s beautiful wife and was afraid that she wouldn’t be able to carry the look off. She had felt bad about accepting the fabulous clothes for nothing, though Geraldine insisted that she wanted no payment. Gemma eventually assuaged her guilt by convincing herself that, as Ellen was far too small and Lucy far too curvaceous, Amy would probably be the ideal candidate to take a few items off her hands, though she wondered why Geraldine hadn’t offered them to Paul’s wife in the first place. 
 
   Gemma wasn’t sure that she was looking forward to the night ahead. Ellen had insisted that Gemma and all the guests at the rehabilitation centre were to dress for dinner from that night onwards. She had already discussed the idea with Amy and she had agreed that it was a good plan. Gemma could only imagine the looks on the faces of the men when they found out that their usual attire of tracksuit bottoms and t-shirts would no longer be acceptable at their evening meal.
 
    
 
   Ben and Karl greeted her with curious frowns as they both stood with arms folded across their chests, at the château entrance. Ben was the first to move. He walked down the wide steps and opened her car door before she’d had time to turn the engine off.
 
   “Where have you been all day? We missed you! What’s all this dressing for dinner stuff? Do you know anything about it? Was it your idea?” He demanded without preamble.
 
   Gemma sighed deeply as she turned off the car and reached over for her handbag.
 
   “You have to be joking! Can you see me dressing up, ever?” She shook her head. “It’s an idea of Ellen’s and Amy has already agreed it. I went over to see Geraldine and ask if I could borrow some clothes as I don’t have anything very dressy myself.” She brazened out the white lie as she climbed out of the car. She closed her eyes and prepared to do battle as she heard a quick intake of breath. “Look guys, it wasn’t my idea but I think it’s a good one. You have to admit that we look like a bunch of slobs most of the time.” She wasn’t really up to persuading them. She wanted to get inside, put the extravagant clothes in her wardrobe and forget about most of them.
 
   She opened her eyes again when she heard Karl swear.
 
   “Well, shit me! What the hell happened to you?” He stared wide eyed at her newly styled hair.
 
   Gemma scowled miserably. Why she had ever thought that they wouldn’t notice the changes was beyond her. After all, it was only Paul and William who had problems with their sight. She might have guessed that Ben and Karl would never keep their mouths shut anyway.
 
   “It needed a good trim. All the salt air was giving me split ends,” she defended herself as she mumbled into the gravel at her feet.
 
   Ben took a step nearer to her. He raised a finger to her chin and lifted it. He looked at her face curiously.
 
   “Did the salt air do something to your face too or did one of the girls up at the hotel get hold of you? Your eyes look different. Wider or something.” He had clearly noticed Delphine’s talent at shaping badly plucked eyebrows.
 
   Gemma felt her cheeks begin to heat. She pulled away from Ben and ignored the two men as she walked to the back of the car and popped the boot. Cascades of soft material wafted in the breeze. She huffed out a breath. There were far too many outfits for her to carry. She’d be drowned in the silks before she’d walked half a dozen paces. She looked back at the two, now clearly amazed, men.
 
   “As you two are both here you can stop loitering about and help me in with this lot. Say a single word about any of it and you’re both dead,” she hissed and glared at them as she lifted the tailgate. She jumped as she felt a warm hand rest gently on her shoulder. 
 
   “Let me. I think I can get this in one load.” 
 
   Her head jerked up as Aaron leaned into the packed boot space and lifted the numerous hangers in one hand while he draped the yards of silk over his other arm.
 
   Ben whistled gently between his teeth as he saw some of the diaphanous materials. He dug his elbow into Karl’s side and winked.
 
   “Maybe I’m going to rethink this dressing up idea, but only if we have some cocktails and serve vol-u-vents for a starter.”
 
   Karl’s eyes were still wide as he first looked Gemma and then the dresses, up and down.
 
   “Sod the starters. I want Gemma served as my main course. And I want dancing after! Bagsy first waltz!” The admiration was clear in his tone.
 
   Gemma felt the heat rise in her cheeks yet again. Were these two battle hardened men actually complimenting her? She could scarcely believe it. She took a nervous glance up at Aaron who stood patiently at her side. There was nothing in his expression that said he’d noticed anything different about her and her momentary delight suddenly disappeared. 
 
   She walked up the steps to the entrance and Karl immediately swept the door open in front of her. Not to be outdone, Ben nearly tripped over his own prosthetic leg in his haste to open the inner door. She rolled her eyes while the two of them stood at the bottom of the stairs and stared upwards as Aaron followed her up to her room.
 
   Gemma was beginning to feel a little uncomfortable with Aaron’s silence as he walked beside her along the corridor. She was about to turn and take the clothes from his arms when he muttered,
 
   “Idiots. Like they never noticed before.”
 
   Gemma stopped outside her door.
 
   “Never noticed what?” She asked as she turned the handle and walked into her room.
 
   “Like they never noticed how beautiful you are even without your hair done...Where do you want these?” He stood staring down at her as she gasped in surprise at his words.
 
   She shook her head quickly.
 
   “I’m not beautiful.”
 
   Aaron’s lips turned up at the corner as he snorted. 
 
   “I may have lost some of my faculties and suffered a few broken bones what with being shot down twice in my life, but fortunately my eyesight is still perfect.” He lay the clothes on the bed and glanced over his shoulder at her.
 
   She turned away as unexpected tears stung her eyes at his words, but she caught sight of herself in the dresser mirror. She could see that her hair had been done beautifully. The curls were still there but not quite so abandoned and the style lay more softly on her face. Her eyes were a little brighter and her cheeks glowed, defined with a smear of highlighter. Her lips were a soft pink colour and she ran her tongue across them to test the feel as she smiled. They were surprisingly soft and plump. She couldn’t see the rest of her body, now hairless and smooth but she could smell the delicate scent of the oils Delphine had used, comforting and soothing her skin. Her smile became wider, but it dropped as she suddenly noticed the bulges in her shirt.
 
   Nothing could change the ugly knobbles beneath her top where the straps of her prosthetic held her arm in place. She closed her eyes and could see exactly what her body looked like when naked. The rounded stump of flesh and chopped off bone seared into her vision and she let out a great heaving sob. 
 
   She’d never cried about it before, never dwelled on the loss, never thought about how it would change the image of herself but now, with the reaction of the two men downstairs and Aaron telling her that she was beautiful, she could think only of how imperfect she looked. Lopsided. Incomplete. Ugly. 
 
   She turned slightly so that she couldn’t see her missing limb. She tried to convince herself that it was only an arm. Nothing she couldn’t cope without. It wasn’t like it stopped her from doing anything. It wasn’t as though she had faced living the rest of her life in a wheelchair after having her legs blown off or having her face mangled by fire or shrapnel or acid. 
 
   For the first time she wondered how on earth David, Patrick and all of the men who had lost limbs or their looks or their senses, had ever coped. Did they deny it to themselves as well or had they this super human power to accept it all? She’d thought she was different as her injury had never seemed to bother her before, but now she could see that her reaction was only delayed. 
 
   It was only after she left the services that anyone ever really noticed her disability. She hadn’t had time to dwell on it while still serving her country. There were so many people with bits missing in the services that no one took any notice, but now there was suddenly more time to think about it than she wanted and even with the walls she had built around herself it was harder to ignore than she had imagined. She suddenly realized that her own heart had become defended by a wall her own senses slammed into. 
 
   She stared at the reflection of all Geraldine’s beautiful dresses cascading over her bed and she sobbed even harder. Why on earth had she brought them back here? There was no way she could wear even half of them. Many had strappy tops with nothing to cover her prosthetic limb. Her breath shuddered in her throat as she realized that she hadn’t worn anything sleeveless since she’d lost her arm. 
 
   A movement in the mirror caught her eye, but before she had time to react Aaron was behind her, his hands on her shoulders turning her towards him and suddenly she was in his arms, held tightly against the solid wall of his chest.
 
   He brought his chin down and tucked the top of her head under it as his fingers spread though her curls, massaging the back of her head. His tenderness was too much. The tidal wave broke, crashing over her emotions and racing unstoppably up the shore. There was nothing she could do to stop it. No one had ever held her like this, not saying anything, not doing anything, only holding her and keeping her whole as her heart splintered beneath her breast. 
 
   She couldn’t say how long they stood together, but when she eventually blinked the salty tears away, she noticed that her room was almost dark. 
 
   She took a huge gulp of air and stepped back. Aaron released her immediately.
 
   “Sorry,” she said quietly and tried to wipe her eyes against her sleeve.
 
   Aaron shook his head as he handed her a tissue from the box on her bedside table.
 
   “You have nothing to be sorry for.” His voice was husky, as though choked with his own emotions.
 
   She gave a small, embarrassed laugh and blew her nose.
 
   “No, of course not.” The words sounded more sarcastic than she meant them. “Good grief! I’m the one meant to be helping you lot, not the other way around. If Paul or Amy hears of this I could lose my position.” She didn’t really believe that she would, but she couldn’t think what else to say. She felt more awkward by the moment.
 
   Aaron quirked up a lip.
 
   “Well, they won’t hear anything from me, so unless you’re going to go and make some idiotic sort of confession, I shouldn’t worry about it.”
 
   She snorted a laugh and then let out a deep, calming breath.
 
   “Okay, enough of this stupidity. I need to get hold of myself. Crying certainly isn’t going to make anything any better.”
 
   Aaron raised an eyebrow.
 
   “You’re right there, but it sometimes helps to let it out. Have you ever talked to anyone about it or had any counselling?”
 
   Gemma pulled another tissue from the box and sniffed into it.
 
   “A bit, I suppose. We all have to go to a certain amount of sessions before they’ll let us back out on duty, but I didn’t really feel that I needed them. I mean, what was the point? Nothing is going to make a limb grow back and no one was going to take any blame for the loss though I was told that it was pilot error which grounded us.” She wiped her eyes and blew her nose again. “I made one stupid mistake by hitching that ride, but not as big as the one the he made. If that damned idiot hadn’t tried to play the hero, he and seven others would still be alive and I would have all my limbs intact.” She could hear the bitterness in her tone as she spoke. She had never realized how much she had resented that pilot.
 
   Aaron brought his eyebrows together.
 
   “Played hero? What do you mean? What did he do?”
 
   Gemma breathed in deeply, her anger building as she recounted the day that had changed her life.
 
   “I mean that he didn’t have to do anything at all, but no, the pilot wanted to grab the limelight, be a hero. He should have left it for the rescue boys. They would have only been a couple of minutes longer.” She looked up into his concerned face as he let out a small grunt.
 
   “Maybe the guy had information that you didn’t know about. I can’t imagine any pilot diverting from his course on a whim. We wouldn’t normally do that so there had to be a good reason why he did.” 
 
   Gemma felt her insides churn. She knew that she wasn’t being entirely fair.
 
   “I know he had a reason, but he didn’t have to act on it. He had others to consider, not just himself.” She paused and cleared her throat before she carried on with the story. “I was just hitching a ride with some medic guy who had come back off leave. It was going to save us about three hours in a dusty, sweaty jeep, but the pilot picked up a mayday call and diverted to pick up a stranded team. One of the guys had been shot in the leg and was pretty out of it. The others were furious that they had been led into some sort of trap. Well, that’s how they made it sound. I seem to remember them all looking pretty uncomfortable about the whole thing and then the next moment the pilot was yelling about missile fire, but that can’t have been right as we were over our own airspace. The pilot chucked us about the sky and I ended up caught in one of the webbing gear holders. I tried to release myself but there was this sudden weird noise pinging noise and we were going down. I didn’t have time to think after that. I didn’t find out until later, but it turns out that we hit some pretty unforgiving rocks on landing. Snapped the tail right over the top of the cabin. Rotor blade ended up sheering off and coming in through the damned open door. The medic had his head severed and the rest of the rescued team was effectively turned into mincemeat right in front of my eyes. I thought it was coming straight for me but the webbing slipped and I fell a couple of feet. Last thing I saw was my arm dangling from the canvas and me about ten feet away. Makes me sweat to think about it.” She gave an involuntary shudder. “I don’t remember much more of what happened after that. I just woke up in hospital with a million tubes sticking out of me...” She stopped as Aaron gulped. “What’s the matter? Are you okay?” She trailed off as she noticed Aaron’s expression. 
 
   His lips had become tight white, his square jaw hardened and the colour drained from his face. He limped quickly out of the door and Gemma peered out curiously after him. She saw him clamp his hand over his mouth as he slammed open his own door further down the corridor and then she heard the sound of violent retching. Gemma waited a few seconds before she followed him into his room, wishing that she hadn’t gone into such graphic detail about the crash, but there was no help for it now. There was no one in the main bedroom. She turned as she heard more uncomfortable noises. Aaron had closed the bathroom door behind him. She gave quick knock.
 
   “Hey, Aaron. You okay? I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.” 
 
   There was some muttered mumblings and clearing of his throat before Aaron choked back through the door.
 
   “I’m fine. Images in my head. All those men! Awful!”
 
   She gently twisted the door handle. It was locked. She jumped back as there was some more harsh gagging. It carried on for endless minutes before it gradually lessened to a complete stop. She guessed that he must have been down to the bile.
 
   She heard some gargling, water running and then, a few seconds later, the bolt slid back on the door. 
 
   Gemma stepped back as he came out of the bathroom. Aaron kept his eyes down. He skin had a green and sweaty tinge. He coughed slightly and then met her dark eyes with his own aqua gaze. 
 
   “You okay?” She asked simply. 
 
   He wasn’t but he nodded valiantly and looked intently at her. He narrowed his eyes and glanced up and down before he breathed in deeply. He wiped a trembling hand over his brow.
 
   “I think I’m going to take a shower before I come down. Not that I fancy anything to eat now, but I’ll have to reline my stomach with something. I might just come for the dancing and grab some supper later. I need to make some calls anyway. They can’t wait.” He gave a weak smile.
 
   Gemma puffed out a breath.
 
   “Okay, but don’t forget that you have to put something smart on even if you’re not eating dinner.”
 
   He grunted as he raised an eyebrow.
 
   “I’ll do my best but I’m afraid it’ll have to be the boot still. I can’t get my foot into anything else with this casing on.”
 
   She smiled at him and then let out a great laugh. 
 
   “You should worry. I can’t imagine what Ben’s going to wear. He’s lived in those trackies since the day he arrived here. I’m beginning to wonder if he actually owns anything else.”
 
   Aaron snorted.
 
   “I’m sure we’ll all find something decent to wear between us.”
 
   Gemma wasn’t quite so confidant though she smiled up at him as she backed out of his room and walked back along the corridor to sort through the numerous dresses and outfits that Geraldine had given her. She didn’t want to go over the top, but it would be a nice change to wear something pretty and she was definitely not covering up her hair free legs after going through all that pain.
 
   She began hanging the obvious wrong choices in her wardrobe and settled on a simple jade green, shift dress that hung to her mid thigh and happened to have a matching bolero cardigan. Geraldine probably would have worn it for a business meeting but Gemma thought it felt right for a first evening dressing up. 
 
   She took a quick shower, taking care not to dampen her hair style and then she spent the next half an hour trying to remember exactly how Delphine had instructed her to apply her new make-up to look natural and unaffected.
 
   She applied a dab of moisturizer over her face and then a sheer brush of powdered neutral colour. She highlighted her cheekbones and added just a touch of smudged eyeliner and a hint of mascara. The petal pink lipstick that both Ellen and Geraldine had gushed over was the finishing touch. 
 
   The dress was sleekly fitted and would only take the smoothest of underwear. She slipped the dress over her head and sighed as the cool silk touched her heated skin. She grimaced for the tiniest moment as she stared at the unattractive fitting that kept her arm in place but then she covered it up with the matching bolero. She slid her feet into heeled shoes and picked up an evening bag that Geraldine insisted that she take too before she made her way along the corridor and down to the dining room. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Paul stood with Amy at the doors to the lounge. He wore a dark suit that fit every muscle of his finely tuned body. Amy winked at Gemma, stuck her thumbs up and tilted her chin towards her husband as she mouthed the word ‘hot?’ back at her friend. Gemma covered a laugh and nodded enthusiastically. Paul looked more dashing than she had ever seen. 
 
   Paul gave an odd snort and caught hold of his wife’s arm.
 
   “You two can stop giving me the eye. I know I look great.” He had obviously heard her step and tilted his head quizzically as he heard the light tap of her heels coming across the tiled floor.
 
   “Gemma? They sound extravagant. And do I hear the swish of pure silk?” His pleased tone made her smile. 
 
   “How on earth can you tell the type of material someone is wearing just by the sound of it?” She asked, genuinely interested.
 
   Paul tapped the side of his nose and grinned at her. Amy rustled the material of her own dress. She was wearing an outfit of a deep pink that set off the colour of her sunshine blonde hair. A similar sound shimmied against Amy’s thighs and Gemma laughed as she realized the source of Paul’s information.  
 
   Amy linked her arm through her husband’s
 
   “Doesn’t it feel lovely to dress up? You should go take a look at the rest of the boys. I could get used to this kind of dining.”
 
   Paul cleared his throat.
 
   “Huh, we’re not doing this just for you two to enjoy the show, though I confess that there’s a certain atmosphere that I have never noticed before. Karl has arranged something so we can have music to dance to later. Magali and Simone have stayed late so there’ll be some other ladies.” He referred to the two counsellors who worked with the men.
 
   Gemma nearly choked.
 
   “Dancing? I thought he was kidding when he mentioned it earlier. I doubt I know how. I don’t think I ever danced properly with anyone before.”
 
   Paul raised an eyebrow.
 
   “Well, now is the perfect time to learn. Won’t even matter if you tread on anyone’s toes as half of them haven’t got any. Makes it easier if you ask me.”
 
   Amy covered her mouth to stifle her shocked gasp.
 
   “Paul! For goodness sake! I can’t believe you just said that. Show a little decorum.”
 
   Paul shrugged.
 
   “Aw, sh...They don’t mind. They’ll probably say exactly the same thing anyway. Come on, let’s go in. Aaron phoned down a few moments ago. He had a bilious attack and is still feeling ill. He says that he has some calls to make and he’s hoping that he’ll feel well enough to come down after he’s made them. We were only waiting for Gemma so we can go in now.”
 
   Gemma stopped on the threshold of the door.
 
   “Oh, I hope that he recovers quickly enough to come down.”
 
   Amy frowned up at her husband.
 
   “Perhaps I should go up to him?” Her nursing duties were never far from her mind.
 
   Paul gripped his wife’s hand.
 
   “Not now. He says he’s fine; thinks it’s the change of water. If he’s been ill then I don’t suppose that he wants to eat right at the moment. He’s finishing some emails that he needed to make and then I’m sure he’ll be down. Aaron can have some supper later if he feels up to it.” Paul turned Amy towards the salon where Ben was serving cocktails.
 
   There was a sudden silence and then Karl, looking incredibly handsome with his hair gelled stylishly and wearing beige chinos with a pressed white shirt, came up to Gemma and took hold of her hand.
 
   “You look lovely, Gem. Come and have a cocktail. Ben’s got the drop on the Harvey Wallbangers and he’s mixing up a storm.”
 
   Gemma laughed while Ben began throwing cocktail shakers over his shoulders, turning full circle and then catching them again as their other two guests, Jason and William placed bets on how quickly Ben was going to drop the lot.
 
   Amy had arranged things buffet style in the dining room so that everyone could help themselves to their dinner. They all sat around the table, chatting amiably and talking about their day. Everyone complimented Gemma on her new hairstyle and asked what she had done for the rest of the time she was at the hotel. She told them about Geraldine’s generous offer of clothes and showed off her new manicure, but she skipped the part about being waxed bare practically all over.
 
    They all helped clearing the table together and Gemma loaded the dirty dishes into the dishwasher while Ben and Karl went back to the lounge and moved the chairs so that there was plenty of room for dancing. 
 
   They turned down the lights but no one danced formally. Paul gave up attempting teaching them all when Ben’s prosthetic foot caught the edge of the rug and he stumbled, nearly toppling a very unsteady double amputee, Jason and partially sighted William, who managed to dodge out of the way of his own reflection in the over mantle mirror and go flying into Aaron as he limped into the room at last. 
 
   Aaron righted William and laughed as the man then walked up to his reflection and reached out to poke himself to make sure that the man in the mirror wasn’t a real person. 
 
   “Shit, damn! That was confusing. I thought that was someone else. Must be because I’d forgotten how handsome I am.” He laughed at his own mistake as Aaron tapped him on his shoulder gently with his fist.
 
   “You feel real enough to me. Maybe we had best turn the lights back up a little?” Aaron reached out towards the dimmer switch, but even turning the light up several levels didn’t seem to help.
 
   William blinked hard. He squinted his eyes through his thick glasses, but after a few seconds shook his head.
 
   “No, it’s okay. It’s artificial light that I have most problems with. Doesn’t seem to be bright enough however light it is. I can barely see a thing in here even with the lights up. I can see much clearer in daylight, nowhere near perfect vision, but I think I would be able to tell the difference between another man and my own reflection in a mirror. I have to get used to this kind of thing though. Might as well be now as any other time. I’m glad you’re feeling more like yourself though. Want me to get you anything from the kitchen? I can bring you a plate of something in here if you like.”
 
   Aaron looked the man over. He noted William’s eager features and finally nodded.
 
   “Yes, that would be great. Thanks. Some bread and cheese will be fine, but I can go and get it. You stay here and enjoy yourself.”
 
   William shook his head.
 
   “I think I’ll stick with what I know for a bit longer. Dancing with my own reflection is a more than a little humiliating...You come and join in as you’ve missed so much. I’ll be back in a few minutes.” Hand outstretched, he negotiated his way around the other dancers and disappeared towards the kitchen.
 
   Gemma watched Aaron as he walked further into the room. She tried to breathe normally, but it was a hard task. He wore fitted black trousers one leg of which he had split to fit over his cast. He had then somehow stitched them back together at the bottom so they didn’t flap about. A dark blue shirt skimmed over his broad shoulders, the muscles in his arms filling out the tops of the sleeves. He wore the cuffs turned back and his collar was open at the throat revealing a glimpse of dark chest hair. His one boot had been polished to dress uniform shine and he’d styled his hair to look just ruffled enough. She couldn’t take her eyes from him and it seemed as though he felt the same about her. His gaze flicked down her figure and stopped for a moment too long at where the jade dress stopped mid thigh. He caught himself and quickly looked back up into her eyes. He noticed the flush in her cheeks as he walked towards her.
 
   “Would you like to dance?” He asked softly as he held out his hand.
 
   Her voice felt as though it was stuck somewhere down near her stomach. She nodded as she reached for his fingers, but he caught her about the waist, drawing her towards him. The music suddenly changed down and Gemma rolled her eyes at Ben who had slipped over to the music centre and quickly flicked on a slow number. Aaron moved her gently, guiding her to the middle of the room. They danced together comfortably, their steps in an easy rhythm with each other. 
 
   Gemma leaned back and smiled up at him as she became more comfortable.
 
   “You’re feeling better then?”
 
   He gave a quick nod and an embarrassed smile. He cleared his throat.
 
   “Yes. Must have been the change of water or something.” He ignored her raised eyebrow. “I’m fine now thanks. I, I had to make some calls. Send some emails and stuff.” He was clearly uneasy about something.
 
   She tilted her head, letting the curiosity show.
 
   “Oh? Everything okay? I might be able to help if it’s anything official.” 
 
   Aaron shook his head quickly. He certainly didn’t want Gemma seeing any of the questions he had asked in his emails.
 
   “It’s all fine. I probably won’t get any answers for a few days anyway, but it should all pan out eventually.” He turned her into a slow spin and then pulled her tighter against him.
 
   Gemma kept her breathing steady. She wasn’t sure quite what was happening, but she could feel her heart pounding far too hard to be healthy. This wasn’t right and she knew that she had to put some distance between them. Even though everyone who stayed at the centre was called a guest by all of the staff, Aaron was officially a patient at the château. Her dealings with him had to be kept on a strictly professional level. 
 
   It was a more difficult task than she had thought. Her leg brushed his thigh and she felt her whole stomach flip deliciously. She let out a breath. It was just a dance. It meant nothing. His hand shifted on her lower back and came to rest only inches above her bottom. His grip tightened and he pulled her a fraction closer. Her insides melted and she had to hold back everything to keep herself from plastering her body to his. She squared her shoulders and clung onto her last thread of restraint. 
 
   His gaze was quizzical as he felt her stiffen. However good it felt being held in his arms she knew that it could go no further. The music stopped and changed to another tune just as William returned to the room with a plate almost over flowing with a selection of breads and cheeses. The young man placed the plate on a table and peered around in the dusky light hoping to see Aaron, but there was only a sea of moving shapes and he couldn’t make out exactly who was who.
 
   Aaron took a long look at the woman in his arms before he came to William’s rescue at last. He released Gemma and walked over to the table.
 
   “This looks great thanks, Will,” he said as he peered at the odd sized lumps of cheese and hacked off slices of bread. There was a knob of what appeared to be a lump of goose fat rather than butter at the side of the plate and one of the pieces of cheese looked suspiciously like the New York cheesecake they had baked, but had not finished eating, the day before. Aaron grinned as he sat down and began tucking in anyway. 
 
   William beamed delightedly at his apparent success as he headed straight for the green blob that shimmered in his vision. He swept Gemma into his arms and whisked her back out onto the dance floor. 
 
   The evening finished with them all having coffee and agreeing that dressing for dinner was a definite plus. They decided that the next evening was going to be a less formal occasion and they would be playing cards and other board games after their meal. 
 
   Gemma began planning her outfit for the following evening as she walked up the stairs towards her room. 
 
   It was only as she reached her door that she heard Aaron call her name softly. He’d come up the stairs behind her after having taken his plate back to the kitchen and making sure that everything was clean and tidy after William’s desperate attempts at catering. As he had put things away in the fridge he raised an eyebrow at the leftover dishes and was rather glad that the man had made the mistake of cheesecake rather than cold mashed potato.
 
   She stopped and waited for him to catch up with her.
 
   “It was a lovely evening. Great idea all the cocktails and dancing and stuff. Amy says we’re going to do something similar every week.” He smiled down at her.
 
   Gemma nodded.
 
   “That’s what she says. I really enjoyed it too. I haven’t danced like that since I was a teenager. It was fun. We have a cards night tomorrow and then we’re going to do a ‘Dine with Me’ event next week. We’re going to take it in turns cooking for each other for a whole week and then do scoring on who does best. I don’t think I will win. I’m useless at anything other than breakfasts, but if you are up for a challenge you are welcome to be my partner.” She spoke without thinking and then looked away as she blushed furiously.
 
   Aaron looked at her. He raised his hand slowly and tipped up her chin until she looked back up at him.
 
   Gemma could barely breathe. She could feel the pulse in her throat beating hard and fast as she waited for his response. 
 
   He nodded slowly.
 
   “Yeah, why not? Sounds like a plan, not that I am any sort of cook either. I’ve had too many years with people catering for me, but I’m willing to have a go at it. I love fish. I’d really like to do something with fresh ingredients from around here. When I went for my walk the other day I noticed our neighbour tending his garden, but I swear that the old guy can’t eat all the vegetables he grows. Have you even seen the size of his cabbages?” He didn’t wait for a response. “And his pink onions look great too. Maybe we can ask to buy some accompaniments from him, though before we do any of that we’ll have to get together and decide what we’re going to cook. Better make a date for getting the other ingredients too.”
 
   Gemma smiled happily at his enthusiasm, all thoughts of keeping her distance from this gorgeous man immediately thrown out of the window.
 
   “Amy’s going to write up a rota so we all know what day we’re cooking. We begin Monday next week so there’s plenty of time to plan. I’ll buzz a message down to her that we’ll be working together as she’s going to put the list up in the morning.”
 
   Aaron gave a slow smile.
 
   “Great. I can’t wait.” He glanced down at his watch as he heard the hall clock strike midnight. “It’s late. I’d make sure that you run away like Cinderella, but I don’t think either of us are going to turn into pumpkins. I wanted to know if you’re going out sailing tomorrow?”
 
   Gemma shook her head regretfully.
 
   “We were talking about it over dinner. The tide is all wrong unless we go out super early, and after tonight’s activities I think it’s going to be unlikely we’ll see anyone much before nine. I think we’re going to have a wander round towards St. Pol de Leon instead. The rocks are great to climb and some of them have those funny little look out castles on them. I’m dying to have a look. They were something to do with an early warning system of English invasion way back when. It’s going to be a journey of discovery. Ben’s going to bring a couple of the fishing nets. He’s convinced that he can fish us out a crab to have at dinner. You would be welcome to join in.”
 
   Aaron looked down at her for a moment and then shook his head. He’d hoped to have her all to himself rather than sharing her company with the rest of the men.
 
   “I think I’ll leave catching shellfish to the others. I’ll stay here and wait for my emails to come back. There’s some stuff I might need to do depending on the answers I receive and there’s a chance they’ll come in early. What time are you setting out?” 
 
   Gemma backed into her doorway, disappointed that he had made an excuse not to come on their excursion.
 
   “Mid morning I would think, but I’ll let you know at breakfast. I don’t suppose anyone is going to rush to get up.” She looked along the corridor as she heard a loud snore coming from William’s room. 
 
   His door stood wide open and the bedroom light shone out into the hallway as usual. He’d confessed during his first week at the château that he was scared to sleep alone in his dark room. He was afraid that if he woke and opened his eyes to darkness, it would mean he was totally blind. Although he knew that it was still a possibility, he couldn’t wrap his head around the thought of never seeing anything again. He might only just be able to see shapes and outlines, but even that was better than eternal darkness. He left his door open because he thought he’d go mad if he couldn’t find his way out of his room. Her heart had lurched in her chest when the young man expressed his fears and she promised that she would always make sure his door stayed open wide. She drew her eyes back to Aaron. “Will’s such a nice kid. Breaks my heart to see him stumbling about like that, but makes me proud too to see him struggling so bravely...” She waved her hand, indicating the rest of the rooms along the corridor. “All this...all this stuff going on here with everyone, all the destruction of their lives, their dreams, it’s wearing on the mind and the body.” Her tone was gentle but sorrowful too.
 
   Aaron brushed his fingertips against her cheek.
 
   “They still have dreams, Gemma. Maybe slightly different ones now, but they still have them. It’s people like you who help them realize that they still have something to live for.”
 
   She shook her head and sighed.
 
   “I’m the worst one to do that. Look at me earlier. A complete wreck over a flipping dress. I can’t even hold myself together over a little thing like a missing arm. Imagine what I would be like if I had been Jason and had both legs blown off or blinded like William and Paul. They are all so much stronger than me. I am pathetic.”
 
   Aaron laughed softly as her lips turned downwards.
 
   “You’re perfect. We all have faults, and you are allowed to cry on occasions. I bet the guys do often enough, though they probably wouldn’t ever let anyone know about it.”
 
   Gemma huffed out a breath and shook her head.
 
   “Me, perfect? You are crazier than I first thought, though you’re probably right about the guys. The biggest hearts shed most tears.” She tried to hold back a yawn but failed miserably. “And they would probably never admit to exhaustion either, but all that dancing will have tired them. I’m tired too, to be honest.” She reached behind her and opened the door before she slipped inside the darkened room. “Good night, Aaron,” she said softly as she peered out of the closing door at him.
 
   Aaron stood and gazed back at her quietly for a moment longer. He let out a long breath and lifted his hand in a small wave.
 
   “Night then, Gemma. See you in the morning.”
 
   She closed her door while he stood there and then leaned back on it as she listened to him move off slowly along the corridor. Sighing, she pushed off the door and walked further into her room, flicking the light switch as she went. She slipped off the beautiful dress, hanging it up in the wardrobe before she tended to her arm and eventually slid between the cool sheets of her huge bed. 
 
   She lay staring up at the silk canopy and sumptuous drapes that cascaded around her bed and for a few moments she felt like princess. If only Aaron could be her prince. She leaned over and turned off the light before she closed her eyes and breathed in deeply. She could feel where his hands had touched her waist, her back. Heat flared through her and she fidgeted as she attempted to think of anything but the handsome airman. Her mind pondered over menus that they might devise for the next week’s cooking contest, but that led to her remembering his hands dipping in the pastry crumbles or the way his mouth moved when he ate his bread and cheese. 
 
   She opened her eyes again and rolled to her side as she dispelled the distracting thought and caught sight of a glimmer of scarlet silk where her wardrobe door stood open a fraction. She began thinking of the all the other lovely outfits hanging in her wardrobe and deliberately denied herself any thought of Aaron, but it was no good. She drifted off to sleep before she knew it and all she could dream about was herself trying on every single one of Geraldine’s fabulous dresses with Aaron taking very little time to tear them all off again. 
 
    
 
   Aaron sat on the edge of his bed and unclipped his plastic brace before he toed off his socks. He unbuttoned his shirt and eased it from his shoulders. Heat remained where Gemma had lain her hands as they danced and his own palm tingled where he had held her slender waist. He’d been able to feel the tight muscles that wrapped her sides and he remembered how she had affected him while he had been swimming. The sight of a pair of shapely buttocks as she slithered out of the pool had nearly undone him. His blood had raced south and he’d had to swim about for far longer than he had intended. Even then he’d needed a freezing cold shower to calm his errant body. 
 
   He couldn’t remember any woman ever affecting him so intensely, but it wasn’t only her beautiful body that held his attention. She had a lively mind and a quick wit that she used regularly on him and all the other guests. She clearly held Ben and Karl wrapped securely around her little finger and, as he felt his own heart rate pick up and at the thought of either of the two men being anywhere near her while she wore only a swimming costume, probably him as well. He’d only not minded William dancing with her because the lad was so much younger that the rest of them. 
 
   He removed his trousers carefully, holding the material wide to allow room for the spikes of metal sticking out of his ankle, and folded them over the back of the chair. He lay down on his back and dragged the quilt over him. 
 
   He wasn’t comfortable, but then he never would be with the pins sticking out of his leg. He had the limited choice of lying on his back or front and he disliked both positions, but if he lay on his side the spikes constantly rucked the bedclothes or caught the skin on his other leg and if he attempted any other position he had to twist his body to accommodate them. He’d almost wished they had given him the option of a plaster cast, though having to use a crutch all the time didn’t appeal to him either. 
 
   He tried to stop thinking about his limbs, but lying on his back was giving him even more trouble tonight as it had done every night since he’d arrived, and lying on his front was going to be downright impossible. Thoughts of Gemma lying naked, lithe, warm and beautiful only a few doors away exploded into his brain. He took some deep breaths as he tried to calm his spiralling heart rate and take control of his raging libido. 
 
   He glanced at the clock on the bedside cabinet. It was way past midnight. Only a few more hours of this self induced torture and he could see the distracting woman again. 
 
   His mind drifted back to seeing her in the rich, jade coloured dress. He didn’t think she had worn a bra beneath it. He certainly hadn’t felt one as his hand slid up her back while they danced. He groaned as he visualised the sight of her tight nipples rubbing against the silk lining. All he could think about was catching hold of the scooped neckline between his shaking hands and ripping it down the middle, releasing her breasts from the confining material and spilling them into his welcoming palms. 
 
   He gave up trying to sleep, threw back the covers and walked into the shower room. He rolled his eyes as his glass hard erection slapped relentlessly against his flat stomach and he groaned at the prospective agony he was about to endure. He stuck both his hand and leg into protective bags before he turned the water temperature down to its coolest setting and hissed in a breath as he stepped beneath the icy spray. 
 
   Five minutes later and he wasn’t even sure if cold water treatment would work. He looked down at himself and gritted his teeth as he groaned in frustration. He was still as hard as granite and he had the unsettling feeling that he was going to be in for a very long night.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Aaron yawned as he watched the group from his bedroom window. Gemma was back in her usual baggy trousers and t-shirt ensemble again, but it didn’t stop him imagining that he had x-ray vision and could see right through her outer garments to her skimpy underwear beneath. 
 
   She had been right. None of the men had risen early. He’d only just awoken after eventually dropping off to sleep at somewhere around daybreak and it was now nearly eleven. 
 
   He laughed as Gemma put her hands on her hips and faced down the gigantic Jason who stood nearly a foot taller than her. Her curly hair bobbed as she made her point while Joe stood alongside her. A heated discussion appeared to be taking place. 
 
   Aaron opened his window a crack and listened to the conversation. They were too far away to catch all of their words but it appeared that Gemma was exasperated with the big man who was now clearly affronted by something Joe had said. She rolled her beautiful brown eyes as they slugged it out verbally before Jason obviously gave in, threw up his hands in defeat and stomped off along the driveway. 
 
   Joe shook his head and held up three fingers at Gemma who nodded before he made his way back to the Range Rover that stood on the drive. He took the keys out of the ignition and marched back into the château. Aaron could read the situation immediately. Joe was obviously meeting them with the car in three hours time and Jason felt that his stamina was being called into question. 
 
   He snorted as he admired the guy’s stubborn pluck. There was no way it was going to be easy clambering over rocks with two prosthetic legs. Aaron wondered if it was even possible. He leaned down from his chair and scratched the skin around the pins in his ankle and lower leg. He couldn’t wait to be rid of them but knew it would take a few more weeks before his bones would heal completely. Seeing what Jason and his friends were going through, he made his mind up never to complain about his ankle again. 
 
   He lifted his head at the sound of an incoming email on his laptop and, as he stared at the name of the sender, he wondered if he had the courage to open it. He took a deep breath and hit the download attachment icon. 
 
   It only took a few seconds to discover everything he needed to know and his heart sank as he opened the attachment that had come along with the email. It was all there in front of him in black and white and every shade between. There had only been five helicopter crashes approximately eight to ten years previously. Gemma hadn’t given specific dates as to the crash in which she had been involved, but she had said that she was two years into her service. Given that he knew she had left the forces nearly two years previously and had served ten years, he’d given a whole three years as his time scale for investigation. Four of the five crashes had been in the right general area, three of them had one hundred percent fatalities. He leaned back in his chair as he wondered what to do.
 
   Nothing! Was his first thought, but he knew he couldn’t leave it. His own pride and sense of justice wouldn’t let him. He would have to take it further if he ever wanted his job back, though he wasn’t even sure that any new evidence was even enough for that. He had to see if he could discover anything new. It might be a risky move. He was loath to ask too many questions for fear of having the case shut down in his face, as it had been once before. 
 
   He shoved his chair back and stood up. He needed something to eat, something to take his mind off the thoughts clouding his brains. He glanced back out of the window as he heard another vehicle crunch along the driveway and instantly recognized the man behind the steering wheel. Patrick Reeves had given them their pastry lesson, but now he sat hunched in the driver’s seat of a car that, though large, still looked far too small for his massive frame. Aaron moved quickly back from the window. He stood in the shadow of his curtains and glanced down onto the driveway.
 
   Patrick parked his car beside Joe’s Range Rover and stepped out quickly, but not so quickly that Aaron didn’t notice a hint of metal limb above his shoe. As he stood straight, the man’s trouser leg dipped and covered his prosthetic limb again.
 
   Aaron took a deep breath. Another wounded soldier, far more wounded than he was himself. He felt such a fraud. He was wasting these peoples’ time and money being there, taking up the space of a truly injured soldier, but the crash, his ruined hand and his smashed ankle were keeping him grounded, and while the military carried out the latest investigation, his CO wanted him well out of the way. He knew exactly what they were doing even if it was dressed rather differently. This rehabilitation centre was his temporary prison. 
 
   He peered down at the drive again.
 
   Paul had come out of the office. He held his white cane beneath his arm and was shaking Patrick’s hand in greeting. Patrick glanced up towards Aaron’s window and then took hold of Paul about the shoulder before guiding him onto the walkway that led around the château to the gardens and newly commissioned swimming pool. Aaron continued to watch them as they began talking seriously, only turning away when they turned the corner of the château and were lost to sight.
 
   He wasn’t comfortable with Reeves being there and desperately wanted to know what he and Paul were discussing. From the wary glance Patrick had made up at his window he was pretty sure it was him. 
 
   He shut down his emails, re-set his password as he did after every interaction on the internet and then closed the machine down. He grabbed a pen and paper and headed out of his room and down towards the kitchen. He’d seen some recipe books on a shelf and hoped to gather some ideas while Gemma was out, or that’s what he was going to tell everyone he was doing, if he was discovered. 
 
    
 
   Patrick and Paul took a slow walk along the path around the château, towards the orchard. The estate was looking good and all signs of restoration had been landscaped away. He asked how the centre and everyone in it, was faring.
 
   Paul pulled his cane out from beneath his arm and tapped it against the wall, making sure of his bearings before he replied.
 
   “No problems at all as far as I know. Joe’s been a massive help, but Gemma is doing a great job with all the guys. She has them eating out of her hand. They’ve really taken to her and her softer side has come out too. The dance was a brilliant idea. I think everyone is gaining from this experience.”
 
   They stopped beneath an apple tree as they came to the end of the walled garden. 
 
   “That’s great. I knew you would make this work. There are three more guys coming in at the end of the month so you are going to have your hands full, though Aaron Thomas might be leaving fairly quickly as he’s not down for an unlimited stay.” Patrick picked two apples from the tree beside the path and touched Paul’s hand before he gave one to his friend. He took a big bite from his own and listened to Paul while he chewed the delicious fruit. 
 
   Paul’s first words were wary.
 
   “I heard what happened in the kitchen the day after he arrived.” He paused and waited to see if Patrick would comment, but he didn’t. “He’s seems like an alright guy actually. Amy says that his hand injury looks nasty, but Amy’s looked at it a couple of times and she thinks he’ll be fine. They want him home in three weeks to continue his treatment.” Paul crunched his own apple. 
 
   Patrick took another bite of the fruit before he replied.
 
   “I confess that when he walked into your kitchen I was convinced that he was one of the guys from my old team. I nearly passed out when I saw him. The similarities are incredible. Not many people have a jaw that square or eyes that shade. If Gemma hadn’t got in my face I’m not sure what I would have done.” Patrick breathed in deeply. He stared into the orchard for a long moment before he spoke again. “Our teams were getting picked off one at a time with monotonous regularity. There had to be a leak, but we didn’t know where and for a time a pilot called Ryan Taylor was under suspicion. He had access to all our co-ordinates in case we needed a quick out, but I set up a trap and proved that it couldn’t have been him who had sold our secrets because I’d only decided to take that particular route the day before. He’d never had my co-ordinates or plans in time to reach anyone to sell them. I’d done the recon on the area myself. Obviously not well enough, but you’ll never hear one of my men say that. Taylor picked us all up even while we were still being fired upon. Took a hell of a risk getting us out of there but we would have all died without him. When I saw Aaron walk through that kitchen door I thought...I could have sworn...All the doubts came up again and I just reacted.” He cursed under his breath, clearly unhappy. “I checked him out as soon as I arrived back at home. Aaron Thomas is a legit name and a good guy, apparently. This helicopter accident is a bit of a blip on his record, but before that, he’s clean. I just have to accept that I was wrong. Unfortunately Ryan Taylor really did die in that damned helicopter crash. I think it was just wishful thinking on my part that he was still alive.”
 
   Paul let out a deep sigh.
 
   “So it was only because you thought he might have sold you out that you drew that knife?” He could hear Patrick grinding his teeth.
 
   “I don’t know what I thought. He was just there in front of me and I knew that he shouldn’t be, couldn’t be. He’d died. It was impossible.”
 
   Paul nodded.
 
   “It was pretty bad from what I read of the accident, but what with Gemma being here, maybe it’s just as well that Aaron isn’t your mate, Ryan. I can’t imagine that she’d be best pleased to find out that the guy who was flying the helicopter when she lost her arm was dancing with her last night. If it were true I wouldn’t want to be around when she found that kind of information out. She’d go mad. I know she covers it up, but she hated losing her arm. We’d end up having to conceal a possible murder!” He paused as he finished his apple before launching the core into the orchard. “There aren’t going to be any repercussions or rumours spread that he might be Taylor, are there? I don’t want any ill founded gossip going around. Have you shut down your investigation?” 
 
   Patrick huffed as he threw his own apple core. It sailed a good twenty metres past Paul’s effort. He smiled to himself as he answered.
 
   “Of course not. I’m not closing down the case yet, but I will as soon as I have definite word back from Alex confirming that it was a case of mistaken identity. It’s probably my memory playing up, but I’m still checking it out. There’s something about him that I’m not quite comfortable with.” Patrick pressed his thumb and forefinger over the bridge of his nose. “When I saw him in the kitchen, I really thought that there had been some terrible mistake and that he’d somehow escaped the wreck. If that was so then he could still have been the mole in our team. I just reacted. Luckily for him and for me, Gemma threw herself between us and gave me time to think. Close thing though. I’ll make sure that it doesn’t happen again.” He was clearly disturbed.
 
    
 
   Aaron walked into the empty kitchen and immediately selected three cookery books. He tucked them beneath his arm, opened the kitchen door and walked out onto the kitchen garden path. It was fragrant with fresh herbs and he breathed in the scent of thyme and rosemary before he pushed through a wrought iron gate into the sheltered courtyard where the new outdoor swimming pool was situated. 
 
   He could hear the rumble of voices in the orchard at the other side of the wall and hoped that he hadn’t missed too much of their conversation. The tops of Patrick’s and Paul’s heads were just visible, bobbing slightly as they walked slowly along the outer courtyard wall and Aaron ducked down and sat on one of the benches by the pool. He opened the first cookery book on a random page and began jotting down notes on a recipe for some kind of fish stew which contained an alarming array of ingredients, but from the picture, looked exceedingly tasty. He kept his eyes on the book while he listened to the two men talking.
 
    
 
   Paul walked on and Patrick kept step beside him. 
 
   “I only have his medical record here, nothing about what brought him to us. Busted ankle and fractured shinbone from a bad landing. Pinned and expected to be fully functional within a couple of months. His hand was shredded when he fell through the cabin window and he’s had a lot of work done on it but they’re calling it a massive success. They used some crazy new technology, experimenting with new skin growth and what with the grafts, well, they’re practically growing the tendons and skin back over his hand. Because it’s all still in the experimental stages, his supervisor wants the full works on any side effects or possible PTSD. I can’t say that I noticed that he’s been suffering from anything much apart from a quick temper on occasions, but trauma can be hidden and then crop up unexpectedly, so it could show up. Amy will have any details to hand on that side of things if you want to have a look.”
 
   Patrick was quiet for a moment as he thought.
 
   “I don’t think his medical records will help at all really, and there’s no previous question against his name or character on the paperwork that I have either. Clean as a whistle before this crash. Possibly too clean? Seems odd to me that there’s nothing much on him. His statement says he was shot down by a SAM after going in to pick up stranded troops left in a supposed safe zone. Their vehicle had hit some unexpected rocks or debris in the middle of the track and ripped out the underside of their truck. The official story is that he made a gross error of judgement and flew into a known hostile area thereby endangering himself and everyone on board. Unofficial word is that he lost his nerve when faced with enemy fire and crashed the damn helicopter just inside his own lines. At least no one died, says something about his ability to fly if he pulled off that miracle, seeing how helicopters are notoriously bad on their survivor records after a crash.”
 
   Paul raised an eyebrow.
 
   “Lost his nerve? Hmm, doesn’t seem likely. He doesn’t seem to be the nervy sort to me, just the opposite in fact, but whatever it was, he’s lucky they all made it out alive or he’d be facing a possible murder charge if they proved him negligent in any way. He certainly wouldn’t be living it up here while his ankle mends.”
 
   Patrick stopped again.
 
   “That’s half of what I don’t understand. Aaron clearly isn’t stupid. Why would he lie about the missile? Ridiculous thing to do. The investigating team would have to check it out and they’d spot any missile damage in an instant. It’s bothering me that there’s no evidence or statements from the other men aboard either. Why not? There don’t appear to be any witnesses to what happened, or rather the three other men passengers’ statements haven’t been included in any files that I can get hold of. There’s not even a record of exactly who they were. I’m not happy about any of the explanations, official or otherwise, but can’t see how I can take it any further without driving up suspicion and I don’t want to do that if the guy is telling the truth...” He paused and rubbed his temples. “I’ve been out of it all too long. There’s only Alex from my old team who I have any regular contact with now and he’s not even in the services any longer. Most of my other contacts are either dead or retired and I wouldn’t know who to trust anyway.” He was obviously troubled.
 
   Paul tapped his cane against his leg as he thought.
 
   “Hmm, I would think you’d have your answers pretty soon if Alex has anything to do with it. The man may be out of the services, but they’ll never keep him out of any system he wants to get into. You know how good he is with a computer. The guy is a genius and he likes to keep himself well informed. Word has it that he knows what the Queen has on her breakfast menu even before her cook is made aware of Her Majesty’s choices.”
 
   Patrick laughed for the first time.
 
   “Yes, I heard that too. He sent us a message that she had grilled kidneys three times one week. Bloody nosey parker. Apart from the slightly interesting fact that the Queen apparently arranges her menus on a computer, why would you even want to know that sort of stuff? He probably has files on all us lot too, just to keep himself up to date on what we are doing. I wonder if he knows that Joe eats about two dozen eggs every week for his breakfasts? Boiled, scrambled, fried, poached and probably a few more ways that I could mention.” 
 
   Paul laughed with him as the two men began walking again, but Aaron sat in his seat in shock. 
 
   His fingers trembled slightly as he scribbled some more notes on fish soup. He guessed that Reeves would probably check up on him, but he hadn’t expected him to get very far or that the man would still have someone who could get inside and check his every move. It seemed that Reeves would soon know as much about the case as he did himself. That he had nearly all the information available, practically at his fingertips was unnerving to say the least. One more leap and he’d know everything.
 
   He hadn’t noticed that one of the recipe books was slipping sideways from his lap. Startled out of his reverie, he caught it at the last moment before it dropped to the gravel. The papers rustled in the light breeze. Aaron immediately stood up from the bench and backed away from the wall with several quick but quiet steps before he began to walk forwards again just as the top of Patrick’s head turned the corner of the wall and faced towards him. Piercing blue eyes appeared above the ancient brickwork. 
 
   Aaron raised a hand in greeting and smiled widely. 
 
   “Hey! You’re back to give us another lesson? You can bet the guys will all be listening and trying hard today. Did Paul tell you that we’re all going to have a go at cooking a three course meal for each other?” He held up the cookery books and sat down on the bench as though he’d only just arrived. “I’m checking over some ideas I had. This fish recipe looks delicious, but I’m not sure. Any suggestions for two novices? Gemma is going to cook with me.” He tapped the picture on the page he had just opened. 
 
   The two friends walked in at the iron gate and strolled towards Aaron. Patrick frowned at the recipe for the fish stew for a moment and then his face brightened as he turned to Paul.
 
   “I wasn’t about to demonstrate today actually, but what a brilliant idea.” He turned back to Aaron. “I’m not going to give you any hints about what to cook though. That wouldn’t be fair on the other teams, though the bouillabaisse does look rather good especially with all the fresh shellfish you can get around here.” He nodded towards the open recipe book “My advice would be to keep it simple and the ingredients fresh and local. Everything tastes best that way anyway.” Patrick laughed at Aaron’s disappointed expression when he realized he wasn’t going to get a leg up in the competition.
 
   Paul enthused as he swung his white cane across the patio, making sure that he wasn’t going to trip if he moved anywhere. 
 
   “Amy’s sure that this experiment will be the start of the centre’s new venture. We’re hoping that the guys can come up with a few signature dishes that we can then offer to the paying public. Rehab and learning while earning. If it takes off, we’re going to employ a number of local staff too. We’re hoping that one day we’ll be able to open a small restaurant. It would be down to our people to run it but the local staff would be there to help out and offer practical advice. That way if there are any difficulties we’ll have trained staff on hand to help out, but it also gives out guys some genuine experience to add to their C.V.s for when they go home. Amy is aiming high. She’s hoping to have Michelin stars.”
 
   Patrick looked over the château. It was an ambitious idea but there were limitations.
 
   “Where do you propose that it’s going to be situated? Looks like you’ve used most of the room here, and I’m not sure that it would be ideal being so close to the centre anyway.”
 
   Paul and Amy had thought the exact same thing.
 
   “We’ve had a quote to add a building onto the old pigeonnier down at the end of the drive. It’s in pretty good condition still and would be nearer to the road. We want to keep any new ventures separate from the main building anyway. It wouldn’t be fair to our own guests if there were outsiders coming in all the time. Not all the men can handle the public when in the early stages of rehab, but for those that feel ready to give it a go, it could be a fabulous opportunity. Keeping it separate means that we can offer other things here for the men to try out too. We don’t want to only turn out chefs and waiters. There are plenty of other jobs associated with a catering facility, including business managers and marketing operators. It could really be useful for getting the men used to working back in the public sphere, but who knows where an idea like this could go. We could end up having a complete training facility for all members of the community.”
 
   Patrick raised his eyebrows in surprise. 
 
   “You know, that’s actually a great idea that we could expand on. Ellen and David have never really liked having to fund either project with outside money. The frequent corporate weekends disrupt us from giving our guys a good time and we’d really rather not do it, but we had never thought of anything else dependable enough to take its place and bring in the kind of money necessary. I wonder if we could get government funding for training places. Joe, Gemma and Geraldine’s brother Jules could train trainers, Rebecca and Delphine are fully qualified and could offer courses for beauticians and masseurs, Geraldine and Amy could help train home-helps in basic nursing. Lucy could bring on those interested in marketing and media. We have so much talent between us that it seems criminal to waste it. We could do less of the corporate and more to do with actual work placed activities.”
 
   Paul agreed but had a note of caution in his tone when he replied.
 
   “All good ideas, but I can’t see any of that funding the scheme enough to give up on the corporate events. We could offer outsiders training weeks and charge a premium, I suppose. Amy was also thinking of having a monthly craft or antiques market here in the grounds and charging a fee for the stall holders. It wouldn’t bring in masses of money, but who knows what it could grow into. What with us being right on the coast there are always potential customers about. We were talking about opening up the dining room on market days to serve coffee and cakes, maybe some products from local producers for a start, just to keep it simple. If we can get the local people on side, I’m sure we can make good money out of it and it may give the local economy a boost too.”
 
   Aaron was glad the conversation had taken a complete new turn and he intended to keep it pointed away from him. 
 
   “I suppose you would need government permission to do any of this, but it sounds like a great idea to me. I’m almost sorry I won’t be here to see it all. I’ll have to book in a visit now and again.” His throat dried as he realized that he meant it and he wondered how he had become so attached to the place so quickly. Even though he knew he was there for different reasons to the other men, he also found it exceptionally comfortable and welcoming. It wasn’t as if he was languishing in the hospital or barracks at home. If it hadn’t been for his need to fly he knew that he wouldn’t be too bothered about going home at all.
 
   Patrick gave him a quick smile, but it soon turned into something of a grimace.
 
   “Job prospects in Brittany are pretty terrible. It’s really seasonal here. The place is deserted outside the school summer holidays. The young population all move to the big cities to get jobs. I know that we are not going to fix anything with our little enterprise, but it might make a small difference to some people. I’m going to call a meeting with all of us present to throw around the ideas as well as discuss any potential problems.”
 
   Paul grinned.
 
   “You must have been reading Amy’s mind. She was going to ask Ellen for a chat over things when she next saw her. I’ll bring Gemma and the five guys staying here too. We’ll want to know what they think and they have a pretty good spectrum of injuries as well so we should be able to spot any down sides to the plan and any other pitfalls. After that we can see what ideas we can take further.”
 
   Patrick was still enthused.
 
   “I want to know how this cooking week goes before the meeting too as it’s relevant to the discussion. Ellen and David will need the plans and figures for the new building as well, if you have them to hand. They’ll have to look them over to see if it’s at all feasible with their finances.” He glanced over at Aaron’s quizzical stare. “Ellen and David have funded these two projects entirely out of the money they inherited. None of the staff take a big salary out of the place as we all live rent and board free. We want to give as much as we can to our servicemen and women, but what with setting this place up and Ellen’s penchant for high standards, I know that they don’t have much to spare now and certainly nothing to waste. As you can imagine, the upkeep of châteaux like these is enormous.” He looked up at the massive grey stone building. “All new ventures depend on what success we think we might have with self funding.”
 
   Aaron was surprised. Gemma had told him about the two projects being owned by David and Ellen, but he hadn’t realized that it had cost them their own personal wealth. He had assumed that they had been given funding for both projects from the government, not just for the rehabilitation centre. He looked around him at the beauty of the place. It was all magnificent and he kicked himself for being so stupid. He should have guessed that this wasn’t a normal rehabilitation centre by any stretch of the imagination. No government was going to fund the luxury of a place like this and he suspected that the hotel would be renovated and decorated to an even higher standard. This really didn’t feel like any kind of rehabilitation centre he had ever seen before. It certainly wasn’t anything like the one he’d been in when he suffered a fractured skull. The château had kept all its original grandeur and charm but was completely up to date. No expense had been spared on the equipment or the refurbishment of the beautiful rooms. The staff were of an equally high standard too. They knew exactly what the men were all going through having been through it themselves. There was no pity or condescension. It actually felt more like a very exclusive hotel. 
 
   He looked back at Patrick and Paul the guilt almost swamped him. These were genuinely good people who cared deeply for everyone who came to their establishments. He was a complete and utter fraud and wished desperately that he wasn’t there under false pretences. He felt even worse about eavesdropping on their previous conversation.
 
   He couldn’t look through the cookery books any longer. Every recipe he glanced at felt as though it would taste like ash in his mouth. He dropped the books onto the bench, lifted his head and let out a deep breath. He knew that he’d have to talk to Paul and Patrick soon but any conversation would have to wait for another few days. Until he had some confirmation of his suspicions he didn’t want to assume the worst. If he opened up now it might spoil things for the other guys. He liked them and didn’t want to upset the friendly atmosphere that had sprung up. He especially didn’t want to lessen himself in Gemma’s eyes. 
 
   Thoughts of her exquisite features suddenly burned through him and he wondered if he’d ever be able to look at another woman again. After knowing someone with such strength and spirit in the face of her own demons he knew that all other women would appear shallow and insignificant to him. That she was an incredible beauty too seemed almost too good to be true. That Gemma didn’t even know she was stunning made her even more beguiling. He didn’t know how he was going to do it but he had to gain more than her trust. It felt more important to him than anything. 
 
   He looked up and discovered Patrick staring right back at him, his gaze knowing and almost accusatory. Aaron’s heart sank. Patrick clearly realized that something was off and Aaron knew that he would have to say something soon. He couldn’t stand the way the man’s eyes seemed to read his every thought. They said confession was good for the soul but right at that moment it didn’t feel much like it. He was about to plunge on but instead raised an eyebrow in surprise as Patrick gave a slight shake of his head. He didn’t have time to consider what that signal might have meant but heard footsteps behind him and he turned to discover Joe watching all three of them carefully. 
 
   “Something wrong?” Joe asked, his eyes automatically resting on Patrick.
 
   Patrick shook his head and his shoulders visibly relaxed.
 
   “Not at all. We were discussing having a meeting about the way forward from now. I’m going back home and letting Ellen and David know what we’ve thought of. Paul will fill you in, Joe.” He looked down at his watch. “I must get back. I know the guys who come for a holiday don’t need much looking after but David’s mind isn’t on his job at the moment. He’s not himself at all. This thing with Robbie has really got him down and he’s acting kind of strange.”
 
   Joe stuck his hands in his pockets.
 
   “Can’t say that I blame him. Lucy told me what’s been going on. I think Geraldine has been talking to the girls about it. I can tell you that my daughter is not going to be sent anywhere she doesn’t want to go and I certainly wouldn’t make her board anywhere. I’d rather teach her at home.” 
 
   Patrick looked back at him.
 
   “And Lucy is of the same mind? Teaching at home isn’t always ideal and it needs a lot of commitment.”
 
   Joe shrugged and looked a little uncomfortable. He clearly hadn’t discussed anything with his wife.
 
   “Lucy knows how I feel. I’m sure she feels the same, but whatever the case we’d make sure Anna could stay at home if she wanted to.”
 
   Aaron glanced between the other men. He hadn’t met any of their children but he could see they meant the world to them. 
 
   “I’m glad I don’t have kids yet. Sounds like they’re a nightmare.”
 
   Joe shook his head and grinned. The atmosphere lightened considerably
 
   “Not really. Most of the time it’s brilliant being a dad; best thing that could have ever happened to me apart from finding Lucy. Fortunately there’s loads of time before Anna has to go to senior school. Things might have changed here by then. There might be other options available.”
 
   Patrick scoffed.
 
   “You’ll be lucky. This is rural France. It’ll take years for anything to change around here. It’s part of the charm of the place, but it’s also part of the problem.” He turned back to Aaron. It wasn’t a secret that David and Geraldine were having problems. “David’s eldest is nine next year. The schooling system is different here. The kids all go to a middle school before they go up to their senior years. Parents have to enrol children in the school of their choice now to ensure his place, but the best place for Robbie is miles away and it would mean boarding. Robbie’s refusing to leave home. Geraldine and David aren’t happy about it, but they don’t have an awful lot of choice given that Robbie is adamant that he wants to become an army doctor. It’s causing a lot of argument, not helped by Dave going off without telling Geraldine or any of us what he’s doing or where he’s going. Ellen has asked me to talk to him, but he’s refusing to say what he’s up to. Not that that would be a problem at all. He can do what he likes of course, but what with opening this place, we need to know that all the activities are covered so we can give all our guests the holiday or help they deserve. I only hope that it’s all sorted out soon.” There was a short silence afterwards before Paul gave a small cough and a sudden, almost embarrassed grin.
 
   “Dave’s problems aside, I suppose as we’re talking about kids you might as well know. Amy’s expecting. The baby is due in late December. She’s hoping that it’s not going to arrive on Christmas day.” Paul nearly fell over as Patrick and Joe both let out simultaneous delighted yells as they launched themselves at him and slapped the new prospective father on the back while Paul laughed and flushed with pride. 
 
   Aaron offered his congratulations.
 
   “So, all of you have family now. At this rate you’re going to need another château to live in.” He laughed.
 
    Patrick’s brows furrowed quickly.
 
   “I’m not giving up my cottage,” he said stubbornly before he began to explain. “It’s in the grounds of the original estate. I’ve been there since I moved to France and I have no plans to leave it. Ellen and I love it. We’ve made a lot of happy memories there. We had to add a small room for Rose, but the house is perfect for us. David lives in the penthouse apartment at the château because Geraldine is our live in nurse at the hotel. Joe and Lucy have a house down by the river, convenient for all the activities we run. Gemma lives here as you know and Paul and Amy live on site too. It’s convenient for them and easy for Paul. I’m sure their suite can accommodate a baby and if not we’ll find them somewhere very close by.” He grasped Paul’s shoulder and clasped it in a show of friendship. “This is the best news. I know Ellen will be thrilled for you both.”
 
   Paul grinned sheepishly before his expression became grim again.
 
   “I just wish I would be able to see him or her one day. It’s my one regret,” he spoke quietly, his voice hoarse with feeling.
 
   Patrick breathed deeply. He didn’t even want to imagine never seeing his beautiful daughter, Rose. His fingers gripped his friend encouragingly.
 
   “Don’t give up. There is always the chance. New things are being developed as we speak.”
 
   The man spoke quietly but Aaron felt his own throat tighten at the emotion of the moment. 
 
   “I can’t imagine what you have to go through every day of your life. I don’t know how you can bear it.” The words tumbled from his lips before he could stop them. He was surprised by a feminine voice right behind him.
 
   “He doesn’t have to bear it alone. He has me to share it with him and at least he won’t have to watch me get huge and fat or see the baby go through that ugly stage they all seem to have at one point or another.” Amy linked her arm through her husband’s and gave it a squeeze of support while the men offered her their congratulations in a slightly less exuberant fashion than they had her husband.
 
   Joe gave her a hug even as he looked outraged at her words.
 
   “Are you even daring to suggest that my lovely Anna has ever been or is ever going to be ugly?” His baby girl was only just six months old and was his pride and joy.
 
   Paul laughed. The big, scarred man was putty in his daughter’s tiny hands.
 
   “Knowing what you looked like before that bomb sorted out your ugly chops, it wouldn’t be surprising at all...poor kid! It’s just as well she takes after her beautiful mother.” There were good natured laughs as Joe threw a mock punch at Paul while Paul fended him off with his white cane. 
 
   Patrick left a few moments later after asking Amy to look out for his email about the meeting. Joe followed him saying that he had some shopping to pick up before he collected Gemma and the walking party from town.
 
   Aaron gathered up the recipe books and turned back towards the château. Paul kept pace with him but waited until Amy left them for the kitchen gardens before he spoke again. He tapped his stick against the paving, searching out any obstacle. He was still not quite sure of the new swimming pool area. People tended to move the loungers without telling him.
 
   He gave a quite cough.
 
   “Talking of family and relationships, you know that Gemma is part of the staff here. Strictly speaking, she shouldn’t become involved with you.”
 
   Aaron looked up, startled at the man’s blunt tone.
 
   “I wasn’t getting inv...” he began but then sighed and gave it up. “Is it so obvious that even a blind guy can see it?”
 
   Paul laughed and nodded.
 
   “Afraid so. Not much gets past me around here and the air was positively crackling between the two of you when you danced last night. Look, to be honest it’s none of my business what you both do. Gemma’s no idiot. She can do what she likes so long as it’s all consensual, but I don’t want you leading her into something she might regret later. Are you sure being her partner in this cooking challenge is a good idea?”
 
   Aaron shook his head before he remembered that Paul couldn’t see his gesture.
 
   “Probably not, if you put it like that, but it’s already been decided. Everyone has partnered up already and I can’t let her down now. I wouldn’t want to do anything to jeopardize her position here though.” He paused and let out a frustrated breath. “I really like her, Paul. She’s not like any other woman I ever met before. She’s strong and smart and as sexy as...well, you know exactly what I mean. But that’s not all I think about her. I want you to know that it’s not just a fling on my part. I don’t go in for one night stands, if that’s what you were thinking. I know I would never have met her if I hadn’t been forced to come here, but she’s right on the top of a long list of things that’s making me more than glad that I am here now.” 
 
   Paul tilted his head as he listened to Aaron’s sincere tone. He thought for a few seconds before he responded.
 
   “A lot of people feel the same about these two places. Ellen and David have inspired a lot of loyalty over the years. They are two of the kindest, bravest, most generous people I have ever met and their respective partners are equally deserving of praise. Joe and Lucy deserve praise too. Joe’s been here from the beginning, but he only found the love of his life a couple of years ago. Neither of these ventures would be here without all of their combined strengths and hard work. You won’t hear a word against them from anyone. Not at the hotel, in the services or even in the local community. No one would like it if Gemma was hurt either. She’s been a good friend of them all. Joe is fiercely loyal to her too. He owes his own happiness to Gemma and the rest of the gang. Don’t do anything that would cause her pain. It would become very ugly if she was upset in any way.” There was more than a hint of a threat in his tone.
 
   Aaron felt his guts clench. He would never hurt any of them intentionally, but some things might be beyond his control. He set his jaw and spoke determinedly. 
 
   “She won’t be hurt. Not at my hands at any rate. I respect her far too much for that and I respect what you are all doing here too. I wouldn’t do anything to endanger any of it.”
 
   Paul breathed out and then smiled fondly.
 
   “Good. That’s all I wanted to hear. We’ve all known Gem a long time. She’s as hard as nails on the outside, but as soft as whipped cream at the same time and she has a heart of the purest gold, not that she would ever admit it. She thinks that we guys don’t know what she’s really like, but we do.” He paused thoughtfully before continuing. “Of course, if you discharge yourself or move out of the château then there’s nothing much I can do about what relationships you have. That would be entirely private, though I still wouldn’t want to see her hurt.”
 
   Aaron raised an eyebrow as he studied the blind man, wondering if he was telling him to leave or just feeling out how serious he might be. He decided that telling the truth was probably his best and only option.
 
   “If only my choices were that simple.” He paused and straightened his shoulders as he plucked up the courage to continue. “I am under orders to stay here until the investigation into my helicopter being shot down is over. If I attempt to leave then I’m up on an AWOL charge at the very least.”
 
   Paul scratched his head.
 
   “Hell! What a mess. I guessed there might be something like that holding you here. You probably heard that Patrick has been doing some investigating.” He let out a bark of a laugh as Aaron drew in a sharp breath.
 
   “I thought I’d been quieter than that.” 
 
   Paul grinned and pulled his own earlobe.
 
   “Not much gets past these. Being blind brings all your other senses to the fore pretty quickly to compensate. Footsteps on gravel, even quiet ones are easy for me to pick up...So you know what they’re saying in the reports then.” It was a statement not a question.
 
   Aaron was still unnerved that the blind man had known he was listening. He nearly nodded again, but managed to stop himself.
 
   “Yes, most of it, but I’ve asked for it all to be reinvestigated. I know what happened and I’m not trying to lie my way out of a bad situation. We were ambushed and fired upon. There wasn’t much I could do about the crappy landing. You know how those birds go down when you’ve lost the rotor. Like a sack of shit mostly, but this time we got lucky and landed right side up with all passengers reasonably intact. As far as I was concerned I had the worst of it when I was flung out through the flipping cockpit screen. I cited my passengers as back up to my statement but although they have been mentioned, apparently no one has given a statement or even come forwards as a witness. I’m over a barrel and I’ve made a bit of a fuss about it all; that’s why I’ve been bunged over here out of the way. Whatever the outcome I don’t think I’m about to get my old job back any time soon.” His tone told Paul everything he needed to know about how Aaron felt about that.
 
   “I’m sorry. That really stinks, but you know how the system works. It’s never been perfect. If there’s anything that might show up the services in a bad light it mostly gets covered in red tape or endless investigations and I suspect that any witnesses you might have had don’t even realize that there is a problem. They haven’t come forwards because no one has asked them to. I know exactly how you feel. I had to put up with a ton of shit that eventually led to my wife being walled up by some bloody terrorist. Patrick and my friend’s here were the only ones who believed I was telling the truth. It was no fun, believe you me, but we all came through it eventually. You just have to trust your instincts and the people around you. You know that you can come to any of us in confidence if you need to.”
 
   Aaron took a few moments to think about everything Paul had said. One part definitely had him confused.
 
   “Amy, walled up? What the hell was that about? What does that even mean?”
 
   Paul gave an involuntary shudder as he recounted some of the story.
 
   “I recognized the voice of the terrorist who blinded me when I was back in London. He was meant to be dead, but I never forgot the sound of that bastard’s voice. It was literally burned into my brain. I beat the living shit out of him after I heard him demanding benefits at the welfare centre. Unfortunately everyone thought I had gone cuckoo and I was brought up on an assault charge. Everyone thought that I made a wrong identification because I couldn’t see the shit face. The bastard ended up following us over here and going after my Amy because she was the only one who could have identified him after the trial. Unfortunately a very pregnant Geraldine was caught up in his vile plan too and both she and Amy were drugged and sealed in behind the sauna wall here.” He flicked his head towards the château. “Our French builders were on strike and there was no one else around. We wouldn’t have had a clue where they were if I hadn’t walked straight into a wall that shouldn’t have been there in the hydrotherapy suite. Amy delivered Luc while they were still sealed behind the false wall.” 
 
   Aaron’s face was a picture of horror as he spun towards the indoor hydrotherapy suite and stared as though he could see through the very walls Amy had been sealed behind. 
 
   “Jesus! They could have died in there! You might never have found them.” He gulped a few times before he turned back to Paul. “Makes my problems pale into insignificance. I’m surprised that Amy can bear to live in the place.”
 
   Paul let out a low laugh.
 
   “She’s made of strong stuff; had to be to put up with me for a start, that’s for sure. This place was just a building site back then. The bastard and his friends built the false wall only a few feet in front of the original one. Because everything was being newly renovated it would never have come under suspicion. It was just lucky that I had worked for a few days on the pool area and had paced it wall to wall about a hundred times just so that I wouldn’t walk into anything. When I nearly broke my face on the fresh plaster I knew immediately that there was something wrong. I don’t make mistakes like that. Takes too much toll on ones nose.” He rubbed his face as though remembering the sensation.
 
   Aaron laughed, Paul’s self deprecating gesture lifting his spirits slightly. He rubbed his own nose.
 
   “Yeah, I guess it would. But I still don’t think I would be comfortable living in a place that might have been my own tomb.” 
 
   Paul lifted his face to the cool breeze that skimmed over the surface of the pool. There was a delicate scent of the sea mixed with pine. He breathed it in deeply and felt contentment surge over him. 
 
   “I fell in love with Amy here. Right here in amongst all the dirt and cobwebs. She was my shining light when I was in a very dark space. She still is.” He added quietly as he closed his sightless eyes and sighed happily before opening them again. “It’s changed a lot since then, but I have noticed that she doesn’t go into the hydrotherapy area unless she has to and then never alone. Can’t say that I blame her. It must have been terrifying.”
 
   Sweat beaded on Aaron’s brow at the mere thought of being so confined.
 
   “Something like that would have driven me stark raving mad. I can’t bear being cooped up. It’s why I like flying. I feel as free as a bird. I’d be in the funny farm for the rest of my life if I was ever trapped like that. You lot have married some seriously strong women.” He truly believed it. Everything he had seen and heard in the last few days had only reinforced his opinion.
 
   Paul snorted and raised an eyebrow before he whispered.
 
   “I know, however I’d rather you didn’t let on to any of them that we think that. It’s bad enough trying to hold your own against them. They certainly don’t need any other ammunition or encouragement.” They both smirked as they wandered back towards the château.
 
   “I have some emails to catch up on.” Aaron made his excuses to leave his companion at the kitchen door, but Paul held out a hand to stop him for a moment longer.
 
   “Look, I’m not going to get on your case about this, but if there’s anything you need to share, it would be a good idea to do it sooner rather than later. Whatever you heard Patrick say, I know that his pal Alex won’t give it up until he’s absolutely ten thousand percent sure about things. He’s like a dog with a bone and he’s a demon with the computer. Everything leaves a trace. He will find out if you’re...well, if you are hiding anything, anything at all.” There was compassion in his tone that Aaron could feel in his bones. He looked at Paul’s features carefully as he breathed deeply. 
 
   “I know, but I’m not hiding anything. I’m telling the truth. There’s nothing to discover.”
 
   Paul was silent for a few seconds, clearly still sceptical. He breathed out slowly.
 
   “Okay, but if you think of anything that might help your case then let us know. We will help you all we can.”
 
   Aaron murmured his thanks and turned towards the staircase but Amy suddenly appeared and stopped him on his way up. She grabbed hold of his hand and dragged him back to Paul’s office. 
 
   Half an hour later he was shaking his head as he walked towards his room, wondering what on earth he had just agreed to.
 
   He shut his bedroom door behind him and stood for a moment while he considered all his options. There weren’t that many. He walked across the room and only discovered that he had the three recipe books still tucked under his arm when he sat down in front of the computer and lifted the cover. He put them on one side of his dresser and switched on his laptop. His fingers hovered over the keyboard as he felt his own heart thumping rapidly in his chest. 
 
   He opened up his email account. There were no new messages. No new answers to his questions. He hadn’t really expected any. This was it. They were hanging him out to dry and he would just have to suck it up and move on. 
 
   Just as he had done before. 
 
   There was no way that he could fight back. He didn’t have the resources or the contacts. 
 
   He made a decision, one he hoped that he’d never regret. 
 
   He typed in a few words, but hesitated before he made his choice irrevocable. He looked around the room and his eyes rested on the recipe books. For the first time he stopped worrying about not flying and wondered what the result of his email would mean for him and Gemma. Paul’s story about Amy’s abduction and near entombing had him thinking about Gemma’s reasoning behind her dislike of flying again, maybe even her attitude towards him. 
 
   He let out a breath and came to a decision. It would mean everything would be over before it had even begun, but he didn’t really have another choice. Paul had been right. He couldn’t keep hiding and he couldn’t hurt her. Better she found out now than further down the line. 
 
   His fingertip grazed the key and he breathed out before he slammed it down hard. He stared at the computer screen as the little blue circle whirled for a few seconds before it stopped and flashed up the message. ‘Your email has been sent’. It was done. There was no going back. He slumped forwards over the dresser, his head held in his hands.
 
   He’d been telling Paul the truth when he said that he wasn’t anything to discover about him. Well, there was nothing to discover beyond ten years previously. 
 
   There couldn’t be. 
 
   Aaron Thomas hadn’t existed.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
    
 
   It was all her fault. Gemma felt terrible and knew that she should never have listened to the obstinate man when he insisted that he could manage on his own. 
 
   She sat beside a grimacing Jason as the doctor tutted and frowned and poked and prodded at Jason’s knee. The doctor shot off quick questions in rapid French and glared at Gemma when she couldn’t answer quickly enough. He eventually scribbled something on some notes and handed it to the petite nurse standing with them, who promptly disappeared behind the screens.
 
    
 
   They had all limped into the hospital nearly two hours earlier and almost caused a riot. One of the nurses at the reception had assumed that the limping, stumbling team carrying the huge, bleeding man had just survived a road traffic accident and it had taken a dramatic show of prosthetic limbs, healing scars, broken spectacles and a lot of explanation to reassure her and the rest of the staff that it was only Jason who needed any immediate attention and that was caused due to him falling over his own feet. 
 
   After numerous sheets of form filling and umpteen signatures along with the reassurance that Paul would email Jason’s EHIC details from the château and inform their insurance company, he had been taken through some double doors to be seen by the doctor. 
 
    
 
   Gemma clutched at Jason’s arm and prayed that he didn’t hate her.
 
   “Shit! I’m so sorry Jason. This shouldn’t have happened. I should have been paying more attention.” She squirmed in her seat as she remembered thinking that Aaron’s eyes were the exact colour of the sea just before Jason went sprawling over the rocks. “And I should have been learning French instead of sailing so much. I don’t have a clue about half of what that doctor said. I hope I haven’t said anything stupid or given him the wrong information.” 
 
   Jason laughed through the pain in his knee, his hands and his face. He’d twisted his leg badly when his shoe became trapped between some rocks. His prosthetic foot had lifted clean out of his boot on his next step and immediately sank into a trench of dangerously soft sand with the ultimate result of him thrusting out his hands in an unsuccessful attempt to save himself from nose diving into the next set of shell covered rocks.
 
   “No, you’re fine. It’s okay, you didn’t say anything wrong. I would have intervened if you had.” He laughed at Gemma’s confused expression. “You’re lucky that my grandmother was French. I’m pretty fluent. It was only basic stuff he asked, you know; does it hurt if I do this or grind when I do that...I was saying ‘oui’ or ‘non’ at the appropriate places. I nearly laughed when he asked if I’d ever had trouble with my legs before, though. Did you see the colour he went when he realized what he was asking me? I nearly felt sorry for him.” Jason’s chuckle was low and long.
 
   Gemma’s eyes widened in surprise and then narrowed again when she realized that she had been fooled. She stood up with her hands on her hips and faced him. 
 
   “Why, you arse! You just sat there and let me suffer the humiliation of my own ignorance while you knew exactly what he was saying. Why didn’t you tell me?”
 
   Jason sniggered and then winced as the cut over his nose opened again. He pressed a cloth that the nurse had given him, to it.
 
   “Well, I’m the one who is actually suffering the most. I couldn’t let you get off with a freebie.”
 
   “Freebie? Bastard! I feel really bad as it is. I don’t need to feel any more inadequate.”
 
   Jason rolled his eyes.
 
   “Don’t be so dramatic. It’s just a twisted knee and a few scratches. If I’m scarred for life, I’ll sue you.” The rumble of laughter in his huge chest had her shaking her head. Jason wiped a tear of hilarity from beneath his eye before carrying on. “They are going to take a couple of x-rays just to make sure nothing is out of place in my kneecap and then I’ll just have to rest it for a few days. Not a big problem. I’ll let you shove me about in a wheelchair if you feel that bad about it.”
 
   She looked him up and down. He was a huge guy even without the bottoms of his legs. His shoulders looked a similar size and shape to the boulders he had fallen into and his biceps appeared to be about the width of her thigh. She shook her head at the thought of pushing him around in a wheelchair. 
 
   “I doubt I’d get the thing to move at all with you sat in it. I’ll make Ben do it as he was the one that laughed the most when you hit your nose on that wall of rock.”
 
   The nurse suddenly swished back the curtain surrounding the cubicle and pushed a wheelchair forwards. She rolled her eyes as she measured the width of the chair in comparison to Jason and shook her head. There was no way that he would be able to squeeze his huge frame into the seat with any degree of comfort. She prattled on in French to him and disappeared again. Five minutes later she returned with a slightly bigger chair. Jason manoeuvred his way into it and waved to Gemma as they left the area with the petite nurse puffing and blowing behind him while he sat with a huge grin pasted onto his grazed face.
 
   Gemma stood up and grabbed up Jason’s prosthetic lower limb from the floor. It was a lot heavier than her own false arm and she wondered for a moment how he could ever walk about, clambering over rocks for nearly three hours with two of the things attached to him. 
 
   She walked out into the waiting area where the rest of the guys were hanging around flirting outrageously with anyone who took any notice of them. That was practically everyone in the casualty department, even a few of the men.
 
   The three of them stopped immediately the door opened and they all looked up expectantly, concern covering their faces as Gemma walked towards them. She didn’t keep them waiting for the news as they gathered round her.
 
   “It’s okay, he’s going to be fine. A nurse has taken him for some x-rays. It doesn’t appear that anything’s broken, but what with the extra strain his knees have to take they’re not taking any chances.” She slumped down in a chair.
 
   Ben took Jason’s false leg and still wet boot from her as she covered her face with her hands.
 
   “It’s not your fault you know. We’re all responsible for our own actions and he insisted that he was fine just before he took a nose dive.” He patted her shoulder with his free hand.
 
   Gemma shook her head and fought back the tears that gathered in her eyes. She could barely form the words that choked her.
 
   “What if he’s permanently damaged his knee and can’t use his prosthetic. If he can’t walk on it again I’ll never forgive myself.”
 
   William walked over and squatted in front of her. He peered at her closely through his broken glasses as he reached up for her arms and gave her a little shake.
 
   “Gem...Don’t be daft. What else could you have done? If you had tried to save him from falling you would have been crushed and hurt badly. He’s at least twice the size of you.”
 
   She shivered uncontrollably, the shock of the situation settling into her stomach. They all looked a mess. Covered in sand, damp with seawater and William with a broken pair of spectacles where they had been dropped and trodden on in the commotion on the rocks.
 
   “I know. I know, but I’m clearly not cut out for this job at all. I thought I could do it but I obviously can’t. I’ll tell Paul I’m leaving when we get back. I can’t be trusted to keep you all safe.” She lifted her hand and worried the skin at the side of her nail with her teeth.
 
   Karl burst into great howls of laughter.
 
   “What are you...my mother now? Jeez Gem, no one expects you to keep us safe and we wouldn’t want you to try. We all grew up and took responsibility for our own actions a long time ago. We were only walking over a few rocks. Nothing major. It was just an accident; could have happened anytime. No one is blaming you.” 
 
   Ben pulled her hand away from her face.
 
   “You’ll spoil your manicure if you bite your nails like that,” he warned and gave a gentle smile as he closed his hand around hers. 
 
   She gave a watery laugh.
 
   “I didn’t think any of you would notice.”
 
   Ben raised his eyebrows.
 
   “Are you mad? Do you think we’re blind...Oops sorry Will, forgot about you for a moment there.” William aimed a jab at Ben, but it was Karl who let out a whoosh of air as William’s fist missed Ben completely and landed in Karl’s stomach. Ben laughed as Karl doubled over and pretended to stagger around in agony. He looked back and winked at Gemma who was trying to hide a smile at their daft antics. “Of course we noticed what you had been up to. Made us all wonder why the sudden changes though.  I mean we all thought you looked just fine in the first place, but after that dance last night, well, it was a bit obvious. It makes us all jealous of the guy benefiting from the sudden changes.”
 
   Gemma groaned. Was it that obvious?
 
   “Shit! There’s not much can get by you guys.”
 
   Ben shook his head.
 
   “Nope, not when you’re the best looking girl around. I confess that I was a bit pissed off with him first of all but I daresay I’ll get over it.” He gave a dramatic sniff and placed his hand over his heart before he stopped mucking about. “Aaron’s actually all right. That hand of his looks awful though, like he had all the skin ripped from it. Painful.”
 
   Karl snorted.
 
   “Not as painful as phantom limb syndrome. That freaks me out sometimes. I mean, how can you have a pain in something that’s not there? I’ve tried everything and am now contemplating hypnotherapy.”
 
   Gemma remembered the agonies that she had suffered in the months after her own injury.
 
   “Have you talked to David or Patrick. They might have some ideas that could help. I understand that hands and arms are different than legs, but I got rid of mine by looking at my own real hand in the mirror. The reflection makes it appear that I still have two arms. Somehow the image you see tricks your brain into thinking that your arm is there and the pain disappears almost instantly. Well, it did for me but apparently everyone’s experience is different.”
 
   Will scratched his head and looked at his foot.
 
   “Weird! Not sure that would work with feet. I know Jason suffers with it too. I’ll ask the guys what they did.” He stopped as a door reopened and Jason was pushed through by the now very hot looking nurse. His knee was encased in a thick support, his hands wrapped in bandages and there was a wide plaster stuck across his the cut on his nose. It looked as though his eyes would turn black by the morning.
 
   He raised a bandaged hand as the others crowded around him.
 
   “All done and nothing to worry about, though I’m scheduled for a check up in three days if someone could bring me back.” He glanced over his shoulder and gave the nurse behind him a big grin. Her already flushed face blushed even more deeply and she gave him a shy smile back before she turned to Gemma. She took some paperwork from a clipboard hanging from the back of the wheelchair and handed it across.
 
   “Yes, if you could remember to bring this back with you it will save a lot of time. You can come directly to outpatients. I will check Jason over and see if ‘e needs any physiotherapy before we get ‘im back on ‘is feet. If ‘e can rest ‘is leg as much as possible ‘opefully there will be less swelling by then.”
 
   Jason waggled his eyebrows at her.
 
   “You sure you would like to see less swelling?” He gave her a quick wink with a twinkling blue eye.
 
   The nurse turned crimson and then laughed as she tapped his huge shoulder with her clipboard.
 
   “You are the most terrible Englishman I ‘ave ever ‘ad the pleasure to meet. I’ll see you in a few days.” She turned the wheelchair handles towards Ben and walked back into the bowels of the hospital.
 
   Jason coughed into his hand as Gemma rolled her eyes at him.
 
   “Good grief! I leave you alone for ten minutes and you are propositioning the staff. They’ll be sending in complaints of harassment if you keep doing that.”
 
   Jason arched his brows and feigned complete innocence.
 
   “I was doing nothing of the sort. I am being re habilitated into the general population and a certain amount of light hearted banter is to be expected. I assumed that was what I was here for.” He grinned and eyed the door that the nurse had disappeared through before he lowered his voice and beckoned the men to gather round. “Her name’s Charlotte Lesmaes. She’s twenty five and single, thank God! She has a younger brother called Antoine, an older sister called Collette and a dog called Tibau. She’s been a nurse for two years and still lives with her mother just outside Roscoff. Lovely, isn’t she? I asked her out already, but she says that she’s on lates for the next two weeks. Bloody shame, though I managed to get her phone number out of her. She’s off the week after that and I’m absolutely sure I’ll still be here. I’m going to take her out as soon as I’m back on my feet.” He lifted his chin and looked proudly around at his friends as they slapped him on his back and congratulated him on his quick thinking.
 
   Ben began pushing Jason.
 
   “Well, you didn’t waste any time. We all thought Gemma was the only one with love on her mind, but we were evidently mistaken.” He was clearly impressed.
 
   “I do not have love on my mind, idiot.” Gemma spoke through gritted teeth. 
 
   Jason looked back over his shoulder at her and snorted.
 
   “You could have fooled us. All that new hair-do and make-up. You even had your legs waxed.”
 
   She drew in a deep breath.
 
   “How the hell did you notice that?” She was more mortified than she cared to admit.
 
   He grinned unapologetically.
 
   “When you were swimming last week.” He covered his head with his arms in a premeditated defence. “I swear that I’ll never look again, but I couldn’t help but notice that your legs were a lot smoother last night when you were wearing that green frock than they had been when you were in the pool.”
 
   That he had even noticed that her legs were not hair free the week before was beyond enough. She groaned as she waited for the ground to open up and swallow her. It didn’t. Instead Joe opened the door of the waiting Land Rover and peered out at her. 
 
   “You lot okay? Nothing potentially fatal, obviously.” He sounded only mildly concerned as he glanced over the rest of the men and noted that none of them seemed about to die on him.
 
   Gemma let out a relieved breath.
 
   “Great, you got my message then. Sorry we’ve been so long. I hope it hasn’t upset any of your plans for today.”
 
   Joe shook his head.
 
   “No, I was only working on some new activities.” He frowned down at Jason’s bandaged body. “What happened to you? You look as though you were either in a car accident and went through the windscreen or Gemma here beat you up for something. I hope you didn’t do anything to upset her.” He grinned as Jason rolled his eyes and eased himself out of the wheelchair. He balanced on one foot before he sat into the passenger seat backwards and swivelled around to face the front of the car.
 
   “As if I’d dare! No, nothing so dangerous as upsetting Gemma I’m afraid, or even being in a motor pile up. I fell arse over tit into some rocks when my foot became stuck in the sand. We’d been walking over the rocks and where the tide had only just gone out, the sand was still very soft at the base. Gem tried to warn me as we came off them, but I obviously knew best and didn’t listen. She’s trying to take the blame, but it was entirely my own fault. It’s all superficial, shell cuts mostly. Don’t worry about it. The bandages make it look worse than it is. I only insisted on having them on my hands and getting my nose dressed because the nurse was an absolute peach. While she was sorting out my nose, her breasts were...well, I’ll let you imagine.” He sighed deeply before he grinned again. “I managed to get her phone number!” He sounded thrilled by his own achievement. Gemma was about to speak up and confess that she was at fault for his accident, but reading her mind, Jason held up his hand to stop her. “Gem, shut up will you. I can take responsibility for my own actions. Stop acting like a mother hen.”
 
   Gemma bristled irritably.
 
   “Since when did you lot become soft on women? Things must have changed drastically since I was in the army. You guys couldn’t wait to cast blame in a woman’s direction back then. Have you had some kind of directive that says that you all have to play Prince Charming now?” She climbed in behind Jason and moved to the back of the big car.
 
   Ben sniggered.
 
   “You’ll have to give us all kisses to see who turns from frog to Prince. I’ll go first.” He volunteered as he closed his eyes and puckered up his lips. 
 
   Gemma had the inclination to wipe the smile from his face with her fist, but she resisted with some difficulty. With her clenched hands in her lap, she stared out of the window, ignoring all the jibes coming her way.
 
   William nudged her in the shoulder as he sat down beside her.
 
   “Hey Gem, have you already teamed up with someone for the cook off? I’d love for you to be my partner.”
 
   Gemma turned back to him. He was staring hard at her as if concentration would make him see any better. She pulled his broken glasses from his face and wiped the sand off with her sleeve before resting them back on his nose while making a mental note to order him another pair. There was a spare set at the château, but one set clearly wasn’t enough.
 
   “Sorry, Will. I already said I would be Aaron’s partner. I can ask him if he wants to swap.” 
 
   William shook his head and sat back in his seat.
 
   “Nah, don’t worry about it. He’s probably not going to be with us for very long. His injuries look like they are clearing up nicely. As soon as he has that final skin graft on his hand he’ll probably be back in action in no time. I’ll have a chance to cook with you another time.”
 
   Gemma suddenly began to feel sick. Her hands became clammy and beads of sweat broke out on her brow. She lowered the window as she tried to get a hold of her erratic emotions, but the thought of Aaron being back in the firing line was almost too much to bear. She knew exactly how deadly a helicopter could be. There was virtually no way out of one if it went down and so many things could cause their failure. Engines seized up and stalled, a damaged rotor spelled disaster; even a dust storm could wreck the simplest of flights. 
 
   She shuddered as she tried to imagine how Aaron had ever landed his last mission and only suffered a broken ankle and damaged hand. She knew that he must be one hell of a pilot, but that didn’t make it any easier for her. The memories came sweeping up at her. As the wind blew through the car window she shuddered and relived the moment the rotor blade came swirling through the air towards her, slicing through everything in its path.  
 
   She closed her eyes and tried to forget as she let the cool draft waft over her. The grounded pilot’s square jaw and piercing aqua eyes took over and flashed into her imagination. She stifled an involuntary groan as she relived their dance together. His taught thighs had brushed hers only once or twice as they had kept at a respectable distance, but it had been a difficult task to remain so. If she was honest with herself she could admit to wanting to move her hand slowly down his back towards his fabulously tight backside. She had wanted him to grab her in much the same way, had wanted to be dragged from the dance floor and towed up to his bedroom where they could discover whether this wild attraction that seemed to bubble between them every time they met was anything more than some lust filled brief encounter. As it was, their single dance had shown her enough to know that they would fit together perfectly. 
 
   She opened her eyes to dispel the image of her naked limbs entwined with his and discovered that the other men were all staring at her. Jason had turned in his seat and even Joe was looking curiously in the rear view mirror. She felt her cheeks heat as she realized that she probably hadn’t stifled the groan as much as she thought.
 
   She rubbed her temples as a cover for her lapse.
 
   “Today has given me the worst headache. I think I’ll stay up in my room and make a quiet night of it. I could take a few recipe books up and maybe have a look at some ideas for the cook off next week.”
 
   There were loud protests as the men reminded her about dressing up and playing cards and she let out a heavy breath. She knew that she couldn’t really get away with it. It was part of her job to help rehabilitate these men, though for the life of her she couldn’t see that they needed much assistance, especially from her, but she gave in as their protests became even louder
 
   “Okay, okay! I’ll come down for an hour...” The men let out great whoops of delight, but their cries of triumph soon quietened and turned into groans of disappointment as she read all of their thoughts and added a condition. 
 
   She grinned slyly. “But I absolutely refuse to play strip poker!”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
    
 
   Aaron looked up as he heard the commotion outside. He glanced out of his window and noticed that the Land Rover was back on the drive. He listened to the general stampede up the stairs and waited until the voices had disappeared and he heard a lighter tread. He opened his door and caught Gemma staring at him. He gave a quick smile. 
 
   “You’re late. I thought you were only going to be three hours, not most of the day.”
 
   Gemma was about to query how he knew about Joe’s time limitation on the walk when Aaron held up his three fingers as Joe had done that morning.
 
   “Oh, you were watching then?” There was an accusing note in her tone.
 
   He shrugged unapologetically.
 
   “Waiting actually. Well, just wanting to know what time you might be back. I had stuff to do that I couldn’t leave anyway.” He looked at her bloody t-shirt. “What happened to you?” 
 
   Gemma walked towards him.
 
   “Stupid really. I should have seen it coming. Jason fell over on some really sharp rocks and twisted his knee along with scraping his nose and hands. We had to take him to hospital. The guys insisted on carrying him all the way. It was probably quicker than calling an ambulance, though as you can imagine, what with all our original injuries, we caused a bit of a stir at A and E. They thought there had been some kind of vehicle pile up.” Her insides twisted with guilt again, but Aaron just laughed. He had heard Jason coming up in the lift and knew that there wasn’t too much of a problem.
 
   “Huh! I’ll bet you did. They must have thought there had been a massacre! Doesn’t sound like it was too serious though. I heard the guys talking about his date with some nurse as they came up the stairs. Ben was saying that she has a sister. He wants to know if she’s single too so it sounds like it could have been a lucky fall.” He gave a small cough and changed the subject. “I picked up some recipe books and wondered if you wanted to take a look later.”
 
   She gave a small smile. 
 
   “I need to freshen up and change. I’ve promised the guys a few games of cards after dinner. I really wanted a quiet night, but I don’t see why we couldn’t have a look later. Unless you would rather play poker with the others of course. I think that’s what they had intended, however I put a bit of a damper on that by refusing to play strip poker. I’m absolutely useless at the game.”
 
   Aaron laughed.
 
   “I don’t think any of them stripping down to their smalls would do it for me, but then maybe I am just more discriminating.” He grinned as his eyes wandered over her entire body and even though she was dressed in sandy, baggy trousers and a blood speckled t-shirt his heated gaze made her heart jump wildly.
 
   “Probably wouldn’t do it for me either...” She gave him a hot stare back, “though Will has a very cute backside and the muscles in Jason’s arms, phew!” She fanned her face with her hand. “I wouldn’t mind...”
 
   Aaron was suddenly very close to her. His smile had vanished to be replaced by a burning glare.
 
   “No!” He wrapped his hand around her waist and pulled her close. “No, that’s not happening Gemma. I won’t let it.” His minty breath and masculine scent filled her as he ground out his words and leaned in close. Her hands spread across his chest and then reached up to his shoulders. She felt herself pulling him closer and he wasn’t resisting.
 
   She looked up into his beautiful eyes. There were flecks of gold caught within the bright blue. He stared at her intently before his gaze dropped to her lips. She licked across them self-consciously. They tasted salty and dry but Aaron hadn’t seemed to notice.
 
   “Gemma...” he breathed softly and his eyes drifted closed as his lips descended.
 
   She pulled in a soft gasp and waited for his kiss but suddenly felt herself being propelled backwards. Her shoulders hit the wall opposite and the heat of his body was gone. It took her a few seconds to realize that he was now several feet from her.
 
   Simone walked along the corridor and smiled uncertainly as she passed between them. She hesitated as she looked at Gemma’s bloodied top.
 
   “Are you coming for dinner? It will be served in a few moments. The men are about ready and will be down very soon.”
 
   Gemma glanced along the corridor and realized why Simone had stopped as the stampede began again. She had saved Gemma and Aaron from having an audience.
 
   She nodded quickly and glanced up at Aaron who stared intently at the floor. As the men approached she turned towards her own room. She closed the door behind her and walked straight to her bathroom. Furious with herself, she ripped the t-shirt from her shoulders and then stood staring at her own reflection in the mirror.
 
   What the hell is wrong with me?  She had been about to kiss Aaron, had wanted him to kiss her. If anyone had seen her she could have kissed her job goodbye too. She sat down on the toilet seat and took some rapid breaths before she leaned over and turned on the shower. Maybe she was tired or feeling a bit low. It had been a long, worrying day, but that was no excuse for her behaviour. Aaron was a guest, a patient. She shouldn’t be encouraging him, though she knew that he had initiated the move in the corridor. She gulped as she remembered his near growl as he had pulled her into his chest. He had sounded positively predatory when she mentioned the other guys, though she still failed to see what Aaron found attractive about her. All the guys she had even known previously had always treated her like one of the lads. She had even felt like one of the lads until she’d had her makeover. Now she did feel more womanly, more attractive even, but she didn’t think the change was that dramatic. 
 
   The way the men at the centre acted around her was confusing. They clearly liked her, thought she was a bit of a laugh and always up for one activity or another, but then they had all gone soft on her as soon as she had her hair and nails done. It was only Aaron who hadn’t changed. He’d called her beautiful before any of the other men had barely even thought of her as a woman, or that was how it seemed. 
 
   Her heart stuttered beneath her ribs and then lurched as she lifted her finger and touched her lips. He really had been about to kiss her and she had been desperate for it, wanting to feel how that beautifully arched mouth would feel against her skin. She could feel the pulse at the base of her throat pick up speed and she had to take a few calming breaths. 
 
   She lifted her head as she heard the church bells along the road ring out across the bay. It was already dinner time and she needed to shower. She had to shove all thoughts of Aaron out of her mind and concentrate on the evening ahead. 
 
   She removed her arm, checked her skin and cursed. There was some chaffing where sand had crept beneath her arm socket. It wasn’t too bad, but it needed cleaning thoroughly and then treating gently for a few days. Although she had remembered not to let her prosthetic get wet she remembered digging in the wet sand with her other hand to release Jason’s foot. She hadn’t needed to help carry him as the men had done that, but she had held his boot and prosthetic foot and the boot had been covered in damp sand. She berated herself for not realizing the damage it could have caused. 
 
   She quickly eased her trousers and underwear from her legs and walked under the warm water. Reaching for the soap, she lathered all over her body, paying special attention to her arm. She rinsed quickly, not wanting her skin to soften too much and stepped back out of the spray. She immediately wrapped her arm in a warm towel and another around her body.
 
   She opened her bathroom cabinet, rummaged for the antiseptic cream and smeared great dollops across her skin. She wrapped her arm in a clean bandage and covered it with a short stocking.  A sigh left her lips as she glanced through her selection of clothes. There was nothing suitable for dressing up in while her residual arm looked like a turkey drumstick. She sucked her bottom lip into her mouth. She knew that she was being ridiculous but she couldn’t bring herself to appear at dinner with just a stump of an arm. She flopped back onto the bed and reached for the telephone to advise Amy that she was too drained to make it, but she stopped as her bedroom door clicked open. 
 
   Aaron stood on the threshold and then glanced behind him before he stepped through and closed the door. 
 
   She sat up quickly.
 
   “You shouldn’t be in here, Aaron. I’m not coming down anyway. I’m too tired.” Gemma pulled her towel tightly around her.
 
   Aaron stared down at her. He was dressed in dark blue, fitted jeans and a white linen shirt and looked so handsome that Gemma could hardly bear to return his gaze. He moved towards her slowly with a patient look on his face.
 
   “I don’t believe you’re that tired. I want you to come down to dinner with me. I’ve been waiting ages for you to come out of your room and now I can see why you’ve been delayed. Big problem?” He nodded towards her bandaged arm.
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “It will be fine by tomorrow, but it’s grazed up. Some sand had worked its way into the socket fitment. I’ll have to leave my prosthetic off tonight so that it has chance to heal up. I only wrapped it so that it wouldn’t get any fabric stuck to it from my clothes, but I don’t have anything suitable to cover it anyway.” 
 
   Aaron screwed up his face as he moved to squat in front of her. He caught hold of her hand.
 
   “Why do you need to cover it up? Everyone knows that you have a false arm, it’s hardly news to that lot downstairs.” He jerked his head in the direction of her door. 
 
   Gemma sucked in her bottom lip again before she looked away from him.
 
   “You wouldn’t understand.” Her words were a whisper, but Aaron leaned forwards and took a gentle hold of her chin.
 
   He held his scarred hand out for her to see. His long fingers and hand were patched with what looked like almost transparent skin. His knuckles had puckers across the tops and his nails were lumpy and uneven. When he turned his hand over and peeled back his glove Gemma gulped. The tendons and veins were clearly visible beneath what looked like a thin layer of clear plastic. In comparison to his uninjured hand it looked like something from a horror movie.
 
    He waited until he knew that she had taken a good long look. 
 
   “Okay, so I know that it’s not quite the same thing as losing your arm, but it’s still pretty grisly. It’s a new treatment. The skin should be growing by now but it’s either failed or isn’t working quite yet. I’ll have another set of skin grafts to cover it after they are sure my tendons are healed if nothing starts growing soon, however that’s not really what I was getting at. Just think of those men sitting there waiting for you to join them. All of them have dreadful injuries, none of which they could hide even if they wanted to, but you can bet your life that none of their injuries would stop them coming down for dinner or from trying to see you. You know how much they love your company. You make things easier for them to bear and you can’t let them down over a little thing like this.”
 
   Gemma scowled at him.
 
   “That’s not fair. It’s not the same. I’m a woman. I should look beautiful and perfect. I shouldn’t have chunks of my body missing.”
 
   Aaron raised an eyebrow before he spoke firmly.
 
   “Look, apart from the fact that you are beautiful and perfect, you knew the risks when you signed up. Women have wanted to be part of the forces for years; well, now you have to take the consequences of getting your wish...” He held up his hand to stop her when she was about to speak. “Look Gem, none of us want bits blown off, or chopped off, or whatever, but it happens in war zones. You don’t hear any of that lot downstairs complaining about what actually happened to them. They might not like the results of front line action, but they don’t complain about their actual injuries. Accept it like the soldier you were and move on, or wallow in the fear of what others may think of you and let it get you down for the rest of your life...it’s your choice.”
 
   Gemma cringed inwardly. She knew his words were a challenge.
 
   “Are you calling me a coward?”
 
   He raised an eyebrow and kept quiet.
 
   Infuriated, Gemma launched herself from the bed. She marched to the wardrobe and began throwing dresses out, muttering about arrogant men all the while. Aaron dodged a few and caught others until she came out with a cream coloured short sleeved blouse that was gathered gypsy style around the neck and a long flouncy skirt that was made from a multitude of woven coloured threads. She turned on Aaron and pushed him back towards the door. He dropped the dresses on her chair and backed away quickly.
 
   Gemma waggled her pointed finger under his nose.
 
   “Five minutes, just wait five minutes.” She ignored his chuckle as she slammed the door in his face and stomped back towards the dresser. She lugged out fresh underwear and slapped on her make-up before donning the clothes, shoving her feet into some flat pumps and hauling the bedroom door back open. 
 
   Aaron stood right where she had left him.  She glowered up at him, but he simply grinned and held out his arm for her to take.
 
   “There, see, that wasn’t so difficult.” He smiled down at her.
 
   “Don’t be so bloody condescending. You have no idea how this makes me feel.” Tears gathered in her eyes as she vainly tried to tug the short sleeve of the blouse over her bandaged arm. She knew that he was right. It was well past time to put it all behind her and move on.
 
   Aaron tucked her arm into his elbow and propelled her along the corridor.
 
   “I’m sure I don’t, but I do know how it makes me feel to have you walk down to dinner with me...like the luckiest guy alive.” He gripped her tighter, refusing to let her fall as she almost tripped over her own skirts.
 
   Her eyes narrowed even further and she hissed out her words.
 
   “Shut up, just shut up will you. You are completely full of shit. If we’re having steak and I look like an idiot when I can’t cut it up, you had better watch your back. You might find my knife thrust into it.” Gemma refused to look at him again as they walked towards the stairs. 
 
   He grinned as he enjoyed the fiery tongue lashing she gave him. He had hated the look of despair and defeat that had clouded her lovely features when she found that she had nothing to cover her arm. In that instant he had known that he would put up with just about anything to see the fight back on her dazzling face. As content as he had felt in several weeks, he began chatting about his day.
 
   “I sat outside this afternoon and looked through some recipes, but they looked horribly complicated. Paul came out for a chat too. Did you know that Amy is expecting? I was there when Paul announced it to Patrick and Joe earlier today.”
 
   Startled out of her temper, Gemma smiled radiantly.
 
   “How lovely! I wondered why Amy hadn’t risen as early as usual over the last week or so and I should have realized that something was going on when she didn’t indulge in any of Ben’s cocktails the other night. Poor thing has obviously been suffering from morning sickness. To be honest I didn’t think that they would wait long before they started a family. They’ve only been married a few months, but you can see how they are together.” She let out a happy laugh. She was genuinely delighted for the couple. “It would be sickening if it wasn’t so sweet. Paul used to be such a tough nut, a really stubborn and proud guy, but Amy soon put a dent in his armour. She was his social worker when he was up on an assault charge and could give as good as she took. It was almost inevitable that they would end up falling in love.”
 
   Aaron nodded.
 
   “He told me something about it, well he told me that some terrorist was after them and Geraldine ended up having Luc delivered while she and Amy were stuck behind a false wall.” He shuddered at the thought.
 
   Gemma took a deep breath as she remembered the horrifying incident. 
 
   “It was a nightmare. Amy and Geraldine had been out for the day together before Amy was meant to go back to England to report on Paul’s progress. No one realized they were actually missing until Geraldine was late for dinner, something that never happened especially when she’s pregnant. That woman has a real appreciation for good food. 
 
   It turned out that Amy missed her flight home too so everyone knew that they were probably still together, but David was beside himself with worry. The guys couldn’t find the women and hadn’t a clue where they might be. Turns out that bastard terrorist drugged both Amy and Geraldine after Geraldine went into labour while shopping and, thinking that there would be someone to help them, they came here as the nearest place they could get to. They hadn’t heard about the sudden strike that all the workers called. There was only Samadi here and he sealed them up deliberately hoping that they would never be discovered. Unbearable to think about. Thank God that Paul walked straight into the wall and realized that something was badly out of kilter. No one else would have had a clue that there was a concealed room behind that wall. When the men broke through, David was presented with his new baby son who had been delivered in the pitch black by Amy. But that wasn’t the end of it. After they had been rescued, the terrorist only tried to kidnap Amy too. He held a knife to her throat, but Paul got him. Being blind doesn’t hold him back at all.”
 
   The story was horrific. Aaron took a shuddering breath before he glanced down at her. 
 
   “No, and a missing arm shouldn’t hold you back either.”
 
   Gemma knew that he was right. A missing arm was almost nothing and it had never seemed important to her while she was still serving in the army. She’d barely noticed it as she carried on with her duties. It was only now she was out in the general public she found it harder to accept, nearly impossible on occasions. She had even considered signing back on with the army, but she knew that wasn’t really the answer.
 
   She looked back up at Aaron as he strode along beside her. His foot was encased in the plastic cast again, but his limp now barely noticeable. It looked as though he would be having the pins holding his bones together out soon.
 
   “Do you have any plans for if you can’t go back?”
 
   Aaron’s jaw clenched.
 
   “Not yet. I feel that if I look at other options I’m giving up, when really I’m still hoping it will all be okay.” He didn’t sound all that hopeful.
 
   “Have you talked to Simone or Magali yet?” She asked.
 
   He shook his head.
 
   “There’s no point. I’m not here for that. I’m not suffering from PTSD. If anything I’m suffering from VAYM syndrome.”
 
   Gemma looked confused.
 
   “Very Angry Young Man.” He explained with a twinkle in his eye.
 
   She raised her eyebrow at him.
 
    “Sure you don’t want to change that from a Y M to an M A, as in ‘middle aged’.” She scoffed.
 
   Aaron stopped dead.
 
   “Flipping cheek. How old do you think I am?”
 
   Gemma didn’t hesitate.
 
    “I know exactly how old you are. I looked in your file. You’re thirty four. Getting on for middle aged, I’d say.”
 
   He laughed.
 
   “You think? Better hold that thought because I know how old you are too. Thirty, so you don’t have long to catch me up.”
 
   Gemma raised both her eyebrows in surprise.
 
   “Who told you? If that Joe has said a single word about me, I’ll make sure he suffers.”
 
   Aaron chuckled.
 
   “Not Joe. I asked Amy earlier. She made me work hard for it that little snippet of information too. I’ve had to promise that I will have my chest waxed for some charity day you girls are putting on. Patrick has offered up his leg as he apparently has no chest hair to speak of and David has said that you girls can wax whatever is left of him...If you dare. Amy reckons that he’s in for a big shock as Geraldine has already asked Rebecca for some lessons on ‘intimate waxing’ from your beautician...Sounds as though that actually might be painful. I almost pity the guy.”
 
   Gemma nearly fell over again in surprise as she laughed loudly.
 
   “Jees! He’s going to be in for a shock. Have you asked Ben and the rest of them to join in? I’ll bet they’d do it too. They’re all mad enough, especially if Delphine or Rebecca have anything to do with it. Two attractive, single women getting up close and personal what could possibly be better? They’ll be falling over themselves to sign up.”
 
   Aaron laughed with her, the sound echoing down the hall.
 
   “I’ll bet they will too. I’ll mention it to them. Ellen is going to see the Mayor up at the town where they are. She’s going to make it a special event to gain recognition for what all of you lot are doing, though having my chest waxed does seem a little extreme.”
 
   Gemma quaked at the thought of having the heated torture treatment again, even though she did rather like the feel of her lovely smooth legs.
 
   “You do realize how much waxing hurts. It’s not for the faint hearted, I can tell you. Rebecca is a complete sadist what with the way she grins manically while slapping on boiling hot wax.”
 
   Aaron laughed again.
 
   “A bit of hot wax? You’re kidding me. It can’t possibly be that painful. You girls make such a fuss.”
 
   Gemma chuckled secretly. With the amount of hair she had seen some of the men sporting, they were going to be in for a big surprise. She could barely wait for the big day to see the grins wiped from their over-confident faces. The smile stayed on her lips as they headed into the dining room. 
 
   If any already around the table noticed that she wasn’t wearing her arm, none of them bothered to mention it. Gemma sat down and peered into the dishes waiting to be served while Aaron let out a private sigh of relief when he saw that there were no steaks, only big cauldrons of chilli-con-carne and rice.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
    
 
   “Oh my god! How delicious is that!” Gemma scooped up another forkful of the creamy mashed potato, chorizo and cheese mixture that topped the spicy chicken and pepper filling. “I didn’t think anything could beat that golden pear and Stilton starter but this is incredible.”
 
   Karl nudged Ben’s shoulder.
 
   “We’ve got this in the bag. Beats Will and Amy’s paté stuffed mushrooms and couscous paella, hands down.”
 
   Paul licked his lips as he scraped his fork over his plate, making sure that he hadn’t missed any of the delicious dinner. He put his cutlery down on his empty plate as he spoke.
 
   “But what have you rustled up for dessert? Will’s white chocolate layer cake from the other day is going to be hard to beat. I don’t think I ever tasted anything quite so delicious.”
 
   Aaron broke in.
 
   “Hang on, we haven’t even had our chance yet. You can’t start deciding who the winner is yet.” He whispered an aside to Gemma. “We’re going to have to up our game.” He looked over to the empty chicken and potato pie dish and raised his eyebrows. “We’re going to have to raise it a lot.”
 
   Gemma leaned into his shoulder whispered back.
 
   “It’s okay. Jason and Simone are tomorrow and Paul and Magali the night after. We have two more days to decide on a final menu before we knock their taste buds into the stratosphere.” 
 
   Karl began to clear the dishes and Ben brought what looked like a giant pile of cream to the table.
 
   “Snowball pudding,” he announced as he placed the extravagant dish on the table with a flourish. “My mother’s special recipe. Guaranteed to slay your taste buds,” he added proudly as he cut into the white, outer frosting and a delicious scent of brandied raisins mixed with vanilla essence, filled the room. 
 
   Ben and Karl’s dinner was agreed to be a triumph. Amy demanded the recipes so that she could make samples to show Patrick and Ellen at their meeting. 
 
   “This is working out brilliantly. I never knew that we could all cook so well. If we ever do decide to run a restaurant it’s going to be brilliant. I can’t wait until we see what Jason and Simone come up with tomorrow.”
 
   Jason rubbed his hands together and winked at Simone before he whispered loudly.
 
   “No worries, they’ll be licking their plates.”
 
    
 
   The next two evenings were spent eating the most delicious food as Jason and Simone excelled themselves with crepes filled with bacon and mushrooms followed by chicken served in a champagne and white grape sauce and homemade ice cream with Florentines to finish. Paul and Magalie attempted to triumph with smoked salmon and prawn tartlets to start and leg of lamb stuffed with apricots and prunes. They finished their rich dinner with a simple but delicious lemon cheesecake topped with a fresh raspberry coulis. 
 
   Amy was so thrilled with their achievements that she vowed that Patrick no longer needed to teach them cookery if he didn’t want to, though that brought howls of disappointment from around the table. Patrick’s pastry alone was enough to keep him coming back and the men deliberately refused to perfect their own methods of making it. However, they had taken to cooking with so much enthusiasm they were already deciding to make the competition a monthly event.
 
   Paul had to remind them that they would all be going home soon and that any new guests might not feel the same way, though Gemma secretly thought that most of the guys would love it. They all liked food too much to not want to try and their competitive spirit wouldn’t let them be beaten without at least attempting the challenge. 
 
   She spent her free time with Aaron looking through cookery books and occasionally practicing recipes when time allowed, but she found it hard to concentrate while he was so close to her. Every time she looked towards him it seemed that their gazes clashed; when she attempted to turn a page of the book her fingertips brushed his as they both had the same intention; when they decided to taste their concoctions, each was already bringing a sample to the others’ lips as though they were a reflection of one another.
 
   Gemma had even begun dreaming about him so often that she sometimes wasn’t sure if it were day or night. 
 
   They spent the morning of their cooking challenge walking along the busy town market, buying fresh ingredients and making sure that all were from local sources. Aaron suggested a quiet lunch in one of the many restaurants and they sat for an hour drinking in the atmosphere while sharing a plate of fresh oysters before returning to the château to make preparations for the evening. 
 
   They had decided on their own version of a seafood bisque served with Patrick’s recipe for homemade bread, to start; pork tenderloin roasted on a bed of caramelized pink onions and sweet apples served with steamed vegetables and wedged potatoes for the main course, and to finish, a secret recipe for a chocolate dessert that Gemma had to make three times before Aaron would leave enough in the bowl for them to serve at the table.
 
    
 
   The bisque was fiddlier than they expected until Aaron had the clever idea of leaving the langoustine whole in their shells as a decoration for the dish rather than attempting to remove all the meat from the tiny claws. Gemma was squeamish over putting a live creature into boiling water until Aaron assured her that he’d killed the crab before plunging it into the simmering stock. Gemma peeled a huge pile of prawns while Aaron finely diced dill and shallots. After liquidizing and straining and adding lashings of cream, Aaron stuck his finger in the resulting soup and held it up for Gemma to try. 
 
   She shook her head and handed him a spoon. 
 
   “We’re serving this to others. They won’t want to know that your finger has been waggling around in it.”
 
   Aaron laughed.
 
   “The ingredients were all over my fingers about half an hour ago and so were yours when you were pulling all those heads off the prawns. I doubt sticking my finger in it to taste it makes any difference. It’s not like I was going to put my finger back in the pot after you licked it.” He licked his own finger slowly, making Gemma’s insides wobble as he declared the bisque perfect.
 
   They started on the pork next so that it had time to slow roast.
 
   Aaron used what looked like a huge hunting knife to score the skin before Gemma poured boiling water over the top to open the scores. She rubbed the skin with sea salt crystals and stuck slithers of garlic and leaves of sage from the kitchen garden into the meat. They sliced apples from the orchard outside the kitchen garden and pink onions from the old man who lived at the end of the track running beside the estate, before laying the pork over the top and placing it into the oven.
 
   Delicious aromas invaded every room of the château and as Gemma and Aaron finished their preparations, the other diners began gathering. There was just time for them to take quick showers and change while Ben did his thing with cocktails before everyone sat down to another incredible meal.
 
   Simone wanted the recipe for the bisque. She was sure that it was more delicious than her own mother’s variation and Paul decided that the pork rivalled Patrick’s famous hog roast. 
 
   Jason ate so much of the crunchy crackling he decided that he was going to have to decline the offer of dessert until Gemma walked in with the mountain of chocolate mousse. The crunchy biscuit base melted on the tongue and the mousse was so light it dissolved in seconds in their mouths. The dish was completely clean by the time they came to vote for an overall winner.
 
   The next hour was spent in discussion of all the various menus, the taste of the dishes and the overall presentation. They all decided to vote out of ten on their favourite meal then spent the next several minutes laughing as well as arguing about who was the actual winner because they all ended up with the exact same amount of points.
 
   Paul was interested in the costing for each meal, how long the preparation took and if anything could be made in advance. He also wanted to know if the dishes were seasonal or could be re-created at any time. He added all the information to the list of things that Amy was going to present at the meeting.
 
    
 
   Gemma and Aaron stood beside each other as they rinsed the dishes and loaded the dishwasher. She yawned as she fitted in the soap tab and shut the door. Aaron leaned against counter and watched her. 
 
   “Tired?”
 
   She pressed her hand over her mouth as she yawned again.
 
   “Exhausted. Feels like it’s been a long day what with shopping and going out to lunch. I wouldn’t fancy cooking like this every night of the week. Apart from all the hard work, I don’t think my waistline could take it.” 
 
   Aaron laughed as he filled the coffee percolator before taking down two mugs. 
 
   “It has been a bit rich I suppose, but I’ve enjoyed all the meals. I really want to know where Karl found that gold leaf that he put on those pears. Looked fabulous and tasted great.”
 
   Gemma agreed.
 
   “I had no idea he was that arty. I think that would go down a storm here in France. I wouldn’t be surprised if Michael ends up making that for David and Ellen’s restaurant.” She continued when Aaron looked quizzically at her. “They set up a restaurant in Belle Isle en Terre when it became obvious that everyone loved Patrick’s recipes so much. The mayor raved about the food incessantly after their first ever New Year ball and the rest of the town demanded to know what the fuss was about. After a few open events up at the hotel they ended up opening a restaurant for locals. Michael, the chef, copies Patrick’s signature dishes but adds many of his own too. It’s very a popular place and people come from miles around to try it out. The reservation list is months long.”
 
   Aaron glanced at her curiously as he poured cups of coffee. He added cream to both and handed one to Gemma.
 
   “Why didn’t they just open the restaurant in their hotel? From what I’ve heard the place is well big enough.”
 
   Gemma blew on the coffee before she answered.
 
   “After David was injured, Ellen set up the hotel especially so that service veterans could be in a special place that was exactly for them with no one staring or asking stupid questions. They have a couple of balls per year when the whole town is invited, but they really want the place to be as relaxing and as comfortable as possible for the injured men and women. It’s not easy feeling like you are some kind of freak on display all the time. Some people find it hard to just keep their mouths shut and their ideas to themselves. Unless this kind of shit happens to you, they just don’t understand how it feels. It can be hurtful even if their comments are meant to be constructive. You should have seen what happened when some idiot tried to give Joe a twenty thousand pound cheque to pay for cosmetic surgery to his face; like the poor guy hadn’t had umpteen operations to make him look anywhere near normal already.”
 
   Aaron spluttered on his mouthful of coffee and stifled a gasp of shock.
 
   “Jesus, they never did! What a Fucker! I would have smashed the guy’s own face in just to see how he liked it!” He was clearly outraged at the insult offered to one of the kindest, bravest men he had ever had the honour to know. 
 
   Gemma gave a grin as she nodded.
 
   “Yeah, well that’s what everyone else thought he deserved. I so wish I had been here to see it, but I had all the lowdown from David afterwards. The man was one of the corporate guests. A right arrogant bastard who thought he was so fabulous. He was a complete idiot actually and ended up trying to bribe Lucy into a relationship with him, but we managed to sort all that out too. Kicked the bastard’s arse, metaphorically speaking, but that’s another story...Going back to Joe’s cheque, well, no one was going to stand for that kind of behaviour.”
 
   “I’m almost afraid to ask what happened.” Aaron took another slurp of his coffee as he waited for Gemma to continue the story.
 
   “Well, it was a lot of money and Joe wasn’t going to hand it back to the arsehole or even tear it up...No, he handed the cheque to David to use for extra facilities at the hotel and then just walked out. He was so hurt and insulted that he couldn’t face anyone, but both David and Patrick reacted as though a bomb had gone off. Even with all their prosthetics they both managed to clear the dining room tables in seconds. They dragged the idiot guy who wrote the cheque, out from behind his screaming secretary moments before Lucy, Joe’s wife now, punched her own boss right on his nose. Poor Ellen thought they were going to literally string him up. She’d only just had Rose a couple of days previously and was almost hysterical. A massive fight broke out and there was bedlam in the ballroom as Patrick and David slung the guy’s arse, and the rest of his staff out of the hotel. Apparently it took two whole days to clear the carnage.” 
 
   Aaron laughed as he imagined the scene.
 
   “Oh dear! Not that I can blame them, but I can imagine the sort of damage a guy the size of Patrick might do when roused.” He gulped as he remembered the incident in the kitchen. “That boss was lucky he wasn’t killed.” He chuckled again at the thought of a very angry Patrick and then he shuddered as he prayed that he was never on the wrong side of the man again.
 
   Gemma nodded.
 
   “David’s not small either and he’s as tough as old boots. He has the best sense of humour, but he never puts up with any shit from anyone. It was just was well that Joe had walked away. I don’t like to think what would have happened if he’d lost control. He’s really quiet normally, but when he goes off, he goes off big time. It would be like a Tsunami had been released. Anyway, you can see what I mean about keeping the place exclusive, though the guests all go into town and have a really great time in the community too. It’s just that the hotel is an escape from all the difficulties of their everyday lives. Ellen has thought of everything from mobility beds to pamper studios. The place is unbelievable. So fabulous I doubt that the Queen has ever seen such luxury. Makes this place look a tad shabby.” She gestured around the fabulous kitchen.
 
   Aaron looked around the at the polished granite work tops and the solid oak kitchen table. 
 
   “I think I had best book a room. I didn’t think anywhere could be much better than this.”
 
   Gemma shook her head.
 
   “This is strictly functional. Well, functional according to Ellen’s standards. I’ve no idea where she gets her interior design flair from. She’s not posh or anything. She and David are so ordinary it makes my mind boggle. Makes me worry a bit. The men who come here are unlikely to find anything this fabulous at home.”
 
   “They sound like good people. I never heard of anyone doing anything like this before. Patrick was saying that David and Ellen fund the whole thing with an inheritance they had. There are not many people who would give up their own money for the care of others and ask nothing in return. It’s just amazing.”
 
   Gemma had to agree.
 
   “They are more than generous. I never saw two people care so much and their other halves are the same too. Patrick is like a big cuddly bear. He was here before Ellen bought this place and had a hard time accepting her idea, and her to begin. He’d come here to escape people and thought she was here to set up some fancy boutique hotel that would make his life a misery. It took him a few months to realize that she wasn’t as shallow as he imagined. Geraldine was employed as a nurse for the facility but she was a complete pushover. She just couldn’t resist David’s wicked sense of humour. I don’t think that she expected anyone with his difficulties to be quite so cheerful. It’s a most attractive trait and she was as captivated by him as he was mesmerized by her. You should have seen him after the week he first met her...from tough guy to tortured teenager in five days. Hilarious.”
 
   Aaron’s eyes sparkled.
 
   “Sounds like it was a ball. You obviously all knew each other from way back. You’ve never wanted to be here before now? I mean, none of the guys ever tempted you to come over before, so why now?”
 
   Gemma looked at him from over her mug.
 
   “I didn’t want to give up my job for a start. I loved being in the army. When I finished my ten years and decided to give something else a try I didn’t expect the difficulties I encountered. Disability is a weird thing. I don’t really consider that I have one, not when I am using my prosthetic at any rate, but others always assume the worst. My job prospects were looking grim. Shelf stacking and the like. While that’s perfectly acceptable for some people, I need something a little more challenging than that. When Paul asked me to join him in this venture, co-ordinating activities with Joe, I jumped at the chance. I keep having short bouts of self doubt, but I’m hoping that’ll change as I get to grips with it all. I confess I am surprised at how stoic and determined the guys are. They never fail to amaze me.”
 
   Aaron took his empty mug to the sink and rinsed it. He stared at Gemma’s reflection in the window as she finished her coffee and came towards him. He turned as she reached the sink and his arm brushed against hers.
 
   He took her mug from her fingers and lay it in the sink before he looked back at her again. Gemma glanced at him for a second and then leaned over to rinse the mug. Aaron didn’t move out of her way and she stilled as his arms came about her waist.
 
   “You never fail to amaze me either. We made a good team tonight.” His voice was husky.
 
   She swallowed nervously.
 
   “Yes, we did. I enjoyed cooking with you.” She wasn’t sure that her own voice sounded normal.
 
   “We should do it again sometime.” He pulled her a little closer and Gemma chanced a glance into his eyes as she raised her hand to his chest. The intensity of his gaze seared her to the bone.
 
   “Aaron, we shouldn’t.” Her voice was a whisper as she pressed her palm against him. She could feel his heart pounding hard beneath his pectoral. 
 
   He breathed in deeply.
 
   “I know. I shouldn’t be anywhere near you now this is over, but I can’t seem to help myself. Gemma, I...God, I want to kiss you.” The words tumbled from his lips.
 
   She could feel the tension in his body as he waited for her response. She lifted her chin and looked up at him, seeing her own desperation reflected in his expression. She hesitated a second longer and then breathed out her words.
 
   “Please don’t, Aaron, I won’t be able to stop if you do.” 
 
   “Good, I won’t want you to.” He gave a soft smile and gathered her closer. She drifted into his embrace and closed her eyes as he dipped his head towards her.
 
   The door banged open and Gemma tore herself out of his arms. Aaron froze as Paul marched in, his white cane sweeping across the floor. 
 
   “Beetroot! It’s the middle of the blasted night and she wants pickled beetroot!” He mumbled as he walked towards the fridge. 
 
   “Want me to find it for you?” Gemma spoke up quickly and Paul dropped his cane as he jumped about a foot in the air.
 
   “Holy shit, Gemma!” He yelled. “You scared the crap out of me. I thought everyone had gone to bed.” He breathed hard as he gathered himself again.
 
   “We were just clearing the last of the dinner things. Didn’t want to leave it messy for breakfast.” Aaron added, making sure that Paul knew he was in the room too. He bent to pick up the dropped cane and passed it back to Paul.
 
   Paul tilted his head towards Aaron’s voice. He hesitated for a second before he nodded.
 
   “Smells like you made coffee too. Is there any left in the pot? If Amy is going to be stuffing her face with beetroot, I might as well take a cup up for myself.”
 
   Gemma laughed as she poked about in the fridge and found the jar of pickled vegetables. She took it out and placed it in Paul’s hand. She watched as Aaron took another mug from the cupboard and poured the coffee.
 
   “Is Amy okay? Is there anything else I can get her?” Gemma asked him as she rolled her eyes towards Aaron.
 
   Paul shook his head. 
 
   “She’s fine, not really even hungry after all that dinner. She keeps getting these strange fancies though. I don’t expect that she’s even going to eat more than a slice. I’m going to take the whole jar. I might as well just take a fork with me too. At least if she doesn’t want the lot I can do it up and put it in the bathroom rather than coming back downstairs again.” He walked back towards the door, but turned around again before he walked through. “Have you two finished down here now? If you could bring my coffee, I’ll turn the lights out and walk with you if you’re done.” He waited while the pair of them hesitated for a moment before they both walked towards him.
 
   “Yes, of course.” Aaron spoke before he glanced at Gemma. She slid past both of the men and walked quickly into the corridor beyond. She rushed up the stairs and along towards her bedroom door as they followed her more slowly. Calling a quiet goodnight behind her, she escaped into her room and pressed her hand over her chest as she tried to deaden her heart’s wild thumping. 
 
   Aaron had been about to kiss her. He wouldn’t have stopped and neither would she. If Paul hadn’t come in when he did she suspected that they would be a sweaty mess on the kitchen floor by now.
 
   Heat pooled in her stomach at the thought and she almost groaned aloud at her own imagination. Visions raced through her mind of what they might have done if they hadn’t been interrupted. 
 
   She listened at the door as footsteps neared and breathed quietly while the two men chatted as they walked along. 
 
   “I can manage now.” Paul’s voice was relaxed as they stopped outside Aaron’s door.
 
   “Really? Going to be a bit difficult holding a cup of coffee, a cane and a jar of pickles. I’ll walk with you to your room.”
 
   There was a sliding sound as Paul retracted his came.
 
   “There, I’ll tuck it under my arm. I don’t really need it in the corridors as no one ever leaves odds and ends lying about. I don’t my need cane for the most part. I only brought it along tonight because I didn’t know if you two had left the kitchen tidy. It’s stuff like chairs left out from the table that trip me up. I’m fine as soon as I have the layout of a place generally though I wasn’t expecting you both to still be in there. Maybe it was lucky that Amy wanted the beetroot after all.”
 
   Aaron looked thoughtfully at the other man and then decided to ask a direct question.
 
   “Are you trying to keep Gemma away from me?” His tone was quiet, but serious.
 
   Paul considered his answer for a few moments before replying.
 
   “It’s not entirely that. I want you to make sure that she knows what she’s getting into first. I’m giving you the opportunity to tell her anything she should know before you both get into this...Whatever this is.” He emphasised his words.
 
   Aaron stood with his back to his door for a moment. 
 
   “And what is it that you think I need to tell her? There’s clearly something on your mind or you wouldn’t be suggesting it.” 
 
   Paul shook his head.
 
   “Nothing concrete, if that’s what you mean, but I just know that something is off here; I can feel it. This isn’t right. You being here, I mean. You’re obviously not a risk or you would be locked up, but something is going on, that’s for sure.”
 
   Aaron reached behind him and turned his door handle. He opened his door and took a step inside.
 
   “There’s nothing I can tell you, but believe me, I haven’t done anything wrong. I swear that I’m telling you the truth. My flight was brought down by a missile. I didn’t land badly. I never have, whatever you think you may have found out or ever do find out. My word is all I can give you at this stage, but as soon as I get some concrete evidence that I can share, you and the rest of your team will be the first to know.”
 
   Paul stood by the door for a few seconds more before he breathed out and nodded once.
 
   “Okay. I believe you. You seem like a good guy; don’t prove my instincts wrong,” he warned.
 
   Aaron closed his door quietly as Paul walked off along the corridor. 
 
   Gemma stood listening, making sure that Paul really had returned to his rooms before she looked back out into the hall. She was about to step outside and go to Aaron’s door when she noticed shadows moving just inside William’s open doorway. The young man was obviously still awake and while his eyesight was severely impaired Gemma knew that there was absolutely nothing wrong with his hearing. She ducked back into her doorway and shed her clothes. She would have to speak to Aaron another time. Another time, soon. The heat that burned through her skin where he had touched her was about to burst into flames and she didn’t think that she would be able to douse them without investigating the possibilities of what it might mean.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
    
 
   The whole group made the journey to David and Ellen’s château only a few days later. Paul unrolled the plans for the proposed new restaurant while Amy presented a whole folder of their recipes. Gemma and Aaron carried in some samples of the dishes they had all made. Amy particularly wanted Patrick to taste them and to agree that they were completely delicious. 
 
   Though the rehab centre was a superb facility it was also extremely functional and the men from the centre were almost overwhelmed with the beauty and magnificence of the hotel château and the estate that surrounded it. The forest lured them and Joe insisted on giving them on a short tour of the grounds while Ellen later promised that they could all return one day to stay there.
 
   Sat together around the huge kitchen table, they discussed ideas for the future.
 
   “You know it would be a great idea if we could do a sampling day to see what the general public thought of all these.” Patrick offered as he spooned up a second helping of the ‘Snowball pudding’. 
 
   David scraped his finger around the inside of the dish that had contained the chocolate mousse. 
 
   “Well, I’m not sure about any of them to be honest.” He grinned as startled eyes lanced him from every direction. “I’m going to need at least another couple of tasting sessions before I can give you my expert opinion on any of them.” His wife went to take his plate and he protested that there was still a small amount gathered in the bottom while Geraldine rolled her eyes at him and took the dish away.
 
   “There will be a ‘ole in this dish if you scrape it any longer. I ‘ave no idea ‘ow you stay so slim. You ‘ave a tooth sweeter than ‘oney.”
 
   David grinned and slapped his flat stomach.
 
   “I have to stay sweet for you, my darling. You know how much you love my sugared kisses.” He puckered his lips at Geraldine as he ignored the pretend gagging noises that came from nearly all sides of the table. 
 
   Ellen smiled at her amorous brother as she gathered up the papers and called order.
 
   “Put your wife down for ten minutes, David. We have things to discuss. I think we can agree that all of these dishes are excellent, so now all we need to do is settle on a sampling day for the general public.” She ran her finger down the diary. “If we do it when we are full here then we can maybe promote the products to our own guests as well as others.”
 
   Gemma snorted as she looked at the gathered men.
 
   “I can’t see that being difficult. Anything to do with this lot and food is bound to go down well.” There were some laughs from around the table. “How about doing the tasting session when you do the hair waxing charity day. Aaron said you were going to the mayor to see if you can make it a whole town event. If everyone came then spreading the word is really easy.”
 
   Ellen flicked over her diary page to the following week.
 
   “We’ve already agreed the charity day and I know that the mayor will love the idea of extra attractions to the town. Having a tasting session while doing the charity event is an excellent idea. How do you lot feel about recreating these desserts on a bigger scale? Say at least five of each of them.” She looked around the table, delighted that all of the men were nodding in agreement. “We could set up a cider tent too. We’ve bottled everything from last year’s crop of apples and have wanted to launch our own brand, but we were having difficulty trying to find a suitable event. It would make sense to have it here at the same time before we offer it direct to the public.”
 
   Amy nodded. 
 
   “We could showcase all our different talents at the event and see if there is any interest in training schemes or even just coming for treatments. Have you ever thought of setting up fitness sessions for the public. Geraldine’s brother, Jules, would be perfect for any exercise classes.”
 
   Patrick looked over at Ellen. It was a big step. The château hotel was meant to be for the exclusive use of disabled service men and women, somewhere they didn’t feel awkward or self-conscious of anything. Bringing in people from outside would change that dynamic dramatically.
 
   Ellen was about to speak and voice her concerns when Aaron leaned forwards. 
 
   “I don’t want to put any dampers on Amy’s enthusiasm, but I think you need to set one thing up before attempting another. If you want to gauge how the cakes or other recipes will sell before investing a ton of money in building a restaurant, why not take the dishes out into the local market places after a dry run here at the charity event. Think how that could work alongside the rehabilitation centre. The guys would have to make and sell their products, but a market stall would be a lot less pressure than a full scale restaurant with all the overheads and possible problems that come with it. That has to be in line with the ethos of what you are doing at the rehab centre without stretching yourself or relying on men and women who may not always feel up to working immediately. 
 
   Going into the wider, but less demanding community first will help them meet people, boost their confidence and learn another language too while leaving them with a safe haven to return to. The men would obviously have to talk about the ingredients, discuss with buyers what had been supplied locally, that sort of thing. I’m sure that a fly pitch market stall doesn’t cost a huge amount. You would only need containers for the food to be sold in so there would be a relatively small outlay. The other activities you can include in part of your charity day to see what reaction you get there, but can be left on hold until you have seen how the food stall gets on. Jules could do a couple of exercise routines and the beauticians could set up therapy stands after they have removed all our hair. You could even set up a proper marquee for light lunches or to serve the cakes if you want, to give the idea of a more formal restaurant setting a go.”
 
   Gemma stared up at the man sitting beside her. He was leaning forwards with a look of interest and determination on his face and she was almost shocked to hear how reasonable his suggestion sounded. It was as though his whole character had shifted by degrees from the impatient, short tempered man she had met only a few weeks previously to someone far more caring and thoughtful.
 
   While everyone sat silently waiting for Ellen’s opinion, Gemma backed him up immediately. 
 
   “That sounds like a really good idea. Has anyone ever looked into the markets around here, what they charge and if stalls are available?”
 
   Ellen glanced at her brother to see if he had any opinions. David had been listening intently but he now looked back at Ellen and shook his head.
 
   “Something like this has never crossed my mind before, but I like Aaron’s plan. As it’s our money that will fund any building costs it makes sense to experiment before leaping in blindly. At least we’ll soon know if our food isn’t to the taste of the French palate, though I’m absolutely sure all of these dessert dishes will be. Our chef, Michael could perhaps do a special day in the restaurant in town using all the dishes you guys came up with. We could see what’s best received and if the meals can command a high enough price.”
 
   Ellen nearly laughed as she wondered how they would persuade their temperamental French chef, who ran their restaurant in town like a modern day Napoleon, to do anything where he wasn’t in complete control, but she put the thought aside. Aaron’s ideas were sound and would give them some breathing space. Things were moving forwards, as she knew they would have to one day, and her heart lurched at the thought of the changes, but burying their heads in the sand wouldn’t help their long-term financial position. She and David couldn’t keep up with the running costs forever as more men and women needed their help, unless they upped the corporate days and she wasn’t happy doing that either. Testing out other avenues was the way to go forward and the charity event would be a perfect start.
 
   The rest of the afternoon was spent with them all deciding how to showcase their talents and depending on the reaction other decisions would be made from there. 
 
    
 
   Amy disappeared into the office as soon as they returned to Roscoff. She immediately began to write up a cooking rota for the next week’s event, bearing in mind whose desserts could be kept the longest, while Gemma helped compile a full list of ingredients needed to make the various desserts.
 
   She looked down at the list.
 
   “I’ll go into town tomorrow to buy this lot. It’s market day and I want to see if I can get hold of the local farmers for some of the ingredients as that will make for a good sales pitch for the products. If we decide to carry on with the idea then we’ll have to bid on prices or contact wholesalers, but for this initial experiment it’s just not worth it. I can’t wait to see what the French think of my chocolate dessert. They make such fabulous mousses themselves that I wonder if they will find my quick and easy recipe up to their standards.”
 
   Aaron leaned against the door frame watching her. Gemma looked up as he spoke quickly.
 
   “I’ll come with you if you like as there’s going to be a load to buy and I speak better French than you. I might be able to work out some keener prices with the stall holders if I’m lucky. We could maybe offer them a free cake as an incentive. There’s no doubt about the French loving your chocolate mousse...It’s delicious and definitely easy to make, but we don’t have to tell anyone that. I can’t imagine why anyone would bother going to all the effort of making the stuff any other way.” He gave her a wink. 
 
   Gemma smiled at him as warmth touched every cell of her body. Every time he opened his mouth he gave her more confidence. 
 
   “Why don’t we take the sail boat round into town. We can pull right up to a mooring. Maybe some of the others will want to come too.”
 
   Amy looked up from her computer and shook her head.
 
   “I doubt that any of them will want to go. Joe’s offered to take them all up to have a muck about on the zip-wire tomorrow. I don’t think you are going to talk any of them out of it now, but that’s no reason for you two not to go shopping as I don’t think Aaron would be able to manage anything that adventurous with his hand still healing.”
 
   Aaron looked at his palm and flexed his fingers.
 
   “Not a hope in hell, I’m afraid. It was actually quite hard to hold onto the whisk for the chocolate dessert the other day. I can’t imagine a zip-wire doing it any good at all. Damn shame, I would have loved to have had a go. Maybe another time.”
 
   Gemma folded her list and walked over to him. She took his hand in hers and turned it over.
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me about the whisk? You didn’t have to do that part.” She peeled back the glove and stared at his tendons. She narrowed her eyes. The plastic covering his wound didn’t look quite so transparent. It was cloudy and she couldn’t see the raw flesh any longer. “My God! This looks weird. It might even be infected. Are you in any pain? You should have said something sooner. I need to get you to hospital now.” The panicked words tumbled from her mouth as she ran back to the desk to find her car keys.
 
   Aaron chuckled as he shook his head.
 
   “Stop, Gemma. There’s nothing to worry about. I told you that it was an experimental treatment. The transparent cover is loaded with my own skin cells. We’re trying to grow back my own skin rather than grafting it, which, as Joe will tell you, is painful and disfiguring on other parts of your body. It didn’t look like it was taking, but low and behold, it is.” He peered down at his hand. His skin was growing by the hour. “Thank goodness. I wasn’t looking forward to having any more skin peeled off by backside.”
 
   Gemma took a calming breath and went back to look again. His hand was a lot less grisly than it had appeared before. She held it up to the light and looked closely.
 
   “I am so impressed. Maybe it’s because you have been getting lots of rest and good food. I bet the sea air helps too. How wonderful. This means you might be able to go back to work sooner than you think.” She wished that she hadn’t said anything. His eyebrows came back down and he shifted from the doorway.
 
   “I’ll have to wait and see about that. I haven’t heard anything positive yet.”
 
   She waggled her finger at him.
 
   “And you’re the one trying to keep my spirits up all the time. Sounds to me like you need a dose of your own medicine.”
 
   Aaron grinned and caught her finger in his hand. He clasped his fingers around hers and squeezed gently before he let go. 
 
   “You can give it to me when we’re out shopping tomorrow.”
 
   Amy looked up from her computer.
 
   “I’m going to put you two down for cooking Friday next week. Your mousse is the one that needs to be freshest. The cheesecake will be fine for at least two days and the snowball pudding needs to be made and left to mature for at least a day or two before it can be served. It can be covered with cream at the last minute, so that’s no problem. The others will fit around them. Brilliant! I think that’s all organized then.” She sounded very pleased with herself.
 
   “Did you remember boxes or greased paper for people to take portions away? I think that’s what they mostly use here.” Aaron reminded Amy.
 
   She slapped her own forehead.
 
   “Blast, you’re right. They package all their cake portions in boxes tied with ribbons. Makes you want to eat them just looking at the box. Just as well you were here. I completely forgot. I think this baby has made my brain peculiar. Hmm, I wonder how the guys are going to fare with the ribbons to tie the boxes. I may have to think of something more manly and make it part of the branding. We could use stickers with an emblem of the château instead maybe. I can probably run those off on our own printer.” She turned back to her computer screen, once again engrossed in her task as Aaron tilted his head at Gemma and indicated for her to come outside.
 
   They walked around towards the pool area where some of the men were splashing about in the late afternoon sunshine. 
 
   “You up for a swim?” He asked as they watched a one sided game of water volleyball. Gemma shook her head as she viewed the game going on in front of her. Will could clearly see nothing and Jason’s yelled instructions from the poolside were not helping him at all. 
 
   “No, your other left!” He bellowed when Will dived to the right. “Jump now! Twerp! Higher next time...no, not that high, it’ll smack you in the face! Oops! Too late.” He covered his eyes as William grabbed for a towel at the side of the pool and staunched the flow of blood from his nose.
 
   Ben wasn’t faring much better. Hopping about on one leg was not as easy as he had initially supposed. He panted and jumped and generally thrashed around until Karl told him that he looked like a demented dolphin. Ben leapt high in the water, quicker than anyone would have thought possible using his one leg and bounced the volleyball off Karl’s chest. Karl retaliated immediately, propelling his legless body forwards using only his arms. He grabbed his friend around the waist and dragged him beneath the water, holding him there while Ben thrashed and splashed everything within twenty feet of the poolside. Gemma ducked behind Aaron as Jason bellowed when the cold spray covered his stomach and general mayhem ensued.
 
   Aaron gave a good natured laugh as he brushed the droplets of water from his shirt.
 
   “Bloody idiots! Are you sure these guys need rehabilitating? They look as though they are having far too good a time to me.”
 
   Gemma peered out from behind his broad shoulder, but jumped back as another deluge of water came her way. She laughed at their antics.
 
   “Is that such a bad thing? They’ve all been through hell and back. A few week’s fun and games won’t hurt them. It’s probably just what they need. I think that’s part of the recovery process. Knowing that you can still have a good time, that most things haven’t really changed that much, makes you feel good right from the word go. I wish now that I’d had the chance to do something like this. I probably wouldn’t be so hung up about things. This lot are going to be impossible after the zip-wire tomorrow. David still goes on the thing nearly every day. It’s like he’s hooked on it. Joe is fed up with mending his legs when he smashes them at the bottom.”
 
   Aaron snorted with laughter.
 
   “Sounds like it’s a scream. I haven’t done a zip-wire for years.”
 
   Gemma looked up at him.
 
   “I never heard of a pilot doing that sort of training in the first place.”
 
   Aaron looked back at the men in the pool as another shout went up and Paul suddenly bombed the lot of them and bounced back up with a grin. He disappeared in an avalanche of splashed water as Aaron glanced down at the woman at his side.
 
   “We all go through basic training, but I had to do one of those new obstacle courses a few years back. Not easy. I think some of the instructors would have been quite at home in the Gestapo.”
 
   Gemma looked up at him quizzically.
 
   “I thought you joined up as soon as you were old enough? Isn’t that what you said when we first met.”
 
   Aaron coughed into his hand.
 
   “Well, yes, that’s right, but I wanted to keep myself fit. Hitting thirty was a big thing for me so I thought I would do some extra sessions...What time are we heading out tomorrow? I might see if I can fit in an early morning gym workout.”
 
   Gemma plucked an apple from a tree as they walked through the orchard. She picked at an insect hole that marred the surface of the fruit as her mind drifted over Aaron’s words. She could tell that he was trying to change the subject, but something niggled at her brain and she wasn’t ready to let it go.
 
   “That must have been for your five year check up then? The obstacle course training I mean. Your Birthday must be soon.”
 
   Aaron nudged her.
 
   “I’m not telling you when my birthday is, besides you already looked up my paperwork so you probably know exactly when it is anyway. Celebrating another year closer to middle age is not going to happen.”
 
   Gemma raised an eyebrow.
 
   “You should celebrate every single year. As we well know, a lot of people don’t make it to our age. I intend to make all my birthdays count.”
 
   Aaron let out a breath.
 
   “You’re right, Gemma. I should think myself lucky what with the career path I chose. Looking at all this,” he waved his hand back to the chateau, “I’m wondering if this flying lark is really worth it. I mean, it’s not like I can’t fly outside the forces. There are lots of opportunities. I could do commercial or private work. I only need to do a few hours to update my licence to carry the general public. I could do tours or private hire around here. The coastal scenery is fabulous and there are plenty of small airstrips. All I need to have is access to a helicopter.”
 
   Gemma stopped dead on the path, the shock of his words rolling over her in waves.
 
   “You are kidding me? Are you really looking at other opportunities or are you stringing me along?” Her heart began to pound beneath her breast as she wondered what he really meant by his words.
 
   Aaron pulled a pear from the tree and rubbed it on his thigh. He inspected it closely before taking a bite. Juice ran down his chin and he grabbed his handkerchief from his pocket to wipe it away. He swallowed the piece of ripe fruit before he spoke.
 
   “It’s only an idea. I’m trying to keep positive and I’ve been looking at the options. There’s only one problem as far as I can see it and that’s actually buying the craft. They are not cheap and I wouldn’t want a second hand one that I wasn’t one hundred percent sure of. I’d want to know exactly where it’s been and what it’s been used for before I took it up with any passengers.”
 
   Gemma shuddered uncontrollably.
 
   “You can count me out as a guinea-pig. I hate flying. I’m sticking to land and water from now on. It’s just me and the way I think about things now. I know I can swim but I also know that I cannot fly. Airborne stuff is a definite ‘no-no’ for me.”
 
   Aaron shook his head.
 
   “I’m not going to be able to persuade you, am I?” He didn’t wait for a response. “Gemma, do you plan on staying here long term? I mean here, at the château.”
 
   Gemma looked up at the beautiful building and then back to him.
 
   “Can’t think of many better places to work, can you? I mean, just look at it. It’s fabulous and so are all the things that go on here. Beats working in any office, that’s for sure.” She threw out her arms and twirled along the path. 
 
   Aaron watched her as her hair spun out, glistening with health and vitality. He looked back to the pool and the men messing about in the sun. 
 
   “Yeah, that was crossing my mind too.” He spoke softly as he took in the tranquil gardens, the fresh smell of fruit and the tangy scent of the sea.
 
   Gemma stopped and watched the emotions play across his face before she spoke again. 
 
   “Lucy says that the weather can be a bit wearing in the winter. It rains a fair bit and it can be quite cold apparently, but I don’t think I’m going to mind that. There’s such a lot to do all the time.” She glanced back to the pool as another huge shout went up. “We’re not up to full capacity yet. Can you imagine what it will be like when we have twelve of them here? Amy and Paul are going to need all the help they can get.”
 
   Aaron laughed.
 
   “They certainly are. I wonder what you are going to do on dance nights. You ladies are going to be outnumbered and worn out.” He didn’t let the wrench in his gut change the expression on his face.
 
   Gemma grinned.
 
   “I don’t think so. Ben and Karl didn’t seem to have a problem dancing with each other the other night before you came down. You know what the guys are like on base. Anything for a laugh, though I expect that there might be a couple of women through our doors too.”
 
   Aaron nodded.
 
   “Unfortunately you are probably right. A woman being injured just doesn’t seem right. I know things have changed and I’m not saying that the forces don’t need you because they clearly do and you do a great job, but it doesn’t sit well with many of the men. It goes against everything a man is to see a woman do anything in his place. To see one injured is just awful. I’m glad that you are out of it but I wonder about this quiet life. It’s the complete opposite of what you were used to. Are you sure that you don’t miss it?”
 
   Gemma shook her head.
 
   “No, not now. I did at first. I’d been in for ten years and was ready to try something else, but the office job I took was so dull and the women there were such...Well, you’ll have to imagine, but I swear I had never heard anything like it before. When Ellen called and said that Amy and Geraldine were missing and they needed my help, earlier on in the year, I just dropped everything, came over here and never went back.”
 
   “What about your family? Don’t you miss them?”
 
   She shrugged and gazed out through the apple orchard.
 
   “Not yet. My sister was married just before all the mayhem kicked off with Amy and Geraldine. She’s really busy with her new husband. We Skype all the time so it doesn’t feel as though she’s far away  and my parents are coming over next month. They’re staying in Madame Rouseau’s gite.” She referred to their neighbour’s farmhouse that had several cottages to let in the grounds. “It’s so different here to England even though we are not very many miles away. I like it. The pace of life is so relaxed and the French don’t seem to be at all materialistic. They just like good food and good company, but what about you? Do you have family you’re missing?”
 
   Aaron shook his head and turned to face the bay. The rippling waves twinkled at them in the sunlight.
 
   “I am an only child, same as both of my parents. I think they had given up on having kids when I suddenly came along. My mum was well into her forties. I remember that she was so annoyed when a few of the younger mothers thought that she was my gran when waiting for me at the school gate.” He laughed for a moment at the memory, but then became serious again. “My mum died of cancer when I was twelve and I lost my dad when I was twenty. That was worse because I didn’t even get to see him before he died. I was already on a deployment and couldn’t get leave. I didn’t even go to his funeral. He had heart problems and had already made his own arrangements just in case something occurred while I was away.”
 
   Gemma’s eyes widened.
 
   “That’s awful...So you have no siblings or even any cousins. That sounds awful. Even though I don’t see them often, I can’t imagine having no family.”
 
   Aaron quirked up the side of his mouth and lifted his chin in the direction of the pool.
 
   “It’s guys like them that have been my family. I suppose that’s half the reason that I’m worried about losing my job. It isn’t just my job that’s at stake. It feels as though it’s my whole life and the people I have grown to love.”
 
   Gemma sighed deeply. She knew exactly what he meant. 
 
   “It’s hard to let go of things, but we don’t always have control over everything we do. Sometimes we just have to take what life throws at us and see what we can make of it.” She knew that she should apply the sentiment to herself, but it seemed much easier saying it to someone else.
 
   Aaron looked down at her. He could see the compassion and determination in her expression.
 
   “And yet you doubt yourself at times.” He kept his eyes on her face, waiting for her response.
 
   Her shoulders slumped slightly.
 
   “I hadn’t until recently. I think I was so busy before that I hadn’t noticed how much everything had affected me. Sitting in that blasted office job, bored witless and listening to a bunch of women going on about such trivial things really brought it home to me that I was completely different to them. I had no connection to their world and they had no idea about mine. When Paul and Amy opened the centre I thought it was going to be like old times here, but it’s not. Seeing those men coping how they do made me feel like a fraud. I was toughing it out when I was feeling no better than any one of them.” She gave a quick smile up at him. “I’m feeling better now though. You’ve made me see that it’s okay to cry, to feel down. So long as I can pick myself up again I will be fine. Now I really want to get stuck into this job and help those who are having a much worse time of it than me.”
 
   A breeze picked up and Aaron breathed in the fruit scented air. He shuffled his feet for a moment before he took a step closer to her. He reached out, lifting his hand to her cheek and brushed along her jaw line. His hand slid further back and he pushed his fingertips into her hair.
 
   “So you are definitely staying?” He waited for her to nod decisively before he carried on. “If...if I gave up trying to get back into my job, would there be any room left in here?” The knuckles of his injured hand grazed the skin just above the open neckline of her of her shirt and he swallowed before forming his next words. “Would there be any room left in here, for me?” 
 
   There was a long silence. The birds in the trees seemed to grow quiet, the splashing from the pool died away and even the gentle breeze stilled. 
 
   Gemma blinked and stared into his aqua gaze. His lashes flickered once before she lifted her hand to his chest.
 
   “I...I don’t know Aaron.” She reached up and touched his lip, stopping him before he interrupted. “I know that you make me feel good, make me feel things that I don’t remember ever feeling before, but I don’t want to make a mistake and jeopardize anything I have here.” 
 
   Warmth flooded her senses and she was suddenly pulled into his arms. His shoulders enveloped her as he tilted his head and his lips brushed against hers. 
 
   “I would never do anything to make you uncomfortable here. Just give me a chance, Gemma. Please say that you want me to stay. I’ll work something out. I’ll leave the army, do anything, but I have to be with you. I have to know if there’s more to this, that we could make it work between us.”
 
   She felt her bones dissolve into water as his husky tone washed over her and then he was kissing her again and she was kissing him right back. His fingers threaded through her hair as he groaned into her mouth, parting her lips and devouring her with a burning need that wouldn’t be doused. 
 
   Her hand spread across his shoulder, feeling the heat of his muscled body through his shirt and she pulled him towards her as he deepened the kiss even further. He pushed her back against the trunk of an old apple tree and pressed the whole length of his long body against hers. 
 
   For several moments Gemma thought she was going self combust and burst into an inferno of flames. Every inch of her skin was on fire for him and she gave herself up to the passion he had ignited. It was minutes before he tore his lips from hers. He touched his forehead against hers and took in huge, gasping breaths as he tried to control his fervour. 
 
   “You have no idea what you are doing to me,” he rasped out. “I want you so badly that I have to stop now or I’ll be taking you here on the ground beneath this tree.” 
 
   She shifted slightly and dipped her head into his shoulder as she forced her heart-rate back to somewhere near normal.
 
   “I feel the same. It’s been hard to keep myself away from you.” She pressed her lips to the column of his throat before she breathed in his spicy scent as he groaned in frustration. 
 
   Aaron brought his hands to her shoulders and pushed her back as he stepped away. He was still breathing hard, his chest heaving as he smothered his desire.
 
   “This has to stop now. I won’t be responsible for my actions if we carry on here like this. I want you, but when I take you I want it to be perfect, not just a quick moment of lust, but a night filled with passion.”
 
   Gemma leaned back against the tree and closed her eyes as she fought her own riotous emotions. She had seen what it cost him to be a gentleman and she hoped that she could be a lady in return. It was harder than she had imagined. Every fibre of her body screamed for her to not let him go, to launch herself into his arms, to press herself against him and kiss him until his knees buckled under the weight of her own desire.
 
   Instead she gripped the rough bark of the old tree and chanced a glance up at him. His aqua eyes were on her, trying to read her thoughts as he waited for her response.
 
   She ran her tongue over her swollen lips.
 
   “Where do we go from here? I don’t know how something like this works. You are a guest here and I shouldn’t have a relationship with you. I could lose my job, my home.” She knew that she was beginning to panic. 
 
   Aaron stepped forwards again, now completely in control of his own feelings. He reached out and touched a curl of her hair and smiled down at her.
 
   “Gemma, it’s fine. I would never put you in a position where you could lose everything you hold dear. We’ll take this slowly, just a day at a time. We know that we want each other, but that doesn’t mean we have to rush. We can wait until I’m no longer confined here, until we know if I have to go back.”
 
   She frowned.
 
   “Go back? I thought that you had changed your mind about that.” Her tone accused his as her heart began to pound again, this time in fear.
 
   “I may have no choice. If I’m cleared of any wrong doing and my injuries don’t hold me back, I have another two years to complete. On the other hand, if I can’t shake this charge of negligence I may face a disciplinary. In any case I have to make sure that I clear my name. I want to make a go of things here with you, but I’ll need a job. Flying is all I know, all I have ever wanted to do and the possibilities will be limited if there have been charges proven against me.” 
 
   She nodded but forced herself to remain still even though she wanted to reach out to him, to lay her hands on him for reassurance.
 
   “I trust you, Aaron and I’ll do anything to help you.” She kept her voice strong, willing him to believe that she meant every word.
 
   He breathed out a sigh of relief and took hold of her hand.
 
   “Come on. Let’s go back in. We need to get dinner going. The fellas will be tired after swimming and they’ll need a good dinner before tomorrow.”
 
   Gemma smiled at him.
 
   “Are you sure that you want to fly again? Sounds to me like you’re settling in perfectly well down here on the ground.” 
 
   Aaron shook his head.
 
   “I do like it here, more than like it, but I want to find my own niche if I stay.” He suddenly glanced away from her as if afraid to meet her gaze. He reached down and took hold of her hand, pulling her gently back towards the courtyard.
 
   Gemma tried to wriggle her fingers from his grasp.
 
   “Aaron, the others will see. They’ve already guessed that I like you. I don’t want them jumping to conclusions about anything else.”
 
   Aaron snorted.
 
   “Too late for that.” He nodded towards the swimming pool where three pairs of eyes stared at them while William peered hard and spoke loudly.
 
   “What’s going on...did he kiss her yet? Did she like it or did she slap him?” He bounced up and down on the balls of his feet and nudged Ben in the ribs with his elbow for an answer.
 
   Ben rubbed his side but replied jovially enough.
 
   “Okay, you can stop leaping about. He kissed her. Thoroughly by the looks of it. By the smiles on both of their faces and the way they are holding hands, she definitely liked it. Okay, I owe you a tenner and I’ll load the dishwasher tonight.”  
 
   Will slapped his own thigh in delight. 
 
   “Ha! See, I was right. I might be half blind, but I’m not bloody deaf, you know. I told you about all that sighing and deep breathing I heard. I was nearly forced to close my bedroom door the other night.” He dragged a towel around his shoulders and began drying off, completely oblivious to Gemma’s discomfort as Aaron gripped her hand even tighter and she smiled shyly as she felt her face turn scarlet under the men’s combined gazes.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   Twenty delicious cakes and desserts sat already boxed on the kitchen table. 
 
   Gemma added the melted chocolate to her whipped cream and stirred gently until the mixture was completely blended. Aaron passed her the first of the crunchy biscuit bases and she spooned the mousse over, spreading it roughly and leaving extravagant clouds of billowy chocolate cream artistically puffed across the surface. 
 
   Aaron narrowed his eyes as she scraped the bowl a little too thoroughly.
 
   “So where’s my taster? You could have left me half a spoonful.” He reached across her and swirled his finger around the inside of the bowl. He sucked his finger and moaned in delight as the sweet chocolate mousse melted in his mouth. “That is just so delicious. I still cannot believe the recipe is so easy.” 
 
   Gemma grinned at him happily.
 
   “Trust me to always find the easiest option. All that faffing about with separating eggs and whisking until your arm wants to fall off is just a complete waste of time and energy if you ask me.” She wrestled the empty bowl from his hands and put it in the dishwasher. Aaron began to stack the prepared desserts in the fridge. He looked back at the other boxes sitting on the table.
 
   “Are this lot going to be okay out here? I should think the cheesecake needs refrigerating at the very least. I think they’ll fit if I juggle the other stuff a bit. It’s not like the veg needs to go in the fridge anyway.” 
 
   Gemma straightened up and looked at the boxes. 
 
   “Yes, you’re right. We’ll have to make way for them. It’s just as well that Ben’s snowball puddings are still in the freezer. He’s going to add the cream decoration up at the hotel.”
 
   Aaron began picking out the carrots and green beans and adding them to a basket by the door.
 
   “These will be fine down here for a day or two.” He finished making room in the fridge and began picking up the boxed cakes. “It’s lucky we have two fridges. I don’t think using the one with meat and fish would comply with health and safety regulations. That’s another thing Amy’s going to have to look at if we go any further with this.”
 
   Gemma smiled at his unconscious use of the word ‘we’. He had begun using it in earnest over the last few busy days and she liked the way it sounded.  She held back a sigh. There hadn’t been much time for them to talk about their own relationship and working beside him with no physical contact made every nerve ending in her body tingle with frustration. 
 
    
 
   After their kiss and conversation in the orchard, Gemma had thought that Aaron might have tried to come to her room, but seeing William’s open door every evening as they retired for the night, was a little off putting. 
 
   Their shopping expedition for ingredients had been a great success with contact made with local producers, but it hadn’t been at all romantic. They took a rain-check on their lunch after spending far more time talking to the French stall holders than they had anticipated. Interest in the potential scheme had been far greater than expected and they had barely caught the tide back to the château.  They fought the cross wind all the way, leaving them both exhausted. 
 
   A couple of stolen kisses in quiet corners of the centre and several heated glances was all the private time that they had managed in nearly a week. What with Amy being sick every morning, Gemma took on extra administration responsibilities as well as her own work. Jason needed transport to his appointments at the hospital and what with the charity event to help organize and all the extra cooking, the week disappeared in a blur of frantic activity.
 
   Gemma hoped that they would be able to dance after dinner that night and maybe get some time to themselves the next afternoon when the centre would be quieter. Ellen had come over to tell the men that she had arranged for them to stay at the hotel the day before the charity event. Joe was putting on some extra activities that he thought they might like to try and the men had been more than enthusiastic to join in. 
 
   Aaron had reminded Ellen that he wasn’t allowed to leave the centre, but it was agreed that the others would go, leaving Amy and Paul along with Gemma and Aaron at the Roscoff centre to finish packing the cakes for collection the day later.
 
    
 
   Karl set up the music centre and insisted on dancing with Gemma. 
 
   She wore a deep purple dress with rhinestone buttons that evening. The design was simple and elegant. The skirt spun out as Karl twirled her around the floor, but it was only when Aaron took her in his arms a few moments later and pulled her close to him, that her heart took flight.
 
   She could feel his ragged breathing against her earlobe, feel his heart pounding in his chest where her hand rested on the broad expanse of muscle. She closed her eyes and let him gather her closer. She fit against him perfectly and their thighs brushed together as they moved gently around the room. 
 
   When the song was over Aaron didn’t let her go. He stood with her until another song began and then he swayed with her again. She looked up at him as his hand threaded into her hair and she felt her body melt under his burning gaze.
 
   “Tonight, Gemma. This is killing me. I don’t care if Will’s door is open, I need you and can’t wait another night longer.” He breathed the words quietly into her ear as exquisite shivers rippled down her spine. “Head upstairs before the others and go directly to my room. I’ll only be ten minutes behind you.” He moved his hand to clasp hers and secretly placed his key in her palm. He closed her fingers around it and squeezed gently. 
 
   Her whole body throbbed with need and she gave a silent nod as he whispered his words.  
 
    
 
   She waited nervously as she heard multiple footsteps tramp past his door. Several shouts of ‘goodnight’ could be heard along the corridor before silence reigned. A minute later his door opened and Aaron stepped inside. 
 
   The slice of light in the corridor disappeared as his door clicked shut behind him and he stood staring at her as the moonlight shone through the window. He strode forwards and stood, almost shaking, in front of her.
 
   “I thought you might not be here.” His voice sounded as though he had swallowed sand.
 
   She shook her head and took a nervous step closer.
 
   “I want to be here.” Her own voice almost choked her as he closed what remained of the gap between them. She could feel the heat pulsating from his body, could smell the rich, spicy scent of the cologne he had used. His hand came up and cupped her face, the pad of his thumb brushing across her lips. His body aligned itself to hers and she could feel the hardness of his thigh as it pressed between her legs.
 
   She looked up into pools of aqua blue. The nearly hidden golden flecks glittered, burned into her soul, and she was utterly lost. Her body fell limp against his heat and she knew that she was completely at his mercy. She couldn’t say no anymore than she could have could have asked the sun stop shining or the tides stop turning. 
 
   He read her surrender with a deep groan of desire. His mouth swept down onto hers, his lips moulding, seeking, slanting themselves before his tongue made a gentle sweep and he plunged inside. 
 
   Gemma’s hand played across his shoulder blades as she suddenly couldn’t wait to feel the warmth of his skin. Her fingers drifted to the buttons of his shirt, but he was there first, dragging the cloth from his trousers and lugging it over his head, ignoring the rip of the threads as it strained across his shoulders. He threw the shredded cotton to the floor and dragged her back against him. She splayed her hand across his chest, threading her fingers through the dark hair that curled there and he groaned as she flicked a fingertip over an already tight nipple.
 
   His chest heaved with his breaths. His muscles flexed and twitched as she held onto every part of him at once. He moved back far enough to catch hold of her dress. He fumbled with the row of tiny crystal buttons that had winked mercilessly at him across the dinner table and on the dance floor. A growl of impatience told her that he wasn’t in control enough to wait.
 
   His fingers clasped the neckline of the dress, gripped hard and ripped the silk apart. The sparkling crystals zinged about the room as he pushed the torn material from her shoulders before he leaned down and pressed his lips to her satin skin that lay above the wisp of her bra. 
 
   He touched the skin of his cheek into her neck as his lips found the underside of her jaw. 
 
   “You have no idea how much I want you, need you. I thought I was going mad seeing you dance with the other men.” His murmured words whispered across her flesh. He lifted her hair and massaged his fingertips into the curling masses as he began kissing a molten trail along her collar bone.
 
   Gemma knew that if his thigh hadn’t been supporting her body, she would have been a puddle of liquid heat on the floor. The impressively hard ridge of his passion pressed against her hip bone and she wanted to feel his burning desire without the swathe of material between them. 
 
   She eased her hand down between them, popped the button on his trousers and tugged on his zipper. The soft material dropped to his hips and then fell towards the floor. His cotton boxers soon followed and he took only a second to release the clips on his cast. Free of his clothes at last, he lifted her, letting her wrap her legs around his waist as he carried her to his bed.
 
   His fingertips worked the clasp of her bra and slipped the straps from her shoulders. She couldn’t stifle the moan of passion that left her lips as his tongue found the tip of her nipple, but she suddenly stiffened in fright. His fingertips had risen again, pulling at the buckle holding her prosthetic arm in place. 
 
   He couldn’t, wouldn’t! Panic seized her. No one but her surgeon, her doctor and his medical staff had ever seen what was left of her arm in any detail. She kept it covered the rest of the time. She couldn’t bear to see Aaron cringe at the puckered skin or wince as he noticed that the end of her bone pressed against it creating a hard, angular lump. She was about to shoot off the bed when he stilled and held her shoulders firmly. He pushed her into the pillows, lifted his head and pressed his forehead against hers as he stared deeply into her frightened eyes. 
 
   “Trust me, Gemma. You are beautiful, every part of you. I want to see you, touch you...All of you. You don’t need to hide anything from me.” His words made her melt. She stared up at him for a moment gauging the look in his eyes. He kissed her as she relaxed back and he continued to slide the strap through the clip. 
 
   Without taking his eyes from hers he unclipped the last buckle and took her prosthetic arm from her body. He lay it on the bedside cabinet before he pressed his lips to her shoulder and began to brush his fingertips down the top of her arm. She shivered under his touch and it took all of her courage to remain still. 
 
   The skin of her arm was soft and warm. He could feel the muscles rippling as she tensed beneath his touch, but he wouldn’t stop now. She had to know how wonderful she was; he had to make her realize that she was an incredibly strong, beautiful woman. The loss of her arm meant nothing, nothing at all to him.
 
   His lips bent to the end of her arm and he heard her gasp as he swirled his tongue over the skin. He trailed a trail of fire back up to her shoulder across the hollow of her neck and down her other arm to her fingertips. He kissed each one and sucked them into his mouth before pressing his lips to the pulse in her wrist. 
 
   He groaned as her fingers danced along his arm, up to his shoulder before sliding down and tracing the dip along his spine. Shudders of barely restrained passion swept over him as his whole body came alive under her touch. It was seconds before he realized that she had lifted her maimed arm from the bed and was pressing it against his side with gentle strokes. 
 
   He leaned to the side and made short work of the tiny triangle of lace that covered the last hidden inches of her, skimming it over her perfect buttocks and gliding it down her thighs. Her body was covered in a shining layer of perspiration and his eyes rolled up as she lifted her flawlessly muscled leg and draped it high over his hip. He breathed in deeply, scenting the mixture of her perfume and her passion. 
 
   She opened her mouth and the tip of her tongue traced his jaw, pressed into his pulse and then skimmed the column of his throat. She worked her way down to his chest and swirled once before she sucked his nipple into her mouth. 
 
   His brain went completely blank with the blinding pleasure of her touch as white hot light seared his vision. He rolled onto his back and dragged her on top of him. He opened his eyes and stared up in wonder as she knelt above him, her hair wild across her face and shoulders, her eyelashes fluttering, her breasts heaving. She spread her legs over his hips and rocked her pelvis just enough to drive him wild while caressing her own body with her hand and her arm. He reached up to her waist and encircled her with his palms. He lifted her until she rose over him, her smile one of pure ecstasy as his aching need throbbed at her entrance. 
 
   She was exquisite, glorious, completely unique and he couldn’t wait a second longer to have her.  
 
    
 
   He lay quietly for a long time, breathing gently, not wanting anything to spoil this slice of heaven. He could feel her next to him, her head on his chest, her body-heat warming his bed and his heart. A strange contentment settled over him as he brushed her stray curls from the side of his face. 
 
   The night hadn’t been long enough. He didn’t think a week would be long enough, or a month or a year. 
 
   His breath stilled in his chest and he suddenly knew that a lifetime wouldn’t meet this bone deep need for the woman lying beside him. 
 
   He rolled over in the bed, the sheet tangling on his pins and pulling away from Gemma’s body leaving her delicious skin naked to his gaze. She gave a small shiver and snuggled in closer. He reached out of the side of the bed and scrabbled for the duvet. They had slung it aside as their combined passion had made it unbearable. He pulled it up over his shoulder and across her body. She sighed and pressed her cheek more firmly into his chest.
 
   He glanced up as he realized that he could see more than he should be able. Sunlight streaked around the thick curtains and into the bedroom, casting beams across the floor where their discarded clothes lay in shredded heaps. He held back a laugh as he noticed that her tiny panties were flung over the lampshade and her bra hung by a strap from the frame of the mirror. 
 
   He eased himself quietly out of the bed not wanting to disturb her, but had to bite back a curse when he stood and immediately collapsed back as the soles of his feet were nearly punctured by a scattering of crystal buttons. He grinned as he remembered why they were twinkling across his floor and kicked the tiny baubles of torture out of his way before he made his way to the bathroom, picking up their ruined clothes as he went. 
 
   He dropped his frayed shirt and her ripped dress into a bag. He doubted that anything could be done with either of them now and a smile lifted the corner of his lips as he remembered how they had been ruined. He used the toilet, washed his hands and brushed his teeth before walking back to his bedroom.
 
   He stopped as he saw Gemma watching him with glowing eyes. She lifted the covers and he slid back towards her, cradling her in his arms as their bodies touched. 
 
   “Hey, there’s a beautiful woman in my bed. How on earth did that happen?” He twisted a curl of her hair in his fingers and tugged her face towards him.
 
   She suddenly looked horrified and put her hand over her mouth.
 
   “Stop, morning breath.” She backed away quickly and dragged the sheet with her, wrapping it around her body as she made her way to the bathroom. He laughed when she yelped as she stood on one or two of the crystal buttons.
 
   She came back out of the bathroom a few minutes later and, remembering the buttons, made a flying leap from the door onto the bed. He let out a great whoosh of air as her hand landed in the middle of his stomach and he rolled to his side carrying her with him. They lay facing each other as he caught his breath. She lifted her hand to his face and rubbed her knuckles on the scruff on his chin. He turned his head and caught her fingers in his mouth, kissing the backs of them as he pulled her towards him. 
 
   She clutched at his shoulder with her fingers and brought her arm up to his face. He turned and kissed the pale flesh on the underside of it and she gave a delicious shiver.
 
   “God! You make me feel good.” She breathed out and nipped his lip between her teeth. “You make me feel like I’m alive.” She nuzzled her nose into his neck and breathed him in. “Mmm, you smell like heaven dropped into my arms.”
 
   He tipped her backwards and rolled her onto the pillows. He moved lower and cupped her breasts. He kissed each one tenderly and was about to dive in for more when the telephone beside the bed began ringing. 
 
   He glowered at it, but it kept ringing, and ringing. Gemma raised an eyebrow at him. He huffed several times and willed it to stop before he gave up and rolled over again. He grabbed up the receiver and jammed it to his ear.
 
   “Yes. Who the hell is it?” His tone was not friendly and Gemma had to shove the edge of the duvet into her mouth to stop the laughter that threatened to spill out, but she stilled as she saw the expression suddenly change on his face. 
 
   He sat up quickly and swivelled so that his back was towards her before he spoke again. 
 
   “Yes, Sir, I understand.” He was suddenly silent. The blood drained from his face. He took a couple of breaths before he spoke again. “What? What’s that you’re saying...You’re telling me now? Jesus! Why the fuck wasn’t I told before?” He paused as the caller barked something at him and his head drooped on his shoulders before he continued. “No, that won’t be a problem. Yes, I realize that will happen. No, it will be better if I come to you. I’ll be there in thirty minutes, Sir.” There were a few more mumbled questions and responses and then he put the receiver down in its cradle. He sat for a long moment and then squared his shoulders again before he grabbed a pair of boxers out of his bedside drawer. He shoved his feet through the holes, stood up and strode to his wardrobe. He pulled out a pair of jeans and pulled them over his legs before snapping on the brace that supported him.
 
   “Aaron? What’s going on?” Gemma asked from beneath the sheets.
 
    He turned to face her but his eyes looked dead and he didn’t meet her gaze.
 
   “I’m sorry Gemma. Something’s come up. A bit of a problem actually. I have to get you out of here.”
 
   She sat up and pushed the hair from her eyes. His face was a blank canvas.
 
   “Problem? Anything I can do?” She tucked the covers beneath her arms. 
 
   He closed his eyes and drew in an unsteady breath.
 
   “No, I don’t think there’s anything you can do. I have to leave...” he hesitated as he glanced down at her again, “and you need to get out of here. Now.” He turned to his wardrobe and grabbed out one of his shirts. He held it out to her. “Best I can do at short notice, I’m afraid.”
 
   Gemma frowned. 
 
   Was he really telling her to get out of his room? After the night they had spent together, after what she thought was going to happen again just a few moments ago?
 
   She stared at him for a second longer, but seeing no change in his hard expression, she caught hold of the shirt and lugged it over her head before she slipped out of the bed. She unhooked her bra from the mirror and snatched the panties that now dangled from his finger. Jamming her feet into her shoes she swept towards the door. 
 
   He caught hold of her arm as she passed. Her prosthetic limb was in his hand. She stared down at it as though she didn’t know what it was. In just a few short hours he had made her forget that she had ever worn it. She drew in a breath and took it from him.
 
   He reached out for her but she stood her ground, her body tensed as he spoke through gritted teeth.
 
   “This isn’t what it seems. You have to trust me...Please.” 
 
   She lifted her eyes to his. His aqua gaze was glacier hard, but the golden flecks warmed them slightly. She inclined her head. 
 
   “I did trust you...and now you are asking me to leave.” Her tone matched the acidic feeling in her stomach. He leaned forwards, but she stepped back out of his reach as his voice beseeched her.
 
   “Gemma, this isn’t what you think. I have to go right now, but I swear to God that I will sort it out. I will come back for you. Trust me...I’m begging you.”
 
   She blinked and searched his face. 
 
   “Are you going back to fly?”
 
   He shook his head and held up his gloved hand.
 
   “I can’t yet, but that’s not the problem. There’s been a complication...Gemma, I can’t tell you any of this. Please believe me, if I could I would, but I can’t. I really can’t.” 
 
   She took deep breath in before gave a quick nod and waited while he opened the door to peer out. He took a step out into the corridor and motioned that it was clear for her to leave. She stepped out of the doorway and walked quickly towards her room. She heard Aaron’s door click shut even before she had reached her own.
 
   She stumbled inside and closed the door quickly, her chest heaving unsteadily. Something was seriously wrong. It clearly involved Aaron’s work. He would never have called anyone else ‘Sir’ if it hadn’t been to do with the services.
 
   She walked into her wet room and tore off his shirt, hesitating for long seconds afterwards as she stood naked. She could smell him on her body, his spicy cologne and their mixed passion. The night had seemed to last forever. It seemed that he had taken her countless times, their need unquenchable, their mutual desire unstoppable. She had only slipped into a deep sleep just as the birds began to sing, and dawn crept over the horizon. 
 
   She pressed her fingertips to her lips and then turned to look in the mirror. They were deep red and swollen, the evidence of their mutual desire. Even in the half light of his room she had seen his were swollen too. She hadn’t held anything back; she had kissed him with as much fervour as he had kissed her. 
 
   She stepped into the shower and stood beneath the deluge of warm spray. Her skin tingled under the heated water and she wondered if there was anywhere on her body that the rasp of his stubble hadn’t touched. 
 
   She washed her hair and soaped all over. The trails of bubbles floated over the tiles and towards the plug, carrying away the last of her night of passion with the man she loved.
 
   The words caught at her heart and she felt something akin to pain settle over her. She hadn’t said the words to him and he hadn’t said them to her, but the way he had taken her couldn’t have been just sex. There was no way that a man could put that much emotion into the act if it wasn’t more. His achingly long thrusts while he whispered tender words into her ear had to have meant more, surely. She felt a tear slip from the corner of her eye as she recalled his plea as she left his room.
 
   Could she trust him? She wanted to, but there had been something in the way he had spoken to the person on the phone and in the way his whole face had suddenly become expressionless that she didn’t like. It had sounded as though he was going away. Back to work? Back to frontline flying? She placed her hand over her stomach as it flip-flopped wildly at the thought of all the possible dangers, but then reason took over again and she quickly calmed. It couldn’t be that right now, his hand wasn’t healed well enough. 
 
   Something to do with the investigation then? It had to be. Maybe he had received bad news. She turned the shower off as she began to feel sick. The enquiry was probably over and from his expression there had clearly not been a favourable outcome. Her mind ran over all the possibilities, but the investigators were thorough; evidence couldn’t be hidden that easily. Maybe he had lied about the crash. Maybe it really had been his fault. Her vision blurred and her knees grew weak. She slipped towards the floor.
 
   If he’d lied about that event he could have lied about so many others. He could have been lying to her about thinking her beautiful. She dashed the tears away from her eyes as she looked down at the ugly stump of an arm at her side. 
 
   Of course he’d lied. He just wanted to get you into bed, you fool. 
 
   Men did it all the time. Sex didn’t mean the same thing to them as to women. They seemed able to cut off any emotional attachment just because the act gave them momentary release. Her lack of an arm wouldn’t have stopped a lot of men. She had been kidding herself, hoping that he was as emotionally affected by her as she had been by him. 
 
   Her breathing shallowed and she shivered as her body and her heart grew cold. The tiles beneath her felt icy and she dragged herself up from the floor slowly and stumbled out of the wet-room and back towards her bed.
 
   She slid between the covers regardless of being damp. She didn’t care if she was chilled, it was better than feeling any warmth. She pulled the sheets over her head and willed herself back to sleep, but even then she couldn’t rest. All she could feel was the touch of his hands, the brush of his chest against her own and the way she had soared, flying for once and enjoying it more than she had ever thought possible. 
 
   It was only the landing that had her perspiring with fear. Sweat poured from her as her joy turned to madness. Her whole world rocked as she crashed back to earth, visions of bloody body parts strewn in great heaps around her, while Aaron’s laughing green eyes and square chin mocked her from somewhere just out of her grasp.
 
   She was almost relieved when the phone began to ring. Glancing at the clock, she rolled her eyes as she noticed the time. It was later than she had suspected. Leaning across the bed, she picked up the phone.
 
   “Hello?” She was shocked at how raspy her voice sounded.
 
   Amy was on the other end of the line. She sounded shaky, fragile even.
 
   “Gem, I’m in a right state. I can’t go down yet and I need to email some things to the hospital. Joe is taking Jason for a final check up on the way to Ellen’s place. Can you do it for me? It won’t take long and you shouldn’t be interrupted as everyone else has already left. I meant to do it the other day, but I forgot and the hospital administrators will start kicking up a fuss if I don’t get all the details to them today.”
 
   Gemma pushed the sheets away from her and sat up. It wouldn’t do her any good to lie about brooding over what might have been anyway. 
 
   “Yes, of course. I’ll go down now. You get some rest, you sound as though you could do with it, though if you want me to come and sit with you afterwards, I really don’t mind.”
 
   Amy let out a grim laugh.
 
   “And let you watch me throwing up for the next two hours, no thanks, besides I have the instigator of all my problems sitting here holding my hand right now. I’ll let him stay with me just so he can witness my suffering seeing as he’s the cause of it all.” 
 
   Gemma laughed with her and then held the phone away from her ear as loud gagging sounds suddenly erupted from the speaker. She spoke again even though she knew that Amy was no longer listening.
 
   “I’ll go and sort out the email. You just sit there and keep calm. There’s nothing I can’t handle.” She placed the phone back on its cradle before she rose and walked to her wardrobe. She tugged on her clothes and walked down to the office a few minutes later where she turned on the computer and sat waiting for it to load.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   She stared at the email uncomprehendingly. She had only come downstairs because Amy had rung her room and asked her to fill in. Morning sickness had kicked in hard and Amy wanted to remain in bed until the worst of it was over. 
 
   Gemma had traipsed downstairs. She had been about to mail the relevant documents to the hospital when the computer pinged to tell her that a new email had come in. She wasn’t surprised to see that it came from the Army. They had them all the time now, mostly asking about places for new guests. Amy had said that they would be up to twelve visitors from the next week. 
 
   She had only thought to save Amy some work when she opened the attachment, but her attention had immediately been caught. The name at the top of the paperwork was Ryan Taylor. For a moment, she had wondered where she had heard the name before. It came to her instantly as she scanned the rest of the sheet. Patrick had mentioned the name when he had almost attacked Aaron in the kitchen. 
 
    
 
   She had been shocked when he chucked her out of his room that morning and she had been desolate as she realized that his feelings for her were nothing like as deep as her own for him, but this email had completely floored her. 
 
   He had lied to her constantly. He had lied to his friends, his colleagues, the investigating team and even, she suspected, to himself, but the truth was all down on the email in black and white. 
 
   He was a Special Forces pilot, but he’d had some kind of breakdown that led to him crashing his helicopter. He’d lied about the missile, torn his hand up and broken his ankle on a terrible landing of his own making. He had done something similar nearly ten years before, but had somehow got away with the lies that time and convinced his commander that he was still up for the job. 
 
   She looked at the identification number of the previous incident and curiosity had got the better of her. Her eyes narrowed as she read the date, a date etched onto her brain forever. She looked at the number of dead men and counted them off in her memory just before she saw her own name mentioned as the only surviving passenger. 
 
   The pilot had survived too. His real name was right there on the screen in front of her. Aaron Thomas as a name wasn’t such a far leap from Ryan Taylor, the name he had been born with.
 
   She had slapped her forehead for being such a dimwit even as her heart was breaking all over again. She should have realized when Patrick had recognized him in the kitchen. Patrick had known instinctively, had almost gutted the guy the moment he set eyes on him. Gemma didn’t know why Patrick had reacted so badly, but there must have been a pretty good reason for him to act so violently. He didn’t get things like that wrong. Not ever. 
 
   She couldn’t imagine how Taylor had reinvented himself or why the services had missed his fake identity. Neither could she see how he’d ever been allowed to fly again after such a bad accident, but he had, for nearly ten years it would seem. 
 
   Had Patrick known about the deception all along? He’d seemed shocked when Ryan had entered the kitchen, but Gemma wasn’t so sure now. 
 
   Patrick was ex Special Services. Hard as nails, sharp as a tack and not easy to surprise. The sort of man who could stand invisible for hours right beside you and slice your heart into sushi before you even realized that it had been cut from your body. 
 
   All Special Forces personnel were trained to a standard most men could only dream of reaching. With the places and missions they had to go on, she imagined that they needed a completely different mindset to an ordinary soldier. Perhaps Patrick had been feigning surprise to confuse her. It wouldn’t have been the first time he’d had to cover for someone, of that she was very sure. 
 
   Another possibility crossed her mind. Perhaps Aaron really did have a breakdown, a major one that he couldn’t help and couldn’t avoid. Who knew what tipped some people over the edge? She wiped her brow at the thought of him suffering, but she couldn’t quite believe it. He seemed perfectly normal to everyone. 
 
   She thought hard for a moment before making a decision. She had to see Patrick. If Patrick said he wasn’t Ryan Taylor, then he really wasn’t and she would believe him. People trusted Patrick’s judgement implicitly, but if he admitted that the email told the truth then she would have to leave. Or Ryan would.
 
   The thoughts whirled in her mind. Could Patrick have really not known that his friend was alive? Fury swept over her at the thought that he had covered up for his man when he had killed so many. She had to know. She had to find out the truth. She could never trust any of them if they had known and kept it from her. She printed out a copy of both the sheets of the email, grabbed up Joe’s car keys and made for the door. 
 
   Paul was walking down the stairs. He lifted his head at the sound of her hurried steps.
 
   “Gem, is that you? You okay? Is there something the matter?” 
 
   She didn’t hold back. She stopped and flapped the printed pages in front of him.
 
   “Did you know that Aaron Thomas was an alias? Did you know he was Special Forces along with Patrick and that he was the pilot that took my arm?” Her chest was heaving as though she had run a mile in record time and her hands were shaking with the rage that coursed through her
 
   Paul took another step forwards, flung out his hand and caught the papers. He ran his fingertips over the printout after assuming that she had printed it off in Braille, but he handed them back to her when he realized that she hadn’t bothered. The paper in front of him could have had the secret recipe for coca cola written on it for all he knew.
 
   He drew in a breath and tried to calm the furious woman in front of him.
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Patrick was doing some checking on the guy, Alex too but nothing had been confirmed. As far as I know, we haven’t heard anything concrete yet. Why?”
 
   Gemma snarled.
 
   “Well, we’ve heard something now. I just discovered this email. The bastard is nothing but a liar and a cheat. He doesn’t have any permanent disabilities or lasting trauma. He’s not even meant to be here. They were only keeping him out of the way while they investigated his latest crash, one of several he’s been involved in. Well, now they’ve finished investigating his ridiculous claims and they sent an email confirming it along with some interesting old records.”
 
   Paul lifted a hand as he tried to placate her.
 
   “Gemma, you know that you are not meant to go into private emails like that. You don’t have the clearance and you can’t judge him. You don’t know what he may have gone through or suffered. Not all injuries are obvious from the outside and if there had been anything pertaining to you or your welfare I would have told you when I could confirm all the evidence.”
 
   She almost choked in surprise.
 
   “So you wouldn’t have shown me this if you had seen it first? You would have covered it up too?” She waved the sheet of paper around in front of him again.
 
   Paul’s features suddenly hardened. He didn’t have time for this. Amy was ill and Gemma was being impossible. He couldn’t even check the source of this missive that she relied on so easily because he couldn’t read the blasted email.
 
   “From the way you are reacting, no, I probably wouldn’t have shown it to you, but then I don’t even know who the damned email is from or what it actually says. I only have your angry ranting to go on. Maybe you would like to wait until I’ve had time to peruse the missive properly and check the sources before you throw out wild accusations. I can then offer you an accurate opinion of what I would or would not have done.”
 
   It was rare for Paul to sound harsh and Gemma stepped back, momentarily shocked. There was a sudden noise in the silence that developed. Amy stood at the top of the stairs. She looked ashen, her legs trembling as she clung onto the banister.
 
   “Paul, would you bring up some lemonade with my breakfast. I think it might help.” The poor woman suddenly began retching into a bucket that she carried under one arm.
 
   Paul immediately turned to his wife and his voice softened. 
 
   “Yes, darling. Go back to bed. I’ll be up again in a few moments with everything you fancy.” He waited until he heard her retreating footsteps and a door close above him before he turned back to Gemma, his voice hard once again. “I’ll take a look at the email as soon as I’ve seen to Amy’s comfort. She’s my primary concern at the moment, especially as the other guests have already left for the hotel, but be assured I will let you know what I think of whatever you are talking about as soon as I can.” He promptly turned and marched towards the kitchen without giving Gemma a second thought.
 
   She stood there gaping for more than a few seconds trying to remember if she’d ever had a bad word with Paul before. She couldn’t remember ever having bad words with any of the men. Her tongue could run away with her at times, but they had never taken any notice of it before. When they were in the army she could give as good as she got and no one ever batted an eye lid. 
 
   She looked up as she heard the sound of violent retching again and wondered if she shouldn’t go and see if Amy was alright, but the kitchen door reopened and Paul came out with a tray of dry bread, a glass of lemonade and what looked like a bunch of spring onions. Gemma shook her head in wonder as Paul disappeared up the staircase. Amy’s pregnancy was obviously taking its toll on both of them which probably explained Paul’s short temper.
 
   She looked down at the email again and the anger curled in her stomach. Okay, so Paul clearly hadn’t seen the email before, but that didn’t mean she didn’t have the right to be furious with Aaron. Or Patrick, if he had known about it. 
 
   She couldn’t wait for Paul to come back down after seeing to Amy. Who knew how long he would be. Amy might be sick for the rest of the day for all she knew.
 
   She gripped the car keys as she stepped outside and climbed into her car before driving off to find Patrick.
 
    
 
   Aaron stood to attention, his eyes hard, his chin lifted. 
 
   Patrick sat behind his desk while Aaron’s commanding officer, Daniel Bailey gave him confirmation of the news. Aaron had guessed it was coming, but it was devastating to see it written down and thrust in front of him. He had hoped that his source was mistaken, had hoped that there could have been some wild error.
 
   “I know it’s a shock but we had to keep it quiet. It was part of the reason we had to keep you out of it all the first time. It was a trap set for our teams, same as the one that put Patrick out here a few weeks after your first accident. We wanted to flush the bugger out. There could be no investigation and Miss Wainwright might have demanded one if she had known that you were still alive. We couldn’t let a leak like that come out. As it is we can’t even help you in this latest debacle. The bastard set up the emergency on your last trip and he worked it well, but he slipped up. At least we’ve caught him now.”
 
   Patrick pushed his chair back and wiped his hand across his face as he stood up.
 
   “Ten bloody years! Jesus, Dan! How many men have lost their lives because we couldn’t pick up the little shit, or the people he was involved with, before now? And how the fuck long did you think that anyone could stay dark. Christ! Ryan’s been covert for eight years. How is that even allowable? It’s like some kind of torture that you’ve put him through.” He was clearly furious.
 
   Bailey sucked in a breath.
 
   “You can rage, but it might have been a lot longer if it hadn’t been for people like you and the rest of the teams. These terrorists are like mist. They disappear on a breath of wind and are immediately replaced by some other lunatic hell bent on glory...” He tilted his head towards Ryan. “Look, I’m sorry, Taylor but your cover’s blown completely and your career as a pilot for the forces is down the pan as of now. They’re not going to let you back in after this latest crash without us revealing that you really were blown out of the sky in a safe zone, and we can’t do that. Bad for morale. Neither can we set you up with a new identity again. You would be too noticeable what with that hand anyway. You know how it works.” He gave a small, embarrassed cough.
 
   Ryan was barely listening. His hand fisted repeatedly. The anger surged through him, blinding him to all reason. He wanted to hit something, wanted to feel the traitor’s bones crushing beneath his feet for the lives he had stolen, but his dangerous thoughts soon wandered and turned to the beautiful, courageous woman he had kicked out of his bed earlier that morning. 
 
   The woman with whom he had fallen in love. 
 
   His knees nearly gave way as the thought of her confused and hurt expression as she had marched out of his room, smashed into his brain with the force of an exploding bomb. 
 
   His heart pounded in his chest, his blood raced around his body so fast that he swore he could actually feel it beneath his skin. The fact that he was now without a job barely registered in his mind. It was an insignificant annoyance that didn’t trouble him half as much as he had thought it would. The devastating confirmation that Gemma had been in the crash with him ten years ago, had lost her arm due to it, was what rocked him now. 
 
   He’d had his suspicions from the description and time range that she had given him, but he had convinced himself it couldn’t be true. He’d been told that no one else had survived. He hadn’t known that she had been on his flight. He only remembered calling in to say that he was heading back out to base and that he could offer anyone a ride. He knew that two climbed aboard the helicopter, but in uniform nearly everyone was anonymous. 
 
   He did remember the emergency call though. It had come nearly halfway through the flight; a short transmission picked up from a static filled field radio. They were well inside their own safe zone and he’d thought it would be an easy pick up. He’d half thought that the injured guy had foolishly shot himself through the leg. Amazingly it did happen occasionally. 
 
   But less than five minutes after the pick-up, he’d seen the missile on the radar. He’d swerved out of its path and heard yells from the rear of the helicopter as the men fell about the cabin. He’d taken another look at the radar and his heart had sunk. Heat-seeker. Short of shutting down the engines, they were done for. At the last second, he’d dropped the craft and thought he’d made it until he had heard the zing of winged metal. The missile had clipped the rear rotor. He had hardly felt anything but the craft had begun to spin. He’d dragged it back under some sort of control just in time to see the heat-seeker heading back their way. He knew that the damned things only had three minutes worth of power, but that was a hell of a length of time when you were desperately trying to avoid them. He had looked down over the rocky terrain. 
 
   They had been dropping progressively closer to the ground and with the little manoeuvrability he had, he’d looked for somewhere flat to land. It was all a boulder field as far as he was concerned, but the missile was too close for comfort. He dumped the fuel, hoping that when the thing hit they would just fall out of the sky rather than blow-up into some crazy fireball. There was a resounding bang, the helicopter had lurched sideways and began to drop at an alarming rate, but the ground was close and he thought that there was just an outside chance that they might make it.
 
   That Gemma had survived the crash was a miracle given the destruction that had ensued. The sequence of events that followed would be etched onto his brain forever. 
 
   He hadn’t reckoned on the craft landing right between two giant boulders. They hadn’t looked quite so huge from a hundred metres up but the tail of the craft immediately split from the body and bent up over the cabin. The rear rotor, still spinning furiously, had sheared right off. From where he’d been flung forward in the cockpit, he saw it disappear into the main cabin just before the helicopter dropped another metre deeper into the crevice. His body bounced forwards and he heard glass splintering among the screams from behind him before his head had struck rock.
 
   He’d woken up in hospital a week later and discovered that he had smashed his skull, broken his leg and several ribs and that his life had been kicked to shit.  
 
   The news Daniel Bailey brought with him to France had shocked him. Of course, he was thrilled that someone else had survived the crash. It had played on his mind for years even though he had known that it wasn’t his fault, but it didn’t bode well for his and Gemma’s relationship. If they even had a relationship. 
 
   She had already told him that she didn’t like pilots, generally, had told him that she didn’t trust them, specifically. He had thought that with him, she had got over her aversion, but not now. He was the one responsible for her losing her arm. She had bought the official line put out ten years previously and blamed the supposedly dead pilot for the crash, not the damned missile that everyone had conveniently dismissed as part of his imagination. 
 
   But he wasn’t dead and now he was going to have to confess it to her. Whichever way he dressed it up or down, it had been his decision to go to rescue those men. He had changed her life forever and he hated himself for it. His whole body began to shake at the thought of the condemnation that would glaze her wondrous eyes.
 
   Patrick took pity on him.
 
   “Sit down, man, you look like you’re going to pass out.”
 
   Taylor fell into the nearest chair and wiped his hand across the sweat that had gathered on his brow. 
 
   “Jesus, this is bad.” He choked out.
 
   Bailey gave a tight smile.
 
   “Not really. Your compensation plus your pension is going to be fantastic. Invest it wisely and you’ll never have to work another day in your life. Looks all rosy to me.”
 
   Ryan’s head fell into his hands, but he peered up into his ex-team leaders eyes from between his fingers.
 
   “This has nothing to do with money. How the hell am I going to tell her?” He hissed miserably.
 
   Patrick and Daniel glanced at each other. Daniel spoke first.
 
   “The woman who survived? Gemma Wainwright? She’s not important. She left the services several years ago. You’re unlikely to meet her so you don’t have to tell her anything. In fact, it’s probably best that you don’t breathe a word about it as you are still bound under the Official Secrets Act. Your records will be sealed. She’ll never know.”
 
   Ryan fisted his hands. Gemma unimportant? He wanted to throttle the guy.
 
   “I’ll know. I know and I can’t keep a secret like that from the woman I want to spend the rest of my life with.” His voice became louder. 
 
   Patrick could see that Ryan was about to explode. 
 
   He leaned towards Bailey.
 
   “You obviously didn’t know. Miss Wainwright is an integral part of our staff at the new rehabilitation centre. I understand that she and Ryan have formed an attachment of sorts.”
 
    Ryan snorted angrily.
 
   “Not that I think she’d have me now. I’m pretty sure that she’ll be less than happy if and when she discovers the truth about me.” The pain of his emotions was palpable.
 
   Patrick was about to try and calm the angry, desolate man when the door burst open behind Ryan. Gemma stood on the threshold holding a printed sheet of paper in front of her. She narrowed her eyes as she noticed that he had company, but that didn’t stop her marching forwards and slamming the papers onto Patrick’s desk. 
 
   “Tell me that you didn’t know about this. Tell me you didn’t know about him.” She glared at Patrick while pointing at Ryan.
 
   Ryan stood up quickly.
 
   “Gemma, please listen to me. I can explain.” 
 
   She took in a deep breath and ignored him completely as she continued to glower at Patrick. He didn’t look at the papers. He knew that it confirmed Ryan as the pilot ten years previously, but it didn’t confirm that he was innocent of any blame. Bailey was the only one with that evidence and it didn’t look as though he was about to share it.
 
   Patrick met Gemma’s glare and decided that the truth was his only option.
 
   “I wasn’t positive before I made enquiries, no. I’d been told that he died years ago after a failed mission. It shocked me to the core when he walked into the kitchen the other week, but then he went and denied who he was. I’d worked with him on various duties for about five years, but we weren’t together all the time and it had been so long since I’d seen him that I couldn’t be sure...” he paused while the woman in front of him shook with rage. He swallowed. She was fearsome when roused, something he’d always liked about her, so long as he wasn’t on the wrong end of her wrath. He glanced at Ryan. The man looked as though he was being dragged through hell. “It’s not what you think Gem. He had no choice in the matter.”
 
   Gemma snorted as she picked up the paper again and tore it into shreds.
 
   “We all have choices Patrick and I’m making mine. He leaves the rehab centre or I do. Take your pick.” 
 
   Not that it was up to him as Paul ran the place, but Patrick didn’t have to say a word. Ryan didn’t hesitate.
 
   “I’m leaving of course. I didn’t need to be there in the first place and those other guys need Gemma far more than they need me.”
 
   Gemma turned to face him for the first time.
 
   She gave him one silent, contemptuous look up and down before she marched back out of the office without a backward glance. 
 
   In the silence that followed, Daniel gave a low, appreciative whistle as he watched Gemma’s backside swaying as she strode across the hall and out of the front doors.
 
   “Damn! What a woman! You think she’d want to be on one of the teams? Even with that arm I swear I could fit her in somewhere and if not, I’d love to take her out. What a spitfire!” The admiration in his tone was quite apparent to all of them.
 
   Ryan turned on the man, his voice low and dangerous.
 
   “Don’t even think about it. Go anywhere near her and I’ll tear your heart out through your spine. She’s mine and I mean to keep her. She just doesn’t know that yet.” He picked up the envelope containing his discharge papers and was about to walk out of the office when Patrick stopped him.
 
   “You’ll stay here of course, at least for the moment. I’ll ask Ellen to assign you a room. We have plenty of space up on the third and fourth floors. We keep them mostly for if any guests bring their older children with them. Might not be as fabulous as the main rooms, but you’ll have a roof over your head, a comfortable bed and three decent meals a day.”
 
   Ryan hesitated and then nodded towards his old friend.
 
   “Thanks. I can sleep anywhere, same as all of us guys, but yes, Patrick. that would be great while I try and sort out this mess.” He looked as though he was about to say something more to Daniel, but he decided against it and only glared once more before he walked quickly out of the office.
 
   Daniel looked at Patrick as the door swung to behind Ryan. He raised an eyebrow.
 
   “Hmm, touchy. Maybe all those years undercover have got to him. Not sure that threatening behaviour was called for.”
 
   Patrick gave a grunt and sat back in his chair.
 
   “No, maybe not but then you didn’t see the woman that you are desperately in love with just storm out of your life nor did your CO immediately go lusting after her. Kind of changes your perspective about things. An idiot went after my wife once. Maybe I could have stood for him wanting her and just whipped his arse, but then the stupid prat went and threatened her. I would have ripped his head off with my bare hands and mounted it on a spike outside the château gates if she hadn’t stopped me. Be careful where you tread when it comes to another man’s woman.”
 
   Daniel let out a slightly nervous laugh and pointed his finger at Patrick.
 
   “Well yes, you I can imagine doing that. That’s why I have never succumbed to the temptation of falling in love. Turns us men back into something rather more outrageous...Well, I must be going. It’s been good to see you and what you have been up to. Brilliant idea of your wife’s, this hotel. She must be quite a woman...” He glanced back out of the door and saw Ryan standing at the bottom of the château steps. “Look, I’m sorry about what happened to him, but you know how it all works. I’ll send you an email confirming everything. For your eyes only you understand. I’m only doing it as a courtesy to you just so that you don’t think your brains were addled when you were blown up.”
 
   Patrick smiled at his former boss as he stood and walked out into the hall.
 
   “Thanks. I confess I was a little confused when he walked into my kitchen and denied who he was. Glad that’s all cleared up at least.”
 
   Daniel coughed.
 
   “Yes, well we do like to keep things as tidy as possible.” He stuck out his hand as he looked back at the opulent office and then around the huge hall. “Bye Reeves. It’s been good to see you looking so well. Let me know if you need any help around here ever. I may be inclined to fill in a job application.”
 
    
 
   Gemma leapt into the Range Rover. She spun the car around the forecourt and towards the long driveway, ignoring Ryan as he came running out onto the steps waving his arms and calling her name. She wasn’t sure that she was doing the right thing even now as she knew that Patrick would never desert his friend.
 
   She felt the bitter swell of tears threaten to fall. 
 
   Aaron had looked broken, his face pale, his hands actually shaking as she had stormed into Patrick’s office, but what did she care. He had brought all of this down upon his own head. First of all by being a typical hot head flight jockey and then by lying about what actually happened.
 
   Her memory slipped back to the day she had climbed into that helicopter. The doctor had climbed in right behind her just as the pilot had turned his head and lifted his exceptionally square jaw in greeting. His helmet visor already covered his eyes, but he hadn’t seemed excited or nervous or anything to arouse suspicion. He’d flipped them a nod and taken off. Nothing at all to suggest that he was fighting some sort of mental illness.
 
   She shook away the strange feeling that crept over her.
 
   At least he had decided not to come back to the centre, but then she wondered about her near argument with Paul earlier that morning. What if he decided that he didn’t want her back either? It was a distinct possibility given the way she had flouted the rules and what with how annoyed he had sounded. She stopped at the next junction and waited while several cars crossed in front of her. It took a hoot from behind to make her regain her focus and head out onto the road. 
 
   She waved a hand at the driver behind her, apologizing for her lack of concentration and headed back towards home. 
 
   Home? She wondered when the château had become that to her. She’d been there only four months and already it was her home? She shook her head trying to dismiss the idea. She still had her flat in Winchester, she could go back there if she needed to. After the people she had rented it out to left, of course. That meant two months either staying on friends’ couches or going to beg her sister’s spare room, both things she would rather avoid if at all possible. It wasn’t as if she had a lot of choices. The rental was paying the mortgage, but without a regular job she couldn’t afford to buy or rent anywhere else in England. After buying her flat she had run out of savings and couldn’t amass anymore on the earnings she made at the château. 
 
   The staff at both châteaux took very little in wages due to their room and board being included as part of their salary and what else did a person need anyway. Both places were appointed to the height of luxury and living as comfortably as they did required very little extra spending money. Joe had told her once that he hadn’t taken a penny for over two years as he hadn’t needed anything that Ellen, David and the estate couldn’t provide. He’d asked David to use the money as he saw fit to keep the place available to more of their comrades. Gemma now felt humbled by his generosity and his lack of materialism but that wasn’t going to give her a roof over her head if Paul wanted to chuck her out. 
 
   She found herself outside the huge front doors without knowing how she had driven there and she sat there for a long moment wondering what she was going to say to Paul when she saw him.
 
   She didn’t have long to wait. The doors opened and he stood on the threshold, his sightless glass eyes appearing to stare right at her. She saw his chest heave and his shoulders straighten before he took a step back and raised his eyebrows as he held the door open for her. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   Ellen sent up a little prayer of thanks as she opened the shutters onto a gloriously sunny morning. Patrick stirred in the bed and flung his arm up over his eyes. 
 
   “Five more minutes, please,” he growled tiredly
 
   Ellen turned back from the window and smiled at her husband.
 
   “If you hadn’t kept us both up half the night you wouldn’t be saying that.” She took a step back towards the bed, leaned over her husband and kissed his forehead. He lowered his arm and blinked up at the most wonderful sight that he had ever beheld. Unable to resist her even after all the years they had been together, he reached up and spread his hands around Ellen’s waist, pulling her back towards him. 
 
   “Only half the night? I must be slacking in my husbandly duties. Best spend some more time on you now then.” He nuzzled at her navel and planted a soft kiss just above it.
 
   She wriggled and clutched at his hair.
 
   “Rose will be up in a little while.” She warned as she glanced at the bedroom door, but her voice was low, heavy with desire.
 
   Patrick’s hands shifted higher.
 
   “Better go and lock the door and get back here quick then.” He added as he lifted her over him, shimmying her diaphanous nightdress up to her thighs. 
 
   Ellen was about to do as he suggested when door burst open behind them and a bundle of dark curls nearly knocked Ellen out of the way as the little girl threw herself onto her father’s chest. 
 
   “Daddy! Come on, hurry up and put your leg on.”
 
   Patrick groaned at his three year old bundle of joy and pulled a wistful face at his laughing wife.
 
   “Okay, I’m getting up. Would you two ladies stop badgering an old man! After yesterday’s debacle with Ryan I need handling gently. Someone had best go and make me a cup of tea, I might feel slightly more human then.”
 
   Rose grabbed her mother’s hand and began pulling her from the bed.
 
   “Come on, mummy. He wants tea.” Rose pulled an impatient face, let go of her mother’s hand and ran back out of the room.
 
   Ellen sighed.
 
   “I don’t know how Geraldine ever copes with the three of them.”
 
   Patrick levered himself up and brushed his hair from his forehead.
 
   “I think the kids go off to play with whoever is staying at the château. They amuse themselves half the time.”
 
   Ellen yawned.
 
   “Just as well. Right, as we are now both officially awake, we can start the day. There’s a lot to get done.”
 
   Patrick moved to the side of the bed and swung his leg out. He looked down at the hairy growth that covered it.
 
   “Better say goodbye to these babies first, I don’t think you will get any time later.” He stroked the hair fondly while Ellen chuckled and handed him his prosthetic leg.
 
   “You’re lucky that you only have one leg. You have no idea what you have let yourself in for.”
 
   He shook his head.
 
   “Good grief woman, it’s only a little hair. You women, such a fuss over nothing. I can’t even think why people would pay to see it done.”
 
   Ellen grabbed up her dressing gown and moved towards the door.
 
   “I’ll remind you about saying that later. We women go through a lot of things to keep our men happy...Are you coming out for your tea?”
 
   Patrick nodded and sighed deeply.
 
   “Might as well seeing that there’s nothing to tempt me into staying in bed any longer. I have to get up to the château anyway. I know that all the guys from the rehab already made a load of cakes and tarts but I was going to make a batch of almond pastries and they are best made fresh...I need to check on a couple of emails too. Alex was going to send everything he had on Ryan today. I don’t expect it to say anything different to what Daniel already told us, but you never know.” He huffed out a deep breath and looked up at his wife. “I hope this isn’t going to be a big problem with Gemma. She took it badly yesterday. There’s a strong possibility that she won’t come for the event today if Ryan is going to be around.”
 
   Ellen pulled her belt tightly around her waist as walked towards the door. She leaned around the frame to see what Rose was up to before she glanced back over her shoulder at Patrick.
 
   “Well, she’ll just have to put up with it. He has nowhere else to go and his hand still needs looking after. I just hope that anything Alex has discovered confirms everything Ryan told you. Gemma needs to know that none of it was his fault. I know that they shouldn’t have started anything, but I know how they felt. Sometimes you just cannot help where your heart takes you.” She smiled over at her husband and he gave her a lopsided wink in return before she carried on. “It’s unfortunate that she thinks he’s lied about everything including the way he feels about her. Amy rang and said that Gemma and Paul had a blazing row about it all last night. She thinks that he deliberately kept Ryan’s past a secret. Amy doesn’t think Gemma will ever trust Ryan again. It’s really sad. They’re great together.” 
 
   Patrick grabbed his own dressing gown and pulled it over his shoulders.
 
   “He’s told me that he’ll do anything to get her back.” His voice dipped and Ellen knew that he was remembering their own troubled past. “I know exactly how he feels.”
 
   She walked back to him, wriggled her hands inside his dressing gown and wrapped her arms around his warm waist. She lay her cheek on the heat of his solid chest and breathed in the scent of him.
 
   “And I know how betrayed she must feel too. Isn’t there anything you can do? I know that his covert work is meant to be a secret, but I know about it and I’m sure other’s must too.”
 
   Patrick looked up at her warily. He raised an eyebrow and shook his head.
 
   “You only know because you were ear-wigging from the back office yesterday. If I’d known that you were there, I would have sent you packing. As it is, I should make you take an oath never to reveal what you overheard.” His shoulders slumped and he muttered a curse as his beautiful wife shot puppy-dog eyes at him. He threw up his hands in defeat. “Okay, okay. I’ll try and work something out. Let’s just get today out of the way and maybe we can help them both find some middle ground. If they really feel this way about each other there had to be a way to make it work.”
 
    
 
   Half an hour later they were up at the château. Joe had already arrived with the first load of cakes that Ryan, Gemma and all the other men had made and was now helping erect the marquees before going back to collect Amy and Paul and the second batch of desserts. David was already out in the parkland with Ryan, raising the smaller marquees for the stallholders who would be arriving later. 
 
   Geraldine bustled about with the beauticians organizing the therapy beds and products and supervising the electricians who were rigging up a supply for the hot wax treatments. Lucy and Geraldine’s brother, Jules, carried huge wooden squares, which would make up the solid floor for their free training sessions, out onto a waiting truck. 
 
   Patrick took half an hour break while his puff pastry was resting to go and check his emails. Apart from ensuring that everything was running smoothly with the day to day business of the hotel he wanted to confirm that Bailey had sent his promised email. He didn’t know if he could use it to help Taylor but he wanted it just the same.
 
   He opened up his computer and scrolled down. Sure enough, there was an email from Daniel with an attachment. He opened it quickly and was just reading it when Ellen came to the door. She was holding David’s son, Robbie’s hand. He had a saw and a small hammer tucked under his arm and what looked like his father’s extending fishing rod in his other hand. 
 
   Ellen mouthed ‘sorry’ as she walked in with a red eyed Robbie.
 
   “Hey!” Patrick beckoned his nephew over. “Have you come to help everyone?”
 
   Robbie shook his head.
 
   “Papa’s busy. He said it will be quicker if Joe and Ryan put up the tents alone and he left in his car. He said that I could help with the tables when he gets back later.”
 
   Patrick glanced curiously over the boy’s head. Ellen gave a frown before she shrugged helplessly. She obviously had no idea where her brother had gone to either and was clearly put out by his sudden disappearance. He turned his attention back to Robbie.
 
   “So what can we do for you? You look as though you are going to be busy.” Patrick gave his nephew a warm smile as he pointed at the saw and hammer.
 
   Robbie perked up immediately, but didn’t look his uncle in the eye.
 
   “I am going to be very busy for the next few days. I have an excellent plan, but I need some help. I want to know how to make a tree house. A proper big one with three bedrooms and windows and a roof.”
 
   Patrick nearly laughed as he wondered why on earth Robbie would need even more room what with the size of the château they lived in, but managed to hold it in. He wasn’t sure where the fishing rod came into this ambitious caper, but who was he to judge the mind of a small boy.
 
   “A tree house? A big one? Hmm, well, I think Joe might be more up for that than me, but maybe he’s busy too?” Patrick waited until Robbie nodded and then shrugged.
 
   “He’s all busy at the fair today and when he’s not working he’s playing with Anna. I know she’s sweet and all, but he goes real gooey eyed when he looks at her; like when he plays the kissing game with Lucy. Yuk! He’s not really interested in manly things at the moment.”
 
   This time Patrick had to disguise his bark of laughter with a cough. He must remember to look for Joe’s ‘gooey’ eyes when he next saw him. He made sure he wore a serious expression before he turned his attention back to Robbie.
 
   “Have you chosen any particular tree yet?”
 
   Robbie shook his head.
 
   “I just need to know what to do. I can see if there is a tree suitable then.”
 
   Patrick raised his eyebrows and glanced out of his office window into the huge forest on their doorstep. Good grief! There had to be no less than a hundred trees that would do the job. He hid another chuckle.
 
   “Well, the first thing you need to find is a tree with well splayed branches.” Patrick demonstrated with open fingers. “You don’t want to make the tree house platform and then discover that you have a dirty great branch sticking up where your bed should be.” Patrick gave Ellen a smile when Robbie grinned and nodded. “And you don’t want it too high either. Climbing up and down, hauling wood to make the thing is very hard work.”
 
   Robbie frowned again.
 
   “Yes, I understand, but how do I start? I think I can make the platform because Joe and I made one down near the river so we can sit and watch the birds without them knowing we are there, but I want to know the rest. How do I make the sides?”
 
   Patrick realized that Robbie was not about to give up. He looked at his watch. There was still plenty of time before he had to make the pastries. He pulled the other office chair to his side and motioned for Robbie to hop up. He took a piece of paper from the printer and began making notes and drawings that he hoped Robbie would understand. He knew that he, David and Joe would end up doing all the work, but Robbie had recently been so distracted and upset with all the talk of his forthcoming years at boarding school that Patrick found himself planning out a triple story tree house the like of which Peter Pan and all his Lost Boys could have lived in. 
 
   Ellen stayed with them for a few minutes, looking down and smiling at Patrick’s grandiose ideas. She left a little while later, laughing and shaking her head.
 
   “My brother is going to be thrilled with you.”
 
    
 
   The two men sat on the therapy beds with Rebecca poised over a robust looking gentleman from the town and Delphine grinning greedily over Ben. The other sixteen men lining up behind looked on, yelling words of encouragement and sharing some good natured ribaldry.
 
   Ben swivelled and lay down with all the bravado of a seasoned trooper, but turned pale at the sight of the cauldron of heated wax and Delphine’s suddenly manic smile. He quietened as a sheen of perspiration appeared on his brow.
 
   He eyed his opposite number and felt a grim determination not to show any sign of discomfort as the Frenchman eyed him back, held up his fist and declared something that Ben thought meant ‘For the pride of France’. 
 
   Ben raised his eyebrows and nearly laughed, but then the Mayor said a few words of welcome and blew a whistle. Delphine smirked as she pasted a wide strip of hot wax across his hairy pectoral. He winked up at her and smiled as she grasped the end of the strip of cloth that she pressed onto his chest with greater force than he thought entirely necessary. He whistled through his teeth nonchalantly, closed his eyes and waited.
 
   The first thought that registered with him was almost a question. 
 
   What was that strange ripping sound, similar to when he undid the zip of his flies? For a split second he wondered if Delphine had unzipped his trousers.
 
   The second thought that occurred to him was that Ellen needed to revise her Risk Assessment strategy. It was clearly exceedingly dangerous to let people run around at a summer fete while carrying white hot branding irons. 
 
   The third thought, if he could even call it that as it was more of a vow, was that he would swear on the Holy Bible never to admonish, ridicule or scorn a woman with a hirsute body ever, ever again.
 
   Nothing had prepared him for the wave of fire that seared his skin. The air whooshed out of his lungs, his eyes bulged in their sockets and he gritted his teeth until he thought they might crack as the agony shredded his nerves. 
 
   While the gathered crowds yelled their satisfaction, the two queues of men had become shockingly silent behind him. He peered over his shoulder to see a row of ashen faces staring, wide eyed, back at him. Jason clutched the nurse, Charlotte’s hand in a death grip while the others looked around for any means of escape. Karl appeared to have attempted a run for it, but slowed by his lack of balance, was being tackled by two fierce looking French women as he tried to sneak away. 
 
   Ben sucked in a deep breath as Delphine smeared another spatula of torture across his chest hair and he glanced across at the Frenchman lying next to him to see if he was experiencing the same level of suffering. He let out a bark of sympathetic laughter as he noticed Geraldine rushing up with what he assumed was a small bottle of smelling salts. She wafted it under the man’s nose and waited while the Frenchman spluttered, shook his head and came back around from his faint. He looked about him, clearly disorientated and as though wondering how he had found himself in a pit of Hell, before his eyes opened wide in horror as Rebecca spread a second dollop of hot wax over the matt of dark hair on his chest.
 
   More cheers went up from the pain hungry spectators as the torture carried on throughout the afternoon and although Madame Guillotine wasn’t anywhere in evidence, Ben and the other men felt some serious sympathy for the French aristocracy during the Revolution as they eyed the baying crowd. 
 
   David was still pale after being taken behind a discreet screen by his wife, whereupon loud cursing and threats of dire punishments could be heard. He had returned to the festivities half an hour later and immediately walked, with a pronounced but awkward strut to the cider tent where everyone howled with laughter as he ordered and downed several glasses of the local brew, one immediately after another.
 
   The local mayor made a final speech and declared the day a complete success, even suggesting that Ellen make it an annual event. There were shouts of laughter as nearly all of the men suddenly took several paces backwards and some even disappeared into the forest that surrounded them. Both teams ended the afternoon declaring themselves the winners as the competitors paraded their sleekly smooth bodies and buckets for donations were filled.
 
    
 
   Ellen and Lucy had begun to clear what was left of the cake and pastry stall when Geraldine rushed up to them. 
 
   “’ave you seen the children?” She was clearly trying not to panic.
 
   Lucy looked over her shoulder. A bare chested, silkily smooth Joe was grinning stupidly as he threw baby Anna, shrieking into the air and then caught her again.
 
   Ellen turned to smile at Patrick who was laughing as Rose kept poking the angry red blotches on his leg. 
 
   Both women shook their heads.
 
   “Are they with David? He was feeling a little light headed after all the cider and went home a while ago.”
 
   Geraldine let out a relieved sigh.
 
   “Of course. I ‘adn’t thought of that. Poor man, ‘e is such a baby. ‘e ‘ad no idea what I ‘ad in store for ‘im...‘owever I think that ‘e will like being smooth all over when I slather ‘im with baby oil later.” She winked and gave an extremely seductive smile as she turned towards the château path.
 
   Ellen picked up another empty cake box and stacked it with the recycling.
 
   “I can feel baby number four coming along fairly soon. David is never going to be able to resist her if she’s going to massage him with oil. You just wait, give it a month and they’ll be announcing again.” 
 
   Lucy scooped a stray dob of icing from the inside of a box and licked her finger.
 
   “I admire her courage. Maybe Amy’s news has made her broody again. Joe and I are going to wait a little longer before we try for another. I never realized how tiring a baby can be.”
 
   Ellen looked fondly at her husband playing with their daughter. 
 
   “It took Patrick and I nearly five years to have Rose. We’re not worried if we never have any more. If it happens then we will count ourselves lucky. If it doesn’t, well, I’ve already been blessed once. It’s enough for us.”
 
   Amy walked across to them after making sure that Paul had gained his bearings and wasn’t about to fall over anything.
 
   “What a wonderful day! And weren’t we lucky with the weather.” She eyed the thick clouds scooting in over the estate. It had remained sunny all day but now the weather looked threatening. “I think we can open our tea rooms more or less immediately. Barely a crumb left. I can’t wait to tell Gemma that all hers and Ryan’s cakes sold out.” 
 
   Ellen sighed.
 
   “It’s a pity she didn’t want to come. The way she feels, maybe she would have felt better waxing Ryan’s chest, you know, giving him a little pain back.”
 
   Lucy scoffed.
 
   “I think it’s going to take more than a little hair removal to forget what he did to her. It’s a wonder Patrick is okay with it all.”
 
   Ellen glanced between the two women and then at her husband again. Ryan stood next to him, rubbing his own newly bared chest and laughing.
 
   “Patrick’s so pleased that he’s alive I don’t think anything would make him not be okay with it. Covering it all up like that was terrible. Ryan’s had to live a lie for nearly ten years because their security systems weren’t adequate. He thought everyone on board that flight was killed; he was never told Gemma survived until recently. He never even knew it was her in the helicopter. Even though it wasn’t his fault he’s had to live with the guilt for so long, it’s a wonder he’s never broken under the stress. Gemma needs to realize that there was nothing he could have done differently. He told the truth right from the outset.”
 
   Amy swallowed the bite of almond pastry Lucy had given her and pulled her eyebrows together.
 
   “What on earth are you talking about? That’s not what was emailed to us in the official report. We were told he suffered a breakdown, completely lost it after picking up some injured guy and crashed the helicopter on terrible terrain killing everyone on board. He was only allowed back after extensive therapy and retraining.”
 
   Ellen dropped the box she was holding and stood with her hands on her hips.
 
   “That’s a lie! They would never let anyone who’d had a breakdown back for a start, but Ryan was in the same team as Patrick. He rescued Patrick, Alex and several others when they were blown up. Ryan was shot down a few weeks later when on another rescue mission. Information had been leaked by the same man who gave Patrick and his team away. They were ambushed within weeks of one another. Ryan is one of the best pilots they have, but even he couldn’t evade a missile launched directly at him when he was supposedly in a safe zone. The official word was put out that everyone had died in the hope that the traitor would slip up and reveal himself, but it just became worse. In the end Ryan was the only original member of the team left serving. No one else knew him so after he recovered from his fractured skull they brought him back with a completely new identity.”
 
   Amy glanced towards the two men. 
 
   Patrick and Ryan smiled back at her and waved, but then they both glanced at Ellen, obviously having seen Amy’s anxious expression and having heard Ellen’s raised tone. Patrick left Rose with Ryan and started towards the group of women. Ryan squatted down on the grass and began to make a daisy chain for the little girl. 
 
   Patrick had clearly guessed the subject of the women’s conversation.
 
   “What’s going on? You are not meant to talk about any of this.” Patrick hissed at Ellen. 
 
   Ellen shrugged unrepentantly as Joe marched over. He held Anna over his shoulder and stood by the flap of the tent listening intently. 
 
   “I saw the emails Alex and Commander Bailey sent you. The one you were reading when Robbie came into the office and asked you about making a tree house. I just looked over your shoulder when you were distracted and couldn’t help reading it. It backed up everything that Bailey told you yesterday. The trouble is that Paul and Amy have received a completely different email. It’s nothing like the one you had from either of the two men. It’s an official one apparently. I don’t understand why you need to hide the truth.”
 
   Patrick frowned and glanced over his shoulder. Ryan was now talking to another two children and they were presenting him with more daisies as he popped the original chain around Rose’s neck. Patrick lowered his voice.
 
   “I’m not hiding the truth, but it’s meant to be a secret until he gets his medal. He’s been summoned to Buckingham Palace to replace his posthumous award.”
 
   Lucy gasped and then quickly slapped her hand over her mouth. Amy shook her head and clasped her husband’s hand as he came into the tent to discover what the fuss was about.
 
   “That email we have is a fraud. The truth is being covered up. Ryan’s being let go under a cloud, nothing awful, but not what you would really want on your record. He certainly won’t be allowed to fly for the forces ever again.”
 
   Patrick glanced back outside. Ryan now had a crowd of children gathered around him and was looking rather scared as they all held flowers in their hands. One of the local women came to his rescue and distracted the children by handing around the last of the toffee apples.
 
   Patrick gave a gentle smile before he turned back to the group. His lip twitched and he growled out his words. 
 
   “I wondered why the decoration is a private one. I assumed it was because it was unscheduled. They’re covering the leak up, kicking him out and hoping his medal will keep him quiet. The bastards!” 
 
   Ellen’s eyes widened.
 
   “Can they even do that? How are they allowed to get away with it?”
 
   Patrick breathed out slowly.
 
   “We were Special Services. They can probably get away with whatever they like. We’re bound by the Official Secrets Act for the rest of our lives. We shouldn’t even be talking about this here and we certainly can’t contradict anything officially. Nothing gets out unless those in charge release it. Taking a decade to discover who was selling out our troops isn’t good publicity, whatever way you look at it. We had a mole in the company and didn’t discover it for nearly ten sodding years! Unsurprisingly, the whole bloody fiasco has been shut down tighter than a nun’s...” He stopped quickly as Ellen raised an eyebrow at him. 
 
   Joe came over to the group. He kept his voice down.
 
   “Jeez, they’re hanging him out to dry. With this on his official record he’ll be lucky if he gets a job anywhere. Does he know what they are saying about him?” 
 
   Paul shrugged.
 
   “He can’t do. They must have told him one thing, but if anyone asks they get the version we received. It doesn’t look good and right at this moment, I have no idea what we can do about it.”
 
   Patrick snarled.
 
   “I am not going to see one of my men dragged through shit like this. I’m taking it further.”
 
   Ellen put a hand on his arm.
 
   “You can’t do anything that will hurt this venture. I’ll support you in anything, but not to the detriment of this place or the rehab centre. Roscoff can be shut down just by the government taking their business elsewhere. You can’t risk that, Patrick. There are too many men to consider.”
 
   Joe looked thoughtful.
 
   “Why can’t Alex just change the official record. He can get into their computer system easily enough. Why don’t we get him to wait until Ryan has his official discharge and his medal and then go and adjust the whole lot? I doubt anyone will check after he’s out, I mean, why would they. If he ever needs a reference they just print off the entry and send it. No one ever looks at them to check. And if anyone looks him up casually they aren’t going to check very far. As soon as they see his medal list, which is official anyway, everything else will just be icing.”
 
   Ellen turned to Patrick.
 
   “Can that be done? It would mean that he has some kind of future at least.”
 
   Patrick glanced over at his friend and ran his fingers through his hair. He wasn’t enamoured with the idea. There were too many pitfalls.
 
   “I think Alex will take some convincing and Ryan still wouldn’t be allowed to fly. He’ll need insurance and there’s no way he can risk putting in an apparently false record. Even if we know the truth his insurance company will go over it with a fine toothcomb and if they decide to clarify anything the game would be up. If he ever needed to make a claim any changes will be discovered...I need a few days to think this over and discuss it with Daniel Bailey. He might be willing to help officially if it’s just in order for Ryan to get a job.”
 
   Amy watched as Ryan wiped Rose’s toffee-appled cheeks with a big white handkerchief. 
 
   “And what do we do about Gemma and Ryan. She thinks he’s a liar and a fraud. We have to tell her that Ryan was telling the truth about everything.”
 
   Patrick shook his head.
 
   “It won’t matter what we say. She’s the one who has to learn to trust him if their relationship is going to go anywhere. If they are going to have anything long term, she has to believe his version of events. If she doesn’t then they will never last.”
 
   Ellen was about to speak again when Ryan suddenly came bursting into the tent. David and a frantic Geraldine were close behind him.
 
   “Has anyone seen the kids? Geraldine thought they would be with David, but he’s not seen them since before the waxing.”
 
   David stumbled into the tent with Geraldine holding his arm. He was still attempting to fix one of his legs on properly. At last the leg appeared to be stable and he stood up straight. 
 
   “I thought they were playing down here, but Geraldine just came home because she thought they were with me. I had to go and have a lie down. I was feeling a little weak.” He confessed, though he didn’t look weak now. He looked petrified.
 
   Patrick spoke up.
 
   “I haven’t seen Robbie since this morning. He came and asked me about a tree house. I thought you must be going to make one together or something.”
 
   David looked confused.
 
   “He’s not mentioned it to me, but then we don’t seem to be talking about anything at the moment. He just goes off in a huff every time I open my mouth. I can’t say or do anything right.”
 
   Geraldine had tears in her eyes.
 
   “Luc was in ‘is pram earlier, but he’s not there now and neither is ‘is baby bag. I thought Robbie must ‘ave taken ‘im out to show the other children, you know what he’s like for ‘olding ‘is brother.”
 
   The others nodded. Robbie had been looking forward to a brother for so long that he barely let anyone else near the child from the moment Luc was born.
 
   Geraldine dissolved in another round of sobbing while David began shouting for his children. Patrick caught hold of the desperate man’s shoulders and lugged him into a chair while Ellen hushed everyone. Patrick took over as soon as calm had been restored.
 
   “Right, we need to get hold of the local police immediately and then we can set up a search party. There are still plenty of people about who will help us search. The kids are probably somewhere on the estate. Robbie was pretty keen on the tree-house idea. He might be planning it as we speak, but hasn’t thought to tell anyone where he has gone. There’s no way he can have gone far with Fran and Luc with him. With a bit of luck we’ll hear Luc crying for a bottle or because his nappy is uncomfortable.”
 
   Ellen looked out of the tent. Their local policeman stood bare-chested, proudly strutting around the ebbing crowd outside the cider tent. She rushed over to speak to him.
 
   It wasn’t long before the policeman had re-buttoned his shirt and organized a search party. He gathered any remaining locals and quickly divided them into groups. Because the estate was so huge they all began at different points, with Patrick, Joe, Paul and David each heading up a group. All of them knew the estate inside out and even though Paul couldn’t see, his other senses counted for more than a normal pair of eyes. Ryan walked with him just to make sure that he didn’t miss anything or came to any harm from unexpected obstacles. 
 
   It was late in the afternoon before all the groups made their way to the middle of the forest with no result. By the time they had all retraced their steps the clouds had darkened even further and rain had begun to pelt down. There was still no sign of the three children anywhere and Geraldine sat and sobbed in David’s arms as the local constable called in the Gendarme.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
    
 
   David sat with his head in his hands as the overbearing Gendarme blasted him with rapid questions. He felt as though he’d answered every one of them five times over, but the man kept asking again and again. 
 
   No, he hadn’t seen Robbie or Fran or Luc since early that morning. He’d had to go out and by the time he came home he assumed that Geraldine had sorted them out with either friends or family. 
 
   No, he hadn’t brought them back up to the château after the waxing event.
 
   No, he hadn’t been drinking all day. He’d had three pints of cider straight after he’d had every hair removed, extremely painfully from his body by his own wife.
 
   Yes, he had an excellent relationship with his wife.
 
   He had an excellent relationship with his children. 
 
   He looked up when silence met his last response. The Gendarme looked right back at him and raised an eyebrow. 
 
   David lost his temper.
 
   “What the fuck is that meant to mean? Why are you even asking me these questions? I want to get back out there and search for my kids.”
 
   The man in front of him sat back and breathed in deeply.
 
   “Do you know where to look for them? It will save a lot of time if you can tell us where they are.”
 
   David stared open mouthed at the man. 
 
   “What are you saying? If you think that I have anything to do with their disappearance you can just bog off out of my house.” He pushed his chair back and stood up.
 
   The Gendarme didn’t move. 
 
   “You will stay here until you answer all my questions. Where were you this morning that was so important that you couldn’t be here to see your children were looked after? I know that you have argued with your son. It’s common knowledge that you are trying to push him into a school in Brest. Was that so you no longer have to take responsibility for him? Were you trying to get rid of him?” The man stopped as David turned a dark shade of puce. 
 
   “You bastard! You can either charge me with something or get out now, either way I’m making a complaint against you. You’re wasting time and throwing around stupid suggestions.” 
 
   The man stood up slowly. He looked David up and down. 
 
   “You should be careful. A man in your situation wouldn’t do well in prison. I think that you have grown soft in this life of luxury.” He tilted his chin at the opulence of the room as he walked towards the door. “I need to question your beautiful wife. It can’t be much fun for her having such a disabled husband. Maybe she will tell us the truth about what has been happening here.”
 
   David stalked forwards and stood toe to toe with the arrogant man.
 
   “You upset my wife at all and I will make sure that you never step foot outside an office ever again. If you are not going to bother searching for my kids then I’ll bloody do it myself.” He tore the door open and almost fell over as Geraldine threw herself into his arms. 
 
   “David! What is ‘e saying? I listened through the door.” A clearly distressed Geraldine wept into his neck.
 
   David swept the love of his life close into his chest and held her tightly. He breathed into her hair.
 
   “Fucking idiot thinks I’ve hidden the kids somewhere, either that or something even worse. He’s suggesting that I took them away and hid them this morning when I went out, but the idiot’s already forgotten that Patrick already told him that he drew a plan of a tree-house with Robbie ages after I left here.” 
 
   The policeman looked down at Geraldine. 
 
   “You husband declined to tell me where he was this morning. You can imagine what I thought. In cases such as these we nearly always find that one of the parents is to blame. Your husband clearly has his own problems.” He glanced down at David’s legs before his eyes roamed over his scarred face. “I have also discovered that he has been arguing with your son. It is sometimes easier to get rid of the problem rather than addressing it.”
 
   Geraldine looked at David.
 
   “What is ‘e going on about?” she sounded as confused as she looked.
 
   The Gendarme didn’t wait for a response from David.
 
   “Do you know where you husband went this morning? It was a big event for you here. Why did he leave and not return until midday?”
 
   Geraldine turned to David again. Even though she knew that he would never harm his own or anyone else’s children, she was curious about his continued disappearances.
 
   “Where did you go? You keep on going out without telling anyone. What are you ‘iding from me?”
 
   David looked decidedly uncomfortable. He took Geraldine’s arm and guided her towards the lounge where everyone was gathered, waiting to hear news of the children. He sat down on a chaise just outside the door and pulled Geraldine to sit down with him.
 
   “I’ve done something that I probably should have discussed with you first.”
 
   Geraldine pulled back from her husband as the Gendarme took a long stride forwards, his expression almost gleeful as he waited to hear David’s confession.
 
   Geraldine took hold of David’s hand.
 
   “What should you ‘ave told me about? What ‘ave you done?” Her voice trembled with anxiety. 
 
   David’s whole body drooped. 
 
   “Something probably really stupid,” he spoke quietly, not realizing that nearly everyone was listening to his confession from just inside the lounge doors. He looked guiltily into his wife’s eyes. “I couldn’t bear the thought of Robbie going away to boarding school. It’s too far to drive him there and back every day, even though we both know that it’s the best place for him. I had to do something to keep him here with us...I’ve been really selfish and done something that won’t benefit anyone but our own family. As soon as I did it I felt so ashamed of what I’ve done that I just couldn’t bring myself to tell you.” He paused and took a deep breath before he ploughed on quickly. “I bought a helicopter and I’ve been having lessons, but I haven’t passed my test yet. I’m just not getting the hang of it at all. I’ve been trying to fit extra flying hours in the hope that I can pass so that I can take Robbie to and from school every day. Ellen organized this event after I’d already booked my lesson. I didn’t want to miss it in case it put me behind. The school have already agreed that I can land in their field every...” 
 
   He didn’t have chance to say anything else before Geraldine suddenly burst into tears and threw herself back into her husband’s arms. David patted her back and looked over her shoulder towards the Gendarme. 
 
   “I’d not hurt my children for the whole world. They are everything to me, everything. You have no idea what my life was like before I met Geraldine and you have no way of knowing what my wife and family mean to me but I hope you never have to go through what I did to find out what is really important to you.” He clutched Geraldine into his chest as he kissed her forehead tenderly.
 
   The Gendarme looked slightly uncomfortable at the fervour in David’s tone. He turned to the crowd gathered inside the lounge doorway and looked as though he was about to speak when a soaking wet Joe suddenly burst through the front doors waving a soaking sheet of paper in front of him. 
 
   “This was in the back of my car.” He shoved the dripping sheet at Patrick who snatched it out of Joe’s wet hand.
 
   He recognized it immediately and glanced back up quickly.
 
   “I drew that for him this morning. It’s the plan for the tree house he wants to build. How did it get in your car?”
 
   Joe’s hair dripped as he shook his head.
 
   “No idea, unless Robbie put it there. It was in the boot. I’d left a window open and was making sure that the kids hadn’t sneaked inside somehow. You know how Robbie likes to pretend he can drive. They’re obviously not there now, but they must have been at some point today after I picked up the cakes. I would have noticed it if it had been there before.” Water began puddling at his feet. The storm had worsened considerably.  
 
   Ryan stood looking over Patrick’s shoulder at the soggy picture. 
 
   “What’s that line and those wiggly squiggles all around the drawing? That doesn’t look like anything you would have drawn.” 
 
   Patrick turned the drawing and peered at it with narrowed eyes.
 
   “You’re right. I’ve not a clue what it is. Looks like it could be a flock of birds on a washing line.” 
 
   Ryan shook his head.
 
   “No, can’t be that. Look, isn’t that a fish?”
 
   David released Geraldine and stared at the strange drawing. 
 
   “That is definitely a fish. Remember, Robbie used to draw all the ones he caught with Joe. So he wants to build a tree house down by the river.” He shuddered as he pointed at the three little faces depicted peering out of the wooden building, one with short dark hair, one with longer brown hair and a bald baby holding onto a fluffy ball with legs on.  David let out a great breath as he spoke again. “He thinks he can live with Fran and Luc on his own. He’s going to try and make a house for them all.” His voice sounded as though splinters had been poured down his throat. 
 
   Ryan swallowed as he looked around at the now crowded hall. David’s distress was more than he could bear to see.
 
   “Who checked down by the river?” He waited until the local policeman stuck his hand up, but the man shook his head at the same time. 
 
   “There was nothing to indicate that the children were anywhere near there. We’ve been all over, but maybe young Robbie was trying to find you, Joe...”
 
   Joe interrupted.
 
   “I haven’t been anywhere near home again today and Robbie knew that I wouldn’t have time to. I’ve been way too busy collecting cakes, taking people to and from and getting waxed practically all over. The only place I’ve actually been today, apart from here, is the rehab...” He stopped dead and stared at Ryan. “Has anyone bothered to call Gemma to tell her what’s going on? The kids could have sneaked into the back of the car after I collected the cakes, but before I went to pick up Amy and Paul. Amy was still getting ready so I had a coffee with Paul at the centre. Do you think Robbie could have stowed away in my car and sneaked out when I was inside?” 
 
   Patrick was already on the phone. He couldn’t believe that the children could have been so quiet that Joe hadn’t noticed them, but if he’d had the radio on...He listened to the phone ringing for several seconds There was no answer from the château. He punched in some different numbers and pulled the phone from his ear a few seconds later as a buzz of sound erupted from the device. He waited until the static cleared before he spoke.
 
   “Gemma? We’ve lost Robbie, Fran and Luc. Have you seen any of them? Joe found Robbie’s picture in his car. He’d been up to the centre this morning. Robbie could be somewhere there now.” He pressed speaker volume as the phone crackled in his ear and Gemma’s voice suddenly came through above the sound of crashing waves in broken, shouted snatches.
 
   “Robbie...hiding in...never knew they...sick all over....sail gone...finding somewhere...” The line crackled again before going dead. 
 
   David stared in horror at the phone as Patrick slapped it against his palm and then raised it to his ear again.
 
   “Gemma! Are you still there? Gem?” There was nothing but dead air answering him. 
 
   David grabbed the phone and shook it.
 
   “Gemma! Where are you?” he bellowed, desperation evident in his tone. 
 
   Ryan put a hand on his shoulder.
 
   “Give me the phone.” He didn’t wait, but took it from David’s hand. He swept his finger across the screen several times and then showed it to David, Patrick and Joe.
 
   Joe’s eyes opened wide.
 
   “Shit! She’s out in amongst the islands with my kids!” His eyes glanced at the time on the screen and then out of the tall drawing room window. “Jesus! It’s high tide in half an hour, in this storm...and she’s out in our sailboat with apparently no sail! Fuck! She’ll be lucky if she can find a pimple of rock to land them on.”
 
   Patrick grabbed the phone back and began to dial the emergency services. The coastguard responded quickly, but he wasn’t sure that it would be soon enough.
 
   The silence around them was only interrupted by Geraldine’s broken sobs. The women gathered around her, helping her back to the chaise. 
 
   Ryan touched David on the arm. 
 
   “Where’s your helicopter? Is there any chance...”
 
   David shook his head.
 
   “It’s not far...There’s a landing site over at Château Bratz. Antoine, the owner of the château sold me the helicopter a couple of months ago. It’s practically brand new, only done a couple of hundred hours. He bought it when he began flying emergency organ donations to where they were needed, but the French government were almost embarrassed and began their own fleet. Antoine thought he’d keep it for personal use but he had a heart attack and after recovering, decided to give up flying altogether. When I said that I might be interested, he jumped at the chance to offload it.” He gave up explaining and looked about frantically. “But I can’t fly the damn thing and Antoine can’t fly it without endangering his health. I know that you have a license, Patrick, but you haven’t flown for years and there’s no one around here mad enough to take it up in this weather anyway.” He shuddered as the wind and rain shrieked over the château.
 
   Ryan clapped him on the shoulder and gave a grim laugh. 
 
   “Idiot. I live for challenges like this. Let’s go!” 
 
   David stared at him, his eyes filled with hope he couldn’t voice. He could never have asked the man, never have expected him to offer. Ryan owed him nothing, would gain nothing.
 
   “But...your hand and your leg? You can’t fly while you’re still injured.”
 
   Ryan rolled his eyes and began dragging David towards the door.
 
   “Shut up, idiot. Sure, it’ll be a bit bumpy and maybe even dangerous, but these are your children and Gemma who we are talking about. I’ll need this phone for a GPS until I can check the system you have on board, but after that we should be fine. Just get me to that bird.”
 
   David glanced back at his wife. Her eyes were filled with tears.
 
   “Bring them back, David. Please,” she begged him
 
    
 
   Gemma knew that she was in trouble well before the phone call. The sail had ripped away from her hands, but she’d stubbornly carried on, ignoring all the signs of a storm rolling in with the tide. Now, she ducked the block quickly as she tried to grab hold of the trailing lines, but only succeeded in having her arm nearly wrenched from its socket by the force of the gale. The sail flapped uselessly in the wind and rain and she almost sobbed at the futility of it all.
 
   Ryan’s treachery continued to tear at her heart. She should never have trusted him. He was a flight jockey, a wanna be hero, a risk taker. She’d known from the start that he would never be the one for her. He couldn’t be. She could never love someone who only lived for the sky. 
 
   Discovering that he’d been piloting the helicopter when her arm was severed was the greatest blow of all. He’d lied. Even if he hadn’t known that she had survived, he had still lied to her about his past. He’d lied to everyone. She couldn’t believe that Patrick and the others had taken the news so calmly. It was as if it hadn’t mattered that they had been deceived; they were just glad he was alive.
 
   Her heart gave another almighty heave. If she was being honest to herself, she was glad that Patrick’s friend was alive too, but the cover up had been so contrived. So there had been a leak, an inside traitor who was selling their secrets, but she had only wanted a lift. She’d only wanted to be back at work without three hours worth of dirt on her skin and instead she’d been maimed for life.
 
   Ryan, as she was getting used to calling him, hadn’t returned to the château the previous day, not that she wanted him to, but it still hurt that he hadn’t tried to fight for her. Maybe he thought it was a lost cause or maybe he thought that she would just slap his all too handsome face. 
 
   Joe had obviously thought the situation wasn’t worth pursuing. He had come over that morning to collect the cakes and a bag of clothes for the airman. Gemma waited for him to try and persuade her to see sense, but he just closed the car doors and said that he’d be back in an hour for Paul and Amy. He had asked if she was coming too, but Gemma just glared at him and he had quickly put the car into gear and driven off.
 
    
 
   The rain lashed down in her face. The storm had come in from nowhere, the day turning from beautiful warm sunshine to angry wind and black clouds within hours of her setting out. She’d thought that a day on the water would do much to clear her mind and she had relaxed in the boat for a good part of the afternoon, letting it drift with the tide and the wind. It was only as she thought about returning to the château that she discovered that the weather and her sails had other ideas. She cursed herself silently for making the basic mistake of not looking at the weather report.
 
   She’d lost grip of the mainsheet after what felt like hours of holding on, unable to use the cleat for assistance as he fingers turned numb in the frigid water. She shuddered and whipped her sodden hair from her eyes as a wave suddenly broke over jagged rocks that were visible beneath the surface of the dark grey sea. The boat tipped to an alarming angle on the backwash and Gemma threw herself across the boat as a counterweight. The small vessel slapped back hard on the water, missing the treacherous rocks by mere inches. As the boat caught another gust of wind, Gemma peered through the lashing rain to see is she was close to any viable stretch of land. 
 
   She knew that the hundreds of tiny islands just off the coast of Brittany could be treacherous to navigate, but there was just the hope that one of them still had room to land. If she couldn’t find a safe harbour, there was nothing she could do in this kind of storm save keep the bows into the wind and hopefully ride it out. 
 
   Yet another huge wave broke over her and in the lee of it she suddenly saw a wall of rock. She heard a sickening scrape as the underside of the boat hit ragged, but invisible ground, and then she was free again as another wave scooped the boat up and back out onto the open water. 
 
   Her heart raced as she spun around and grabbed at the rudder arm. It gave a strange squeal as the boat veered sharply and for a panicked moment she thought it was about to sheer off with the pressure of water, but it squealed again and eventually responded to her touch. She let out a sigh of relief as the boat slithered away from the rocky outcrop, and was about to search the horizon for safe ground again when she heard a strangled cry followed by something that sounded exactly like someone gagging.
 
   She shook her head in disbelief and slapped the side of her head. She must have water in her ears. It wouldn’t have surprised her given the lashing rain that swept over the small deck. A cry of a seagull and the water sucking beneath the little craft perhaps, but there was another sudden heaving retch just as the lid of the box containing the life jackets shot open, and a lanky, vomit covered boy stood up. 
 
   Gemma was so shocked she just stared open mouthed for a moment before her eyes became even wider at the sight of a green faced little girl who popped up beside her brother.
 
   Robbie stood with his hands on his hips as he glared at his younger sister.
 
   “Trust a girl to spoil everything.” He looked down at his shirt and then back into the box of yellow jackets. He reached in, shoved the jackets aside and pulled out what looked like an old carpet bag. He opened it and peered inside before he smiled widely. He held the bag open wide for a speechless Gemma to inspect while he looked up at her. “At least she didn’t smother Luc too.”
 
   The swaying deck and storm instantly forgotten, Gemma gulped before she peered inside the bag, already knowing what, or rather who, she was going to discover. The bald, four month old baby was fast asleep, one minute thumb stuck contentedly in his mouth, his other tiny hand grasping what looked like a small, fluffy, white sheep. 
 
   For a moment Gemma thought she was about to faint. Her heart rate climbed to somewhere near jack-hammering and her knees threatened to buckle beneath her. She swallowed rapidly and blinked the salty spray away from her eyes as she stared down at the run-a-way trio in glazed eyed horror. 
 
   Another wave broke over the side of the boat and Gemma managed to catch Fran before she was swept off her feet. Robbie stood grinning into the wind, standing in the spray of the wave as he rinsed his sister’s vomit from his shirt.
 
   Gemma screwed up her eyes, then opened them again and blinked several times. 
 
   This couldn’t possibly be happening! All three of David’s precious children could not be on this boat. The stress of the last few days must have caused hallucinations. 
 
   She was going to give herself another ten seconds to wake up from this nightmare before she jumped over the side to end it all once and for all!
 
   The ten seconds passed. Nothing happened except that they all stood there looking at one another silently. Fran suddenly piped up.
 
   “It was Robbie’s idea. He said that we could all stay together if we lived on one of the islands. We’re going to catch fish every day for dinner and live in a tree house so lions can’t eat us. Robbie has a plan and he’s packed some books so he can teach me and Luc stuff, but I don’t like it on this boat. I was sick.” The little girl stated the obvious as what looked like half digested chocolate cereals clung to the front of her dress. 
 
   Gemma would have laughed if the boat hadn’t suddenly begun rocking in an alarming fashion. She dived for the pile of life jackets in the box, shook off as much of the vomit as she could before she dragged them over the children’s shoulders and wrapped the cords tightly around their waists. She fitted the carpet bag containing the still sleeping Luc, inside another and tied it up tightly. She fastened the rest of the yellow jackets to the handles of the box in a desperate hope that it might float if they all ended up in the water. Checking that there were no more stow-a-ways hidden in the box she frowned as she discovered a big pile of books stacked in a carrier bag. Ignoring Robbie’s protests, she tipped them out onto the soaking deck. She handed the bag to Fran before picking her and the baby up and put them both back inside the box. 
 
   “We’ll clean you up as soon as we can. Use that bag if you feel sick again, sweetie.” She gave Fran a quick kiss on the top of her head before she looked over to Robbie who stood glaring back at her.
 
   “How am I meant to teach them now? The books are all ruined.” He flung his hand towards the now soggy books as his determined little face challenged her.
 
   Robbie was clearly not at all happy with her. Gemma nearly rolled her eyes, but decided against it. 
 
   “We’ll make paper out of the trees on the island we find and we can all write new ones. We’ll have to write about all our adventures and discoveries. We can teach Fran and Luc as we go.” She smiled encouragingly at the boy. His face immediately lost its glower.
 
   “Cool! Can we light fires and make charcoal to write with too? Joe showed me how to do it once. You have to...”
 
   Gemma caught hold of his shoulders as the boat rolled again.
 
   “We can do anything you like, Robbie, just so long as you get back in this box and promise me that you will stay there until I tell you that it’s safe to come out.” The frown came back instantly, but Gemma didn’t have time to argue it out with him. She squatted down in front of him. “I need you to do a really important job for me. I know that ladies should really look after babies and children, but I don’t know anything about babies and little girls. I would be hopeless at it. It’s very embarrassing, but you know far more than me, Robbie. Do you think that you could look after your sister and brother for me while I see if we can make land? You’ll make a much better job of it than me.”
 
   Robbie gave a thoughtful frown.
 
   “Promise, about the fires and charcoal?” He asked hopefully.
 
   Gemma nodded solemnly and made a big cross over her heart with her finger. Robbie gave a thumbs up and grinned as he hopped back into the box.
 
   “Aye, Aye, Captain Gem. Let me know if you need any help bringing her about and if these two play up we can keelhaul them later!” He squatted down and promptly pulled the box lid closed over his head again.
 
   Gemma stood there, completely flabbergasted by the scene she had just witnessed. If she couldn’t still see the books sliding about the bottom of the waterlogged boat she would have thought it all a bad dream. As it was, it was more like the stuff of nightmares. 
 
   She jumped as a vibration buzzed in her pocket. Taking out her phone her stomach flipped as she saw Patrick’s name on the screen. She breathed a small sigh of relief. At least someone knew where she was. She pressed the button and then held the phone away from her ear as a blast of white noise screamed in her ear.
 
    
 
   Ryan’s mouth fell open at the sight of the gleaming, dark blue Eurocopter that sat on the rain soaked landing zone at the rear of yet another huge château. For a moment he didn’t wonder at the Revolutionary French peasants rising up to take back some of the wealth. The excesses of the rich and titled were enough to drive anyone to pick up a pitchfork and protest.
 
   “Jesus, David. How the fuck can you afford something like this?” He managed to speak as David acknowledged the château owners wave from the window. 
 
   David grinned as the pair of them dragged the ropes and harnesses and blankets and a box of food and drink that Joe, Patrick and Ellen had raced round and hastily gathered, from the back of the Land Rover. Heaving it all onto their shoulders, David tapped his chest as they jogged to the handsome craft. 
 
    “Multi-millionaire, remember. I know Ellen goes on about how much we’ve spent on both the Châteaux and needing to keep it funded, but you don’t really think that either of us would ever be short of cash. The money that we had over from our inheritance was invested wisely and now just sits in the bank earning more money. Maybe it sounds weird, but we don’t actually spend a lot on ourselves. Ellen and Patrick aren’t materialistic at all. I don’t think that they even own a television. Geraldine has a bit of thing for nice clothes but she’s not that extravagant and I can normally rein in any wild excesses that I might think about for myself, though I do feel guilty over this little extravagance. Property is so cheap over here that I could have easily set up yet another serviceman’s holiday venture on the money this little beauty cost.”
 
   Ryan opened the door of the craft and hoisted himself into the cabin. David heaved in all the supplies and followed. 
 
   Ryan glanced around at all the controls. They weren’t that dissimilar to those on a Lynx. He looked back at David as the man pulled his seat belt around him.
 
   “You shouldn’t ever feel guilty about spending money on your family. You and Ellen have gone way above and beyond any call of duty to others. It’s incredible what the pair of you have done.”
 
   David raised an eyebrow.
 
   “I’d feel better about it if I had learned to fly the damned thing. I just can’t get the hang of it. Feels like it’s flopping about the sky like a drunken butterfly.”
 
   Ryan flipped some switches. The engine turned on and noise began to fill the cabin.
 
   “That’s one way to put it, I suppose. It’s not for everyone. I took to it like a duck to water, but some people find it difficult.” He took the phone out of his pocket and tapped a screen in front of him before punching some numbers into the computer. “Give it a mo and that should give us Gemma’s position. It’s lucky Patrick had her GPS programmed into his phone. Saved a load of time trying to locate her.”
 
   David snorted.
 
   “Nothing lucky about it. After the debacle earlier on in the year with Geraldine and Amy being bricked up in the centre, there was no way that any of us were ever going to get caught out like that again. We all have GPS chips in our phones that are linked directly to the château. Even if we couldn’t get Gemma’s signal here,” he gestured towards the massive château that could have easily blocked out any signal. “Patrick would have found her on his office computer. We’d only need to call him to find out her exact co-ordinates.”
 
   Ryan nodded as he brought a pair of earphones to his ears and spoke to the air traffic control tower at Morlaix. He rolled his eyes and flicked some more switches on the control panel in front of him as a frantic voice advised him that the weather situation was dangerous. The rotor blades above them began to turn. 
 
    
 
   Gemma was soaked to the skin, chilled to the bone and well beyond desperate. 
 
   If it had been only herself she might have felt somewhat philosophical about things and just awaited her fate with a gritty calm. She had cheated death years previously. It wasn’t as if you went into the armed services with any guarantee of coming out alive. 
 
   Though she didn’t feel ready to meet her maker, she wasn’t actually that worried about it. If her time was up, it was up. She’d made peace with herself over little difficulties like dying unexpectedly, years ago. 
 
   What boggled her mind now was that she had three of the most wonderful children in the world in her care and at that very moment in time she was making a pretty poor job of keeping them safe. She would have cursed Robbie and his daft plan is she hadn’t felt the child’s genuine pain. He was a young boy who wanted to stay with his sister and brother. Life had clearly become far too complicated for the kid to bear.
 
   The small sailing boat creaked loudly with every wave that slammed against its side. The currents that swept the craft between the rocks were both her friend and her enemy. She could see that they were being carried nearer to shore, but what with the high tide, the shoreline was a mass of tumbling waves and deadly granite. The rose coloured stone that gave the area its name and its outstandingly beautiful coastline, was treacherous to the unwary. 
 
   The wind suddenly dipped in force and the lead line of the sail trailed near to her hand. Without thinking, she grabbed it and attempted to anchor it to the cleat, but the wind whipped up again and the line tightened around her flesh. 
 
   For a moment she thought she could hear the wind shrieking until she realized that the sound was coming from her own mouth. She twisted wildly, grabbed the line with her prosthetic hand and released her crushed fingers. The nylon had bitten deep and torn her skin from her knuckles. Salty spray immediately soaked the wound and the sting was such that Gemma thought she might pass out, but she wasn’t going to give up that easily. She attached the rope to the cleat and pulled it tight before she cradled her injured hand to her chest. 
 
   With the sail now doing its job, Gemma held onto the rudder as she suddenly noticed a white strip in an ocean of grey. She squinted as she checked that the white line didn’t disappear. It remained in sight and she pulled the rudder as hard as she could, aiming for the tiny slither of shore. 
 
    
 
   David gripped the arm rests as Ryan flew fast and low across the French countryside before swinging the helicopter out towards the coast. He kept his eyes on the screen in front of him and watched as the small blinking dot suddenly steadied just as the helicopter flew out over the raging water. 
 
   David nearly shot from his chair.
 
   “They’ve sunk! Look, it’s not moving! For God’s sake hurry!” His eyes scanned the horizon before he turned his whiter than white face towards Ryan. The man was shaking his head.
 
   “More likely that Gemma found them a spot to land. Look, that’s an island of some sort just ahead of her.”
 
   The relief puffed out of David until he suddenly noticed that the island appeared to be moving across the screen. He looked as though he was about to be sick just as Ryan suddenly swore loudly.
 
   “Fucking hell! That’s not an island.”
 
   David peered through the window-screen into the ever darkening sky. His face paled as his eyes met a terrifying sight. His heart stilled in his chest as his words burst from his mouth.
 
   “Oh my God! Go faster!”
 
   Ryan nodded as he saw that they were closing rapidly on Gemma’s signal. 
 
   “I’m doing everything I can. Just a couple of hundred metres according to the GPS. Nothing much out here that I can see though. Damn boat’s too small and the clouds are blocking the last of the light. I’ll fly as low as I can, but we could still miss them. Keep your eyes peeled just in case Gemma can let off a signal.”
 
   Just as he spoke a flare shot up from their right. Ryan immediately turned the helicopter and followed the signal back to its source.
 
    
 
   The light was fading fast as evening set in. Gemma guided the boat as best she could, but it her arms were tiring rapidly and the wet had chilled her to her bones. She was only glad that the children had remained inside the big protective box, but she was worried that they wouldn’t find a safe haven before darkness fell. There was no way that she would be able to steer the boat under cloud cover this thick with no moonlight to guide her. She cast her eyes across the rolling horizon yet again. A speck swayed in her vision and she immediately turned the sail and aimed for it. 
 
   The wind howled across the waves. She fought to keep the boat moving towards the tiny island, but she didn’t appear to be making any headway. Frustration set in and she cursed the Brittany weather. She was about to swear aloud when a sudden, lusty wail reverberated through the box containing the children. 
 
   The lid immediately popped up and Fran stood there with her fingers in her ears as Robbie took Luc from his bag and climbed out of the box. The baby bellowed a sound louder than Gemma could ever have imagined. She winced. How could that racket come from such a small child? The noise of the waves crashing against the boat was momentarily blotted out as Luc yelled his protests into the wind. Even Robbie looked shocked.
 
   “Cor! He doesn’t sound this loud at home. I bet he’s either wet or he’s...” He bent his head to the area near Luc’s bottom, then sniffed before he pulled a disgusted face. “pooped! Yuk!” He held the baby away from him. 
 
   Fran’s lip suddenly quivered and she began to cry. Her face turned pale and she clutched her stomach. She gave a great wail, leaned over the side of the box and promptly emptied the last of her stomach contents in the bottom of the boat. Before Gemma could comfort the child another wave hit them square on the side and Robbie slipped in the vomit as he took a step to steady himself. He landed against the side of the box but managed to keep Luc safe in his arms. 
 
   Gemma grabbed the boy and lifted him back into the box.
 
   “You’ll have to stay in there, Robbie. I won’t be able to steer the boat and keep an eye on you. We can change Luc as soon as we reach some land.” Her heart sank as she stared around her. The island appeared to be little closer. 
 
   She quailed at the thought of dealing with Luc in weather like this, his little body would chill in no time at all. She reached over to close the lid of the box again. If nothing else, the children could shelter in it until they were rescued. 
 
   It was only as Robbie moved again that she heard a thunk from the bottom of the box. Fran bobbed down and came up again holding a flare gun. Gemma nearly passed out as Fran looked straight down the gun’s muzzle.
 
   “What’s this for Gem?”
 
   Robbie pressed Luc to his shoulder and grabbed the gun from his sister.
 
   “That’s for sending up a flare. I think I should hold it. Girls shouldn’t touch guns.”
 
   Gemma fought the preferable option of passing out and reached out to Robbie.
 
   “Sorry, Robbie, but neither should small boys carry guns while they are looking after their baby brother. You had best pass that over. It’s not the same as a gun with bullets, but it could still cause some serious damage if it goes off close to you.” 
 
   Robbie frowned and pulled his hand back.
 
   “But Gem...” He didn’t get any more words out.
 
   Luc bellowed loudly, his face now a frightening shade of red and Gemma was about to suggest that Robbie hand the gun over immediately, when a roaring, whizzing sound swept past her face, lifting her hair and just missing her ear. She spun around as a bright yellow light filled the sky. Her eyes followed it as it sped up into the air and hung there for a few moments before slowly fading as it fell back down towards the waves.
 
   There was clunk in the box as Robbie dropped the gun. She looked back down and saw a worried little face peering up at her.
 
   “Oops! That wasn’t meant to happen. I hardly touched it, Gemma, honest.”
 
   Gemma swore to herself. The flare gun was fitted with one emergency cartridge and Robbie had just used it.
 
   She swallowed back her disappointment. It wasn’t Robbie’s fault. Guns of any kind were fascinating to children. She only hoped that someone had seen the flare, though being this far off shore and out in obviously dangerous weather, she wasn’t going to hold her breath over it. 
 
   “Don’t worry, Robbie,” she said, with more conviction than she felt. She was about to press her hand to top of Robbie’s head and put the lid back on the box when she noticed Robbie looking at her hand. She attempted to hide the injury behind her back but it was too late. 
 
   “Gemma, your hand is bleeding.” His face paled as he saw the ragged skin on her knuckles.
 
   She gave a grim smile.
 
   “It’ll be okay. Just needs a couple of plasters.” 
 
   Robbie ignored her and peered closer.
 
   “That looks really bad. I think I can see your bones. Do you think that you will need another metal hand now?” He asked with the morbid simplicity only a child could muster.
 
   Gemma felt her heart thud hard inside her chest. She didn’t think it was quite as bad as Robbie made out and could only hope that her flesh would recover. 
 
   She was about to answer and reassure him when she noticed that Fran and Robbie were looking over her shoulder with saucer round eyes. Fran lifted a finger and pointed upwards. Gemma spun around again and nearly fell over backwards. 
 
   Being momentarily deafened on top of Luc’s yelling and the roaring waves must have masked the sound, but hovering not fifty metres above them was a very shiny helicopter. Even in the dim light she could see a white face peering out of the open door. 
 
   She turned back to the children, but they had both disappeared into the box. The lid slammed shut though she thought that she could hear a muffled, panicked voice.
 
   “That was papa! He’s going to be as mad as hell with us!” 
 
   A higher pitched voice immediately replied.
 
   “Not with me, he’s not. This wasn’t my idea. You made the plans.”
 
   There was a loud snort.
 
   “Traitor!”
 
   Gemma would have laughed if their predicament wasn’t so serious. She stopped listening to their argument, only relieved that David and Patrick had come to their rescue. She had never been more relieved to have had a GPS chip in her phone. Picking up a length of rope she ignored the pain in her fingers and tied it around the box, through the handle and sealed it shut for when it was lifted into the helicopter. 
 
   She looked up again. David was shouting something out of the door and pointing distractedly, but there was no way that she could hear a word. A rope began to descend with a harness attached. She braced her feet against the sides of the boat and reached up, impressed by Patrick’s flying skills. It wasn’t as if he had the chance to practice much, if at all what with all the cooking he did, but he must have had some refresher lessons at some point, unless flying a helicopter was a bit like riding a bike; something you never forgot.
 
   She tried not to think about it. It didn’t concern her directly anyway. She was only going to get the children to safety anyway before sailing the boat back inland as soon as the storm quieted. She grabbed hold of the harness and pulled it over to the box. Another waved rolled beneath her and she had to catch hold of the box before it slid across the floor of the boat again. 
 
   Attaching the harness securely wasn’t as easy as she had hoped, but there was no way that she could afford to get it wrong. She lashed the webbing around the box in both directions, pulling the clips as tight and testing the tension as much as she could before she looked up again. 
 
   The downdraft from the helicopter blades flattened the waves and whipped her hair across her face. It took a few seconds before she could see clearly. David was practically falling out of the helicopter door in his eagerness to return his children to safety. He waved his arms frantically, looking somewhat like a demented windmill. Gemma gave him her best thumbs up and he began to haul in the rope. 
 
   It was only a few moments before the box began to lift from the boat. She steadied it as she watched as it rise, desperately praying that her efforts on the knots had been enough. She didn’t think she could live with herself if anything happened to the children. 
 
   She could see David hauling furiously, hand over hand. It was obvious that he was going to send the harness back down for her, but she waved him away. His mouth was moving fast, shouting some form of words. Gemma squinted as she attempted to understand him. He was trying to communicate something important, but she had no idea what could possibly be more important than his children. She stared up again. He looked as though he was threatening her...Shouting that the box had better not tip. 
 
   The box touched the underside of the helicopter and David used his enormous upper body strength, earned from years of living without legs, to heave the box into the cabin. 
 
   Gemma breathed a sigh of relief as it disappeared through the doorway and was about to turn away to look for a safe haven when the main light of the helicopter suddenly lit up something strange. Patrick had turned the helicopter into the wind. His lights flicked on and off quickly as if sending out a signal. Seconds later the beam veered sharply away from her, flashing over the water and Gemma’s mouth dropped open at the sight of the terrifyingly huge wall of white that appeared out of nowhere, only meters from her boat.
 
   Her shocked eyes took in the incredible sight that bore down on her. It was as though a massive iceberg was sailing towards her.
 
   David hadn’t been hoping that the box didn’t tip. He’d been bellowing, ‘There’s a fucking great ship!’
 
   The prow of the supersized Plymouth to Roscoff ferry, sliced through the water right in front of her tiny boat. Gemma stumbled backwards in complete shock as the wash of the mighty vessel at first pushed her boat away from the thirty thousand ton cross channel ferry, moments before she realized that she didn’t stand a chance. The ferry was travelling at a speed that would outstrip her in seconds. The gigantic craft lifted on the next wave and Gemma did the only thing she could. She dived over the side of her boat and thrashed her arms in the icy water. 
 
   Her metal arm was heavy, next to useless and her injured hand was in agony, but it was swim or die. At that particular moment she thought that dying was the most likely thing to happen. She kicked her legs furiously, fighting to the last as she felt the sudden drag of the water behind her, the noise of the swirling propellers giving her the exact incentive she needed to use every last breath of energy to haul herself further away. She felt her legs being dragged backwards and fear of being sucked into the rotating propeller blades gave her a moment’s panic, but seconds later a great wave of water swept over her head, cutting off her breath and forcing her forwards into the darkness. 
 
   She came up gasping, lungs burning in pain and heaving the salt water from her stomach as she bobbed in the freezing water, the hundred and thirty metre long vessel disappearing into the distance as it made its way into the harbour. Gemma would have breathed a sigh of relief, but another huge wave crashed down on her. 
 
    
 
   Ryan scanned the whole area, the beam of his search light creating near blinding flashes as it reflected in the darkened water. 
 
   “Where in God’s name is she?” He yelled over his shoulder into the cabin.
 
   David leaned out of the craft and peered into the gloom.
 
   “I can’t see a damned thing. I can’t even see the boat any longer!” He yelled back at the pilot.
 
   Ryan took his eyes off the vast expanse of sea below him and glanced at his screen.
 
   “Her GPS is still signalling so she must be there. Keep looking!” 
 
   David took a quick look over at the desperate pilot, not wanting to think about the consequences if they couldn’t find Gemma. 
 
   “Fly over the ferry’s wash once again. The foam trail is making it harder to see but there’s a chance I can spot a bright yellow life jacket in it.” David felt the helicopter dip and turn once again. The pouring rain pelted in at the open door. 
 
   He’d been thinking of letting his children out of the big box, but had changed his mind in the last few seconds. Gemma wouldn’t have sent the box up so tightly tied and secured with life jackets if there hadn’t been something precious in there. He wasn’t going to let any of them fall out of the tilting helicopter just because he was desperate to haul them all into his arms and never let them go ever again.
 
   Ryan came through on his headset once again.
 
   “Was she even wearing a life jacket? How many was she carrying on board?”
 
   David turned to the box. Five life jackets were tied around the big rectangular box. One on each side and another on the handle on the top. He assumed that Gemma had made the children wear one each too. The boat was only equipped for eight.
 
   He wasn’t sure that he could form his words.
 
   “I think she put them all on the kids. I don’t think she kept one for herself.” 
 
   Silence greeted his ears as the helicopter banked again before Ryan finally spoke, his voice now filled with gritty determination. 
 
   “I’m not giving up. Gemma’s a strong woman, she can hang on for a few minutes longer. Keep looking.”
 
   David stared at the back of Ryan’s head. He’d known desperation in his time and felt for the man in the cockpit, but this situation wasn’t looking good. Even though it wasn’t particularly cold weather, the Channel was chilled at the best of times; without a wet suit for protection and a life jacket for buoyancy, however strong she was, Gemma would be struggling very soon. 
 
   He turned back to the open door and scanned the waves yet again.
 
    
 
   Gemma tried to focus on the rising moon, but it swayed in and out of her vision, its light seeming to bounce across the waves. She shook her head and felt a shiver run through her body as she trod water. Her legs were tiring rapidly and her shoulders screaming in pain with the effort of keeping herself afloat. Another wave tossed her backwards and this time she couldn’t fight it. She’d done everything she could. The children were safe and that was all that mattered to her. Her eyelids drifted shut and she breathed in deeply just wanting to fall asleep, but the harsh salty water burned in her throat and she coughed herself awake again. 
 
   The wind whipped sharply at her, flattening the water around her and suddenly the moon shone blindingly brightly right on her face. She threw up an arm to cover her eyes but in the merest second before she saw her worst nightmare come to life. 
 
   His impossibly square jaw was turned towards her, his pale eyes pleading with her as the helicopter appeared to touch the waves that surrounded her. Her gaze shifted as she noticed her friend, David, waving frantically at her. What was he doing in that helicopter? She had to get him out. It was going to crash and they were all going to die! 
 
   She screamed up at him to jump out of the doomed craft, but she could see that David had tied himself to the fuselage. She glanced back at the pilot. He was staring at her, his mouth moving slowly, opening and closing over perfect white teeth. It was as if she could hear his voice, his beautiful, tender tones whispering in her ear. 
 
   Trust me! Gemma, please trust me! I love you!
 
   She blinked the salty brine away. How could he be there? He wasn’t meant to fly yet. He wasn’t healed enough to control the helicopter. He’d lied to her. This had to be dream, a nightmare. She was about to wave him away, but David’s gesturing only became more wild. He looked utterly furious with her, his brows contracted hard over his uneven nose, his blue eyes glaring at her as he suddenly threw out a long line.
 
   It slapped the water beside her, but she didn’t move to take it. Even if she had wanted to, her arms felt too heavy, her whole body too tired. The line sank out of sight and she was about to turn away when something hit her side. She flung out her arm to ward it away but the webbing was already entangled around her limb. She tried to move her prosthetic arm. Shock rolled through her as she realized that the electronic pads no longer operated. While she could move the limb, she had no control over her finer movement. Her elbow remained immobile and her fingers rigid. 
 
   The sound of the helicopter rotors rang in her waterlogged ears. There was a sudden metallic clank and she knew that her nightmare had come to life. They were going down again. She’d already lost Ryan, he was gone, dead in the crash years ago and she was going to lose her other arm. She stared glassily at the skinned knuckles trapped in the webbing. The helicopter came even nearer to her. She stared into David’s frantic eyes and glanced at his reaching hands, but it was all too late. They were going to hit the rocks any minute. David and the children would die and Geraldine would be forever broken-hearted.
 
   A sob left her throat as she felt herself going under water again. She took a last glance back towards the square jaw and aqua eyes of man she loved, before her own eyes closed and her head dipped below the waves. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   She’d had enough of this rubbish weather. Ellen had warned her, but she hadn’t believed it until now. All night the cold wind had blasted her in the face. It had rained as well, the sound of water rushing through her ears constantly. Now it was thundering. Regular blasts of rumbling reaching through her dreams and assaulting her ears. 
 
   She reached out to pull something over her head, anything to shut out the infuriating noise, her hand grasping for her spare pillow, but her fingers only met air. Seconds later the thunder stopped and warmth wafted across her. She turned towards it, glad of her escape from the chilled air.
 
   Something brushed her cheekbone and she heard someone let out an enormous yawn.
 
   “Gemma? Are you awake? Do you want some water?”
 
   Had that been Joe snoring all the time rather than a thunder storm? She felt very sorry for Lucy as she pulled her eyebrows together in confusion. She couldn’t open her eyes even when she tried. 
 
   “Joe? Is that you?” The hoarse whisper that rattled around the room didn’t sound like her own voice and she winced as her throat burned. Joe lifted her head slightly and pressed a glass to her lips. She drank gratefully. The fire in her throat diminished and she suddenly sat bolt upright as a horrible thought crossed her mind. “The kids? Oh my God! Are they safe?” She rasped out as she realized that she was still alive and lying in some unfamiliar bed. She struggled as the tightly tucked sheets threatened to pull her back down onto the bed.
 
   Joe grabbed her arm and stopped her moving. 
 
   “They’re fine, Gem. Relax. They’re at home with Dave and Geraldine. They’re all fine, as safe as houses.”
 
   She fell back on the pillow in momentary relief at the news, but was soon agitated again.
 
   “Where am I? This doesn’t feel like my bedroom. It certainly doesn’t smell like my bedroom either. I swear that’s disinfectant! Jesus! Why can’t I open my eyes?” She began to struggle again. 
 
   Joe dropped her arm.
 
   “You’re fine, don’t panic. I’ll get someone, find a nurse. Hang on, Gem, and don’t move.” 
 
   His voice moved away from her and she heard fading footsteps as a door swooshed closed. She lifted her hands to her face. There didn’t appear to be anything covering her eyes and for a heartbeat her whole world dropped to her stomach at the thought of being blind, but then rationality quickly took over. Her eyelids were closed and for some weird reason she couldn’t open them. They felt as though they were sealed together. 
 
   With all her other senses on full alert, she heard the door swish open again. 
 
   “Joe? What’s happening? I can’t open my eyes.”
 
   She could hear the panic in her voice as she listened to a footstep limping closer towards her. She stiffened as she breathed in a familiar, spicy scent.
 
   “No, you were in the water a long time. You’ve caught an infection in your eyes and I’m afraid they gummed up while you slept. I’m going to bathe them so you can open them. Okay?” There was a long pause as she tried to still her rapidly beating heart. Warm, wet pads suddenly swept over her eyes. She heard dripping water and then felt more gentle swipes. Fluid ran down the side of her face and was immediately dabbed away with a delicate touch. She took a few quiet breaths before she attempted to talk again. 
 
   “What are you doing here, Ryan? Why am I here? I have to get back on duty. I can treat an eye infection when I’m back at the centre.” She sounded more annoyed than she felt. If she was honest with herself she felt as though she could barely lift a finger let alone help with any of the guys back at the château.
 
   The wiping stopped for a second and then carried on as Ryan spoke again.
 
   “You nearly drowned, Gemma. If David hadn’t been so strong I would have lost you.” There was a catch in his voice and he gave a small cough as if to clear his throat before he carried on. “By the time he dragged you aboard you had hypothermia and were delirious too. The sea is pretty cold at any time of year on this part of the coast and after the energy you had expended keeping yourself and the kids afloat...well, let’s just say that you’re going to be staying here for at least the next day. It’s okay. I’ll be here with you.”
 
   Gemma flicked his hand away from her face, annoyed at his presumption that he could stay with her.
 
   “I don’t want you here, Ryan. I am not staying here like some invalid and I don’t need your help. I’m leaving right now.” She made to whisk away the covers, but there was a bustle and a young woman with a French accent suddenly spoke.
 
   “Non, absolutely not. You are staying ‘ere until the doctor says you can leave. You are not well enough yet. ‘ave you never ‘eard of secondary drowning?”
 
   Gemma was about to protest when Ryan spoke again, his voice nearly pleading. 
 
   “Please, Gem. Calm down. I know that you don’t want me and I promise to leave, but let the nurse do her job and treat your eyes. Stay here until the doctor says that you are well enough. I can’t bear the thought of anything else happening to you.”
 
   Gemma huffed out a breath as she slumped back on the bed. Her whole body ached, but her heart ached even more. The agony in his tone told her that his concern was genuine. She let out a sigh of resignation. The fluid on the pads had begun to un-glue her eyelids and she fought to pull them fully open. Another splash of warm water suddenly pressed against them, but she could feel the difference in the touch.
 
   “Ryan?” She queried quietly, but it was the nurse who answered her question.
 
   “Why were you so angry with ‘im? ‘e’s not moved from your bedside for two days. We only let ‘im stay because ‘e is your fiancé. ‘is friend, the big scarred man who was ‘ere earlier told us your relationship when ‘e brought Monsieur Taylor a blanket and some food. It’s against regulations normally but ‘e was so worried for you.”
 
   Gemma gasped audibly.
 
   “My fiancé! Lying arsewipe! Bloody hell! I’m going to kill the pair of them when I get out of here!” She gulped as her sore throat protested at her shrieks of outrage. 
 
   The nurse gave a laugh. 
 
   “I did wonder when I couldn’t find a ring but don’t worry so much. ‘e was no problem at all. You need to rest. You ‘ave been in a terrible ordeal. Your boat was swept right into the shipping lanes and ‘it by the main passenger ferry on its way into the ‘arbour. It was lucky that you are so fit. Anyone else would ‘ave died. The ferry company is considering an investigation.”
 
   Gemma fell silent as she considered the nurse’s words. She could recall the huge ship bearing down upon her, but barely remembered being in the water and quickly realized that hypothermia must have set in rapidly. She recalled her weird vision of everyone dying in the helicopter crash, the one that had taken her arm; David, the children, Ryan and herself, but that couldn’t have been recollections of the real disaster. She had survived that crash and miraculously, so had Ryan. 
 
   She took some breaths.
 
   “I hardly think it the fault of the ferry company that I was blown off course. Maybe they are going to try and sue me for damaging their ship?”
 
   The nurse laughed again.
 
   “I doubt they would ‘ave even noticed your boat. It was more the fact that they ‘adn’t noticed your ‘elicopter pilot sending them Morse code with his ‘eadlights that had them concerned, I think.”
 
   Gemma frowned as she remembered the flashing lights.
 
   “Ryan sent them Morse code in the middle of rescuing the kids and me while flying in a gale?” 
 
   “And ‘e was bellowing over the radio to the coastguard in French too. The story ‘as gone all around the town. ‘e is a great ‘ero.”
 
   “And a liar. He’s not my fiancé and not likely to be at this rate. That must have been Joe’s idea; I don’t think Ryan would have dared to spread that kind of rumour.”
 
   Gemma’s left eye suddenly peeled opened and the right one followed seconds later. She blinked for a moment before the nurse quickly popped some drops under her eyelids. Gemma’s vision blurred for a few seconds and then cleared again. Her eyes felt itchy and the lids scratched as she blinked. The nurse stood back.
 
   “I ‘ave to tell the doctor on duty that you are awake. Try not to go back to sleep until I ‘ave found ‘im. Your eyelids may stick back together if you do. You can bathe them in this solution.” She indicated a small bowl on the unit at Gemma’s side. There was a stack of cotton pads beside it and a disposal bag hanging from the cupboard door. “One wipe only across your eye with the pad or you will spread the infection. I’ll give you some more drops in a couple of ‘ours. It will clear up fairly soon.” The nurse left the room. 
 
   Gemma dipped two of the cotton pads in the fluid and rested them over her tender eyes to keep them moist while she closed them. Besides the fact that her arm felt as heavy as lead and twice as sore, she didn’t think that she could bear to wipe them again. It felt as though all her eyelashes had been plucked out in the ten minutes it took to un-glue them. 
 
   As she lay there waiting for the doctor her mind went back to the night of the storm. It was still very confusing. Joe had already confirmed that all the children were fine, but she would have rather seen them with her own eyes, just to make sure. She would have preferred that the news had come directly from David rather than Joe. She still felt terrible about the kids being on the boat in the first place. She should have checked the box before she left the jetty; not that she could have expected Robbie to dream up a plan so fantastic as building his own house and teaching his sister and brother himself. Her heart went out to the little lad. He was so desperate to stay with his family and from what she had witnessed of David’s frantic hauling, it looked as though he might just get his wish.
 
   She wondered if David had been furious with the boy or so relieved he had forgiven him everything. She hoped it was the later. She wished that she had been there to witness their reunion, but she couldn’t remember a thing about David hauling her into the helicopter. The last thing she could recall was feeling so tired that she couldn’t be bothered to even try to keep her head above the water. Her mind drifted over the images of David lifting the box, his arms straining in his t-shirt, his muscles bunching furiously as he hauled them upwards. His strength must be truly phenomenal to have lifted a dead weight like her from the water and Ryan must have been flying like an ace to have kept them steady in that gale.
 
   Her heart gave a little lurch. Of course he had flown well. He’d been flying in dangerous situations for years. He’d probably been in the air more than he’d been on the ground. A deep ache settled in her chest. Guilt swept over her. She had as good as accused him of killing all the men on that awful day, but he hadn’t. It was clear to her now that the whole thing was an ambush. She hadn’t listened to Ryan’s side of the argument and she hadn’t rationalized her thoughts after seeing the damning email. She’d taken everything that the investigators had revealed as gospel, but that didn’t mean it was true. She only had to remember what had happened to Paul to know that the services liked to play some cards very close to their chests.
 
   Patrick’s reaction to the man unnerved her too. He’d recognized Ryan immediately. Patrick never made mistakes like that. He had been in some kind of Special Services team alongside the computer expert, Alex. Gemma wasn’t even sure which department they had both worked for. Everything about Patrick and his team was a little secretive, but if he had invited Ryan to stay at the hotel, he must trust the pilot. 
 
   She took the now warm pads from her eyes, dropped them in the bin bag and settled a fresh set over them. A trickle of cool water ran away from her eye, down her skin and straight into her ear. She lifted her head and shook it while poking about in her ear with another cotton pad. When she thought that she had soaked up all the water her head felt clearer and suddenly everything became blindingly obvious to her. 
 
   If Ryan was in one of Patrick’s teams he would have been sworn to secrecy in exactly the same way Patrick was. He’d probably had no choice but to change his identity. He was telling the truth when he had said that he hadn’t been told anyone survived the crash. The services had tidied everything up very nicely. According to them, there were no witnesses or survivors, no one to tell what had really happened that day. 
 
   But Gemma had been there and she knew.
 
   In her semi conscious state while in the water some things about the crash might have been confusing, but that strange little ping just before they went down wasn’t. It had been in her imagination while in the waters around Brittany, but it triggered something in her memory of the day of the helicopter crash. 
 
   Something had hit them. Something had hit the rear rotor sending them into a tight spin. Ryan had managed to pull the damaged craft out of it and had landed them. It was hardly his fault that they had landed between the two massive rocks. He’d had no choice. If the tail of the plane hadn’t already been damaged by the missile it might have held until they could all get out of the cabin. It was only the rotor coming in at the door that had killed them all. 
 
   “Shit!” She couldn’t hold the expletive back. She’d driven away a man who had risked his own life for her. She hadn’t given him one chance to explain or to tell her what happened all those years ago; why he’d changed his name and hidden his identity. 
 
   When she first saw the email about him she’d gone off like a bomb, scattering debris around her as she always did, but this time the pieces were going to be harder to put back together. For one thing, she was trapped in this blasted hospital bed until the doctor could be persuaded to let her out. 
 
   She lay still and calmed her temper. Ranting and raving to the French doctor wasn’t going to get her out of the place any faster. If anything he was probably more likely to keep her in. She waited anxiously until her door swung open and a white coated gentleman stepped inside.
 
    
 
   Ryan stood outside the hospital doors and paced unevenly. He looked up at the clear blue sky and cursed under his breath at the injustice of it all. He’d given his country everything. His youth, his courage, his loyalty and now it had been thrown back in his face. Worst of all was not being able to explain anything to the woman he loved. She wasn’t going to trust him and he couldn’t tell her the truth. He wanted to tear his own hair out in frustration. 
 
   He stopped as Joe suddenly appeared in front of him with a cardboard cup from the drinks machine.
 
   “It’ll taste like crap, but it’s wet and warm. That’s about the most positive thing you can say about the tea in France. I ask James to send me over boxes of the decent stuff from England.” He handed Ryan the cup.
 
   Ryan raised an eyebrow.
 
   “Gemma and I had some great tea in one of the cafés in town. It’s a pity their drinks machines are as bad as ours back home.” He took a gulp of the greyish brew and winced at the flavour. “Gawd! I’m pretty sure that’s made with sea water!” 
 
   Joe laughed and took a gulp from his own cup. He swallowed quickly and gave a shudder. 
 
   “Vile! They should put a warning on the machine. Only drinkable if dying from thirst and then take all other options before buying!” He tipped the rest of the hot liquid into and unfortunate looking plant pot holder. The plant appeared to be most unhappy in its situation, probably due to the forced consumption of exceptionally bad beverages. 
 
   Ryan took pity on it and moved down the pathway a few paces before he ditched his cup of tea in what appeared to be a tub of dying gorse. He’d never seen a dead gorse bush before and for a moment he stared at it in fascination until he noticed several dried teabags lying on the earth in the tub. He wondered about the effects of the tea on ones stomach before he eventually turned back to Joe who stood watching back at him carefully. 
 
   “So am I wasting my time waiting?” Ryan demanded quickly as scuffed the toe of his cast on the granite paving slabs.
 
   Joe looked down at his watch then let out a long puff of air before he spoke. 
 
   “I’ve known Gem forever. She can be a stubborn cow at times, but she never once let me or anyone else I know down. She has a bit of a temper on her when things don’t go her way, but a woman has to work twice as hard as a man just to stand still in the services. They don’t get any preferential treatment and we guys don’t go easy on them. Makes them a bit temperamental on occasions. You know all that though. You must have had women pilots.” He waited for Ryan to acknowledge the fact before he carried on. “I’ve never met another woman quite like Gemma. Hard as nails, twice as loyal and mostly very fair given enough time to think things over...” He paused before looking back at the hospital doors. “How long do you think that doctor was going to be?”
 
   Ryan shrugged as he mulled over Joe’s words.
 
   “The nurse came in and took over just as Gemma told me to get out. I didn’t listen much after that. It was obvious that she didn’t want me there.”
 
   Joe snorted loudly. He flung his arm over Ryan’s shoulder and began walking back along the path with him. 
 
   “Nah! That was just Gemma flirting with you.” He laughed at Ryan’s surprised expression. “Give her some time. She just woke up and hadn’t had any coffee. Have to make allowances for two days worth of caffeine deprivation. It’s a pity that you went to the loo at that precise moment. I’m pretty sure that I wasn’t the one she wanted to wake up to.”
 
   Ryan shook his head.
 
   “I don’t think she was that keen on it being me either. She seemed more interested in getting back to the centre.” 
 
   Joe’s laughter rumbled in his huge chest.
 
   “That’s just Gem trying to take control over everything. Take no notice of all that bullshit. She’s a pussy cat really.”
 
   Ryan nearly choked.
 
   “Pussycat! More like a flipping tiger! Her claws are long.”
 
   Joe shrugged and then smirked.
 
   “Bigger the cat, the louder it purrs when you scratch it in the right place.” He looked down at his watch again. “Want to make a bet?”
 
   Ryan looked at Joe quizzically.
 
   “On what? The amount I am going to get ripped up if I don’t leave her alone? No thanks.”
 
   Joe sniggered.
 
   “No, dolt! On how long it takes her to persuade that doctor to let her out of here. Given that the nurse had to go and find him and then he has to come back and take a look at her, I reckon about forty minutes. How about you?”
 
   Ryan frowned. Gemma could be very persuasive when she wanted to be. The doctor would be a pushover for her. He narrowed his eyes.
 
   “Do I want to be here when we find out?” he asked hesitantly. 
 
   Joe nodded and grinned.
 
   “Course you do and this is probably the best place to meet her anyway. At least if she does bite off your head we can get some medical treatment pretty quickly for you.” 
 
   Ryan’s laugh almost choked him. He caught his breath and sighed. He had to be here. He couldn’t let her walk away from him without some explanation. If she wasn’t prepared to listen to him then it would be over. He gasped quietly as something tightened around his chest and his heart seemed to fall into his stomach. He looked over at Joe.
 
   “I didn’t think the rejection would hurt this badly. I’ve never fallen for anyone this hard before.” His voice sounded cracked and dry and for a moment he wondered if he should have thrown the vile tea away.
 
   Joe looked back at him, serious for a moment.
 
   “Painful, isn’t it. I thought I was going to go mad when Lucy walked out on me. Entirely my own fault of course, but the pain wasn’t any less for that. At least you can honestly say that you weren’t to blame for any of this shit. You were just doing your job, but ten years undercover is a long time. I wouldn’t have wanted to be in your shoes. Would have done my head in...Look, I know that you can’t break the rules, but you just have to tell her what you can. She’ll work it out eventually. You just have to be prepared to wait for her.”
 
   Ryan blinked quickly in the blinding sunlight. He bent his head.
 
   “My stomach feels as though eels have taken up residence. I didn’t know I needed someone as much as this. If she won’t listen to me then whatever David has offered, I’m going to have to leave this place. I couldn’t bear to be this close to her and not have her.” His voice faded to a whisper. He coughed and turned towards the road. “Sorry, sand blowing up from the pavement...” He straightened his shoulders quickly.
 
   Joe stood quietly while the man put himself back together. When he heard Ryan take a deep breath he spoke again.
 
   “So what about that bet? We’ve wasted another ten minutes of my time talking, but I’m willing to make some allowances for love sick soldiers.” He bellowed laughing and doubled over as Ryan’s fist flew towards his stomach.
 
   “Fucking arse!” Ryan said jovially as he pulled his punch. He looked back at the hospital doors and tilted his head. “Ok, you’re on. The nurse went straight to get the doc. Gem wouldn’t take any crap off the guy, but she probably wouldn’t make a fuss either. She’d state her case in the best possible way. I mean, it’s not like we don’t have medical staff at the centre. She would be well looked after there and if she left here now she would free up a much needed bed.” He nodded back into the crowded Accident and Emergency department and sucked in a deep breath. “I reckon about twelve minutes seeing as we’ve been here quarter of an hour already.” He stuck his hands behind his back and whistled through his teeth as he watched the hospital doors.
 
    
 
   The doctor left the room and Gemma breathed a sigh of relief. She was free to go but had strict instructions to return immediately if she felt any tightness of breath or discomfort in her chest. The doctor had wanted her to come back to have her knuckles redressed, but she reassured him that they had a nurse on hand at the centre along with all the necessary dressings.
 
   Gemma waited until the man had walked down the corridor before she climbed out of her bed and struggled to open the cupboard beside her. She narrowed her eyes at the sight of the short, flower print dress hanging in the tiny wardrobe. She flicked it out of the way and squinted through her sore eyes, hoping to locate her trousers and a long sleeved t-shirt. There was nothing hanging behind the dress. She bent to the set of drawers and fumed when she saw only a pair of white pants and a bra. The next drawer was completely empty. 
 
   Lugging the dress from its hanger, she flung it on the bed while she threw off the hospital gown and promptly headed for the shower. Attempting to wash in the meagre dribble of tepid water and harsh smelling soap didn’t help with her temper. Her residual arm was hopeless for reaching anywhere and the fingers of her other hand were bandaged. She stood half in the water and half out, trying to keep her hand dry while washing as much of herself as she could. 
 
   She dried off with the lone, inadequately sized towel and wrapped her hair in it afterwards as she looked around for deodorant. A small bag sat on the shelf beneath the mirror. Peering inside, she was relieved to discover a small selection of all necessities. She used the basics, and feeling slightly better for having clean teeth, she picked up the bag and walked back into her room.
 
   Glancing around, she quickly realized that her prosthetic arm was missing. Even checking under the bed didn’t reveal it and it was a few more seconds before she remembered that she had been wearing it in the water. She groaned as she quickly realized its fate. The electronics would never have survived the soaking. It was probably in several hundred pieces on a bench in Joe’s workshop by now.
 
    After looking at the dress again and noticing that it was one that she could just pull over her head rather than fiddle with fastenings she wondered if it and the wash bag had been Amy’s idea. She couldn’t imagine anyone else thinking of how she might manage her clothes without her arm and no man would have thought of moisturizer and lip balm. 
 
   She did the bra up with fumbling fingers, the thick bandages around her skinned knuckles making her movements awkward and time consuming, before she pulled it over her head and breasts. After her immediate recovery from losing her arm, it had taken her only a few days to realize that you couldn’t put a bra on the conventional manner with only one functional arm. Fortunately her pants were easier. 
 
   She dressed quickly and peered back into the wash bag. She lifted out the brush and ran it through her nearly dry hair before swiping a touch of moisturiser across her face and the balm across her cracked lips. Salt water was definitely not going to be placed high up on her beauty regime ever again.
 
   She gave a quick glance at her reflection in the mirror and stopped dead. She looked a complete wreck. Even after rinsing, her hair was frizzed and dry, her eyes were red rimmed and her cheeks looked sunken. She closed her eyes and breathed deeply for a second before she turned away from the mirror. There was nothing she could do about her appearance while she was still in the hospital. For a moment she considered calling a taxi to take her straight to see Rebecca or Delphine, but then she remembered that she hadn’t seen her phone anywhere either. It had probably ended up in bits alongside her arm. 
 
   She opened her eyes and glanced down at herself. The end of her residual arm stuck out of the end of the short sleeved dress. The pale skin looked pinker than she would have liked, but it had probably not enjoyed being submerged while still in the socket of her artificial limb. She took another look at the skin. It appeared to be healthy enough if a little unsightly and she looked back into the wardrobe to see if there was a cardigan or wrap that she could use to cover it. A puddle of colour caught her eye on the floor of the wardrobe. The long pashmina type scarf had obviously slid from the hanger. She lifted it out and wrapped it across her shoulders. She shoved her feet in a pair of soft pumps that sat under the edge of her bed and quickly left the room.
 
    
 
   His guess had been slightly off but only by a few minutes. He looked down at his watch as he saw Gemma push through the heavy hospital doors. 
 
   “Damn!” Joe interrupted his thoughts. “You clearly know her better than me. I thought she’d be forever getting ready. Lucy always stays in the shower for ages.”
 
   Ryan quirked an eyebrow.
 
   “I don’t think that Lucy has ever been on an Army base. About three minutes would do for Gemma, same as all the rest of us.” He took a step forward but then stopped as Gemma suddenly noticed him. 
 
   Her eyes moved rapidly between him and Joe. Joe gave her a big smile.
 
   “I’ll go and get the car. I’ll be about five minutes.”
 
   Gemma gave him a quick nod before she looked back towards Ryan. She waited until Joe had walked around the corner towards the car park before she spoke.
 
   “I think I owe you an apology.” She saw the relief course through Ryan’s body. His shoulders visibly relaxed and he took a step forwards. Gemma held up her hand to stop him coming closer. “While I was in the water I remembered stuff about the crash. Stuff that I always knew happened, but didn’t ever think about too closely.”
 
   Ryan’s eyebrows came down over his aqua eyes.
 
   “What do you remember or think that you remember? Not that it really matters any longer seeing that I’ve been slung out of my job.” There was a bitterness to his tone that touched Gemma’s heart. Flying had been this man’s life. Giving it up was bound to be difficult.
 
   “Something hit us before we went down. It pinged off the fuselage as you threw us about the sky.”
 
   Ryan let out a breath.
 
   “Heat seeker. Nearly escaped the damn thing too, but it clipped the rear rotor and sent us down. I was only just hanging onto the thing, but I would have landed it okay if those damn great rocks hadn’t been there. Complete bitch of a landing site.” 
 
   Gemma nodded. 
 
   “I saw them die. It wasn’t pretty. A bit of loose webbing saved me. It came away from the side of the cabin just as...” She trailed off, not wanting to remember the horrible moment. She took a couple of breaths before she spoke again. “It wasn’t your fault, Ryan. I realize that now, but I don’t understand why I wasn’t told that you were still alive or why you had to change your name?”
 
   Ryan shook his head.
 
   “I can’t tell you Gem. It’s all classified and I’m sworn by the Official Secrets Act.” 
 
   She could see the pain in his eyes. He was bound by something that he couldn’t break even for her. She took a step forward and stared up into his eyes.
 
   “You said something while you were flying the helicopter the other night. It looked like you asked me to trust you.”
 
   Ryan nodded.
 
   “That’s all I can ever ask of you, but I’ll understand if you can’t. It’s not easy to believe someone whose integrity has been called into question more than once, even if the charges were fabricated.”
 
   Gemma tilted her head and then smiled at him.
 
   “But it’s much easier to believe someone when their integrity has been upheld by people you know who would slice their own hearts out if the lies had been true.”
 
   Ryan frowned. 
 
   “I don’t know what you mean. Who upheld my trust?”
 
   Gemma almost laughed at his quizzical expression.
 
   “Dolt! Do you think that David would have trusted you for even a millisecond with his children if he hadn’t thought that you were safe to fly?” She shook her head. “Patrick knew who you were right from the outset and if he trusts you then so do the rest of us. It should have been obvious to me, but I’m afraid I let my mouth work before my brain stepped into gear. I shouldn’t even have needed that reassurance. You told me the truth from the beginning and I should have believed you without question. I’ll understand if you can’t forgive me.” Her tone had dropped with her chin.
 
   Ryan lifted his hand and reached out to touch her cheek.
 
   “For a few minutes the other night, I thought I had lost you. We couldn’t find you in the surf and then when we did eventually locate you, you went under the waves. If your arm hadn’t already been tangled in the harness David wouldn’t have been able to save you. When I think about the possibility of you leaving me here, alone, my heart almost stops beating. It’s only by force of will that I keep it going.” The pad of his thumb grazed across her bottom lip.
 
   Gemma lifted her eyes to meet his burning gaze. 
 
   “How can you say that when I was so awful to you? How can you ever forgive me for behaving so badly towards you?” She attempted to move away from him but he caught her about the waist and dragged her back to his chest.
 
   “Love is unconditional, Gemma. I don’t care what you said or thought. I was in the wrong too. I should never have let you leave my room. You could have waited there for me and I would have been back within a couple of hours to explain everything I could to you. It was as much my fault as yours.” His husky breaths touched her ear, causing her to shiver deliciously.
 
   She leaned back and blinked hard. Had she heard him properly? The sunlight was affecting her eyes badly but the doctor hadn’t mentioned that she had a problem with her ears too. Ryan stared back down at her, his turquoise eyes flicking slightly as his pupils dilated.
 
   “Does that mean...?” she couldn’t finish the sentence. She felt the heat rise into her cheeks. 
 
   Ryan gave a soft laugh and pulled her in close again.
 
   “Yes, that does mean...” He left his sentence as open ended as hers and brushed his lips across her forehead. 
 
   She sighed and snuggled into his broad chest. 
 
   “Good, I do as well.” 
 
   Ryan laughed softly.
 
   “We will discuss all this in far greater depth a little later, but if you are feeling up to it, I know that David is quite desperate to see you. He would have come over himself, but he can’t bear to be separated from his wife and children at the moment. Geraldine has had some trouble persuading him to sleep in his own bed. Joe told me that he wanted to set up a bunk in the kids’ room, just so that he could keep an eye on them, but Geraldine showed him a bottle of scented body oil that she had secreted in her pocket. He soon gave up the notion after that and now reckons this waxing lark is more fun than it first appeared.”
 
   Gemma let out a huge giggle.
 
   “Him and Geraldine have always been the same. They can’t keep their hands off one another.” Her eyes dipped to Ryan’s shirt. She peeked in at the open collar. “So you went through with it too. Hmm, I wonder what scented body oil would smell good on you.”
 
   Ryan breathed in a ragged breath as he ran his hands down the dip of her spine.
 
   “Shit...David will have to wait. We can see the children and discuss plans for my future another time. It won’t matter if we don’t begin the corporate pick-up service for the hotel and flying lessons for another week or so.” 
 
   Gemma leaned back and stared up at her handsome pilot.
 
   “So David is going to employ you?”
 
   Ryan spun around as he heard a short hoot. Joe sat inside the Range Rover, just a few metres away. Ryan gently took hold of Gemma’s bandaged hand.
 
   “Yes, I’m going to be doing a school run in his newly acquired helicopter as of next year when Robbie goes to Brest, and the rest of the time I’ll be chauffeuring around all the big wigs at the château. Ellen reckons that the hotel will see a profit from the extra special package for her corporate clients within weeks if we offer lessons as well. You know what people like that are like. They won’t be able to resist it...A bit like how I can’t resist you. Now will you stop asking me questions and get in the car? There are a few things that we need to do immediately, not least of which is to rub scented oil all over my exceptionally smooth chest. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Epilogue
 
    
 
   She gulped nervously before she took a step forward. Ryan held her hand but made no move to force her forwards. 
 
   “It’s okay Gemma, we don’t have to do it this way if you don’t want to. I can ask Joe to bring the car back around.”
 
   Gemma glanced up at the man beside her. His Aqua eyes blazed down at her, full love and future promises. She gave his hand a tight squeeze and then lifted her dress as she moved forwards determinedly.
 
   Ryan handed her up into the cabin and settled the flounces of ivory lace about his beautiful bride. He kissed her lips gently as he climbed into the craft. He deepened the kiss as Gemma’s arm wound around his neck and pulled him in tighter. 
 
   “Jeez woman, you’re going to be the death of me. Let me get this bird in the air and we can start the honeymoon a little sooner.”  He moved over to the pilot’s seat. 
 
   The engines started and the rotors began to turn. Gemma closed her eyes and fisted her hand in her skirt. She felt a warm hand caress her cheek and she opened her eyes. They were hovering above the waving crowd gathered in the rehab centre garden. She laughed as she noticed Ben grab William’s shoulders and angled the man to wave in the right direction. 
 
   The day had been perfect from beginning to end. They had married in Roscoff and had their perfect wedding breakfast in the centre. All the dishes were cooked by the guests with added dishes made by Patrick. The children had played in the orchard and the guests had sat enjoying the afternoon sun on the swimming pool terrace.
 
   Now she looked back at her new husband as he manoeuvred the helicopter up and over the trees. This first flight wasn’t going to be a long one, but it was the most significant for both of them as their trust for one another was tested anew. Only ten minutes later they were heading back towards the ground. The turrets and ivory walls of David and Ellen’s château surrounded them and a few minutes later Ryan was helping her from the helicopter cabin. 
 
   Gemma let out a small shriek as Ryan lifted her into his arms and carried her up the wide steps. 
 
   “You don’t mind coming here? We can go away if you want.” 
 
   She shook her head and buried her face into his shoulder. 
 
   “Do you know anywhere even half as luxurious as this place? Ellen has put us in the Bridal suite. It’s just beautiful. The bath is to die for.” 
 
   Ryan grinned. 
 
   “Good, you had best get naked then. I’m ready to try it out.”
 
   He strode up the stairs two at a time and pushed open the bedroom door. He dropped Gemma onto the enormous bed and stared down at her as she attempted to fight her way out of the drifts of lace that had flipped up over her head. She gave up when she felt his hands on her upper thighs. 
 
   Heat spread through her. She lay still as he worked his way up her body then threaded her fingers into his hair. He groaned as his lips touched the soft flesh at the base of her neck. 
 
   “Gemma, you are my life. I never want a day without you ever again.”
 
   She trailed kisses around his ear.
 
   “You’ll never have to. I love you, Ryan, now and forever more.”
 
   He suddenly rolled over on the bed and lay beside her. He stared up at the canopy above them. 
 
   “God! I am the luckiest man alive! Gem, I can’t believe what we have gone through to get here. We must have nine lives between us.”
 
   Gemma raised herself onto her elbow and traced her finger around his arched lips. He opened his mouth and sucked gently on the tip.
 
   “We must have survivors’ instincts. We would never have come through it all otherwise.” She leaned down and grazed her lips across his as he fumbled with the buttons on her dress.
 
   He let out a deep growl of frustration.
 
   “Well, there’s going to be something that doesn’t survive for much longer if these damned buttons don’t come undone very soon. Why on earth don’t women use zips!” He grasped the top of her dress and gave a sharp tug. 
 
   Buttons pinged about the room and the dress fell from her shoulders.
 
   Gemma laughed as he pushed the dress down over her hips. 
 
   “Just remember enjoying doing that when you tread on one of those buttons later.”
 
   Ryan grinned back up at her.
 
   “We’re not getting out of this bed for a very long time so I’ll worry about that when the time comes.” 
 
   Gemma began unbuttoning his shirt. She smiled as his newly waxed chest was revealed and she ran her fingers across his heated skin. Ryan slipped his hand into his trouser pocket and pulled out a small bottle. Gemma looked at it. Sandalwood and spice. She smiled widely and slowly unscrewed the lid. 
 
    
 
    
 
   The End
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   Joe’s chance for love if he can find the courage to tell the woman of his dreams how he feels, or will he let her walk into the arms of her worst nightmare?
 
    
 
   Scarred Horizon
 
   Paul has faced the worst, even going blind for a second time. Now he can’t see that love stands right in front of him and that he’s about to make the worst mistake of his entire life.
 
    
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   A Perfect Summer
 
   Can a young woman’s hideous past be wiped out by one perfect summer of love?
 
    
 
   Silent Treatment
 
   Will a dancer’s dream come true or will three years of Silent Treatment silence the love she has saved?
 
    
 
   Delicious Desires
 
   Big plans take the icing off the cake but even bigger personalities threaten to destroy their love.
 
    
 
   Treasured Dreams
 
   A forgotten diary reveals the secret of a golden room and the mystery of the destruction of two families.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Tinted Lenses
 
   An arranged marriage, a drug dealing pilot and an oversized photographer all fight for survival in the Amazon rain forest.
 
    
 
   A Fallen Fortune
 
   Can Leo change his future forever and give up everything he owns for a chance at love?
 
    
 
   Silence of Scandal
 
   A Regency Romance
 
    
 
   With blackmail and scandal chasing him constantly, will the new Duke of Ormond be able to save his pride, his home and the family jewels? 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   You can keep up with Jackie and her wonderful author friends on her website 
 
    
 
   www.romanticsuspensebooks.org
 
    
 
   Or contact her at anytime on 
 
    
 
   jackiewilliams17@aol.com  
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