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Pia lay on her stomach in the long grass reading the latest crime thriller and was totally absorbed in the story. She prided herself on being able to guess who the murderer was within the first few pages, but this time she was totally stumped. There were so many twists and turns that she was left with the impression any one of the characters so far described could have committed the crime. The foul-mouthed lecherous squire, for instance, with his wandering hands. Far too obvious, but what about the bland always smiling estate agent? His small shifty eyes always on the watch. Or the vicar, a real smarmy piece of work. Those teeth couldn’t be real! Hm, and then there was the timid little secretary constantly on the edge of tears at being bullied and embarrassed by her oily swaggering boss. She would certainly be filled with bitter enmity toward the man. On the other hand, the girl hadn’t bumped him off as yet, and he would have been the first to die on Pia’s list.

Which left who to fit the crimes? Surely not the handsome hero? That would be just too disappointing. Although he did always seem to arrive on scene shortly after each murder. Mm, very suspicious. She frowned at that thought and read on avidly. Another character caught her attention, his nosy overprotective mother. She fitted in there somehow, not sure of her yet. A busybody maybe, but a murderer? That was hard to imagine when her main priority was to keep her son safe, and who would look out for him if she ended up in prison? So, not such a likely suspect, she could cross her off her list.

Pia had nearly reached the last chapter and was still none the wiser, which was a good thing, she supposed, as it made for a very interesting read, when her speculations were brought to a halt. Something was disturbing her deep concentration, and at first, she shrugged it away, not able to stop reading as the real culprit was about to be revealed. The persistent sound gradually penetrated her thoughts, and a sense of alarm filled her. Had she really heard a scream, or was it just her overactive imagination? No. There it went again, and it wasn’t just some playful high shrieks of laughter. This was a high-pitched screech of genuine fear. Make that terror, she thought, as the cry was repeated again on a long-drawn-out wail that made her jump in shock.

She turned and sat up, throwing her book aside, then leapt lithely to her feet as she tried to pinpoint the source of the cries. She got her bearings as the sound was emitted again, this time more keenly. The cries were issuing from the direction of the river, a short distance away through the woods opposite from the sun-dappled clearing where she had been lying. It was a child’s voice filled with abject terror, which grabbed at her heart and galvanised her into immediate action.

As Pia raced through the trees and shrubs uncaring of the damage being done by brambles and branches to her dress, and burst into the clearing, she saw a young girl of no more than five or six standing on the riverbank her hands pressed over her mouth in silent horror. The little girl appeared to be transfixed by the scene unfolding in front of her, and for a brief second so was she. Pia was faced with a worst-case scenario; one she would never have thought she would be called upon to deal with. A small blond-haired boy, who looked to be about three years old, was clinging desperately onto a fragile looking willow sapling protruding from the bank. The spindly wood, though strong, was already bent at an extreme angle and looked as though it were about to snap even as she watched. The boy was partially submerged by the deep turbulent water, and by the look of it wouldn’t be able to maintain his precarious hold for much longer. Knowing how flexible willow wands could be, Pia knew which would give way first between his fragile grip and the sapling, so there was no time to waste.

His small round face was screwed up and his mouth wide open, as frightened bubbling sobs of distress issued from his throat. His tiny hands were, even now, beginning to slip from the wet vegetation. Any minute now and his head would be under that water, and then there would be no hope of saving him. She had to act now! Other people had heard the screams and were converging on the scene, but much too far away to get to the boy in time, which left only her to go to his aid. Without hesitation, she brushed past the stricken girl, slithered down the steep slippery bank and jumped into the muddy river. She gasped in shock and stiffened as her body entered the cold water, knocking the breath out of her. It felt as though a giant icy hand had clamped viciously around her chest, and she found herself falling forward, floundering as she sought to find some solid ground beneath her feet to gain purchase on, only to find that there was nothing beneath her but water.

The river was deeper than she had at first thought, and her chest was tightening even more at the creeping coldness taking over her shaking body. She thrashed her legs to push against the current and get to the bank, forcing her leaden limbs to respond. Now her teeth were gritted and chattering. Who would have thought that on such a bright sunny late-spring day the water would still be so freezing cold. June was supposed to warm the earth up, but apparently that didn’t apply to the water, as she was finding out to her cost. Yet somehow, she had to gain control and get a hold of the boy, then get him to safety, or they would both drown.

She wondered how such a small child had not already succumbed to the cold, or even managed to stay where he was, because the current was forceful enough to sweep her legs away from under her, and once she had got a foothold on a raised section of rocks it took all her energy just to stay upright. She blinked and looked around her, seeing where she was in relation to the child, and felt a sense of fear. Pia could only think that her impetus, driven by panic when jumping in, had caused her to enter the water further out than she’d intended. It was imperative that she made it back to him before it was too late. Only a few feet separated them now, yet it seemed to take forever to get nearer as the strength of the water made any movement sluggish and kept holding her back. With one final thrust, she frantically pushed herself back in towards the bank, found some firm shingle among the slimy mud beneath her feet, and managed to grab the petrified boy, then threw him bodily up onto the side and safety. In the few seconds it took to lift him she lost her balance, and the water knocked her off her feet, then sucked her greedily down before sweeping her away down river.

It was fortunate for Pia that she was a strong swimmer, but even so she found it hard to keep herself afloat above the rough fast-flowing water as it carried her relentlessly downstream towards a tumble of rocks. She could see them fast approaching, yet could do nothing to halt her rapid progress and prepared herself for the worst. Her limbs were so cold now that she could hardly move them to swim and keep her head above water, let alone take avoiding action. Then luck appeared to be on her side, because the current suddenly swirled her in toward the shallows as the river veered around a deep bend, and Pia was relieved to feel solid ground beneath her feet. She tried to push herself forward on rubbery legs, grabbing at the foliage which overhung the water, intending to pull herself clear of the turbulent current.

She had no time to experience relief, because unfortunately the incline here was still very slippery as well as steep, and the coarse tufts of grass she had managed to grab hold of as an anchor came away in her numb hands, sending Pia falling back into the treacherous current where she struck her head on a large rock which was partially submerged by water and weeds. The last thing she remembered was the murky water closing over her head as she went under. No time to panic or fear. The world had already darkened.

The next thing she became painfully aware of was a heavy persistent rhythmic pressure on her chest as she began to rise to the surface, but it wasn’t the river she was still submerged in. Pia recognised, to her great relief, that she was now on dry land. The pressure abruptly eased, as she gave a gasp of pain and began coughing hoarsely.

“Open your eyes!” A deep voice commanded. Obviously male, and it was a voice used to being instantly obeyed. It worked.

She obediently raised her heavy lids and immediately winced as she became aware of a pounding headache, and also of a large male figure kneeling down beside her with his hands resting on her rib cage.

“Take it easy,” the voice instructed. The hands quickly moved away; their job now done.

“Ow! Oh...mm... my God!” Pia groaned, as she tried to sit up. Her head felt as though someone had hit it with a brick. Then to her mortification, she coughed up a fair amount of the water she had managed to swallow. She rolled weakly onto her side as another mouthful of water forced its way through her chattering teeth and then made a feeble effort to lift herself up. She failed and fell back on to her knees, her body only supported by her elbows, with her head hanging down and her rear in the air. Pia slowly lifted her head, realising that it was hardly a dignified position to be seen in, and glanced up, noticing through slitted eyes that the man now standing beside her prone body was making no effort to help her stand. Why was he looking at her like that? Okay, she probably looked like a pile of wet rags, but she could hardly help that, so why the intense look?

He was watching her with an odd expression which closely resembled contempt, as he drawled, “You’re obviously not dressed for swimming, so I can only assume you fell in. Rather careless of you, don’t you think? I should have thought that someone of your age would have known better than to walk too near the edge of the water. Especially a river as deep as this one.”

The strong sense of disapproval emanating from the man so surprised her that Pia made no immediate answer, and she regarded him with puzzled eyes. He sounded impatient, as though she had caused a glitch in his obviously valuable time. She raised herself on to her hands and squinted up at him crossly. The water running from her bedraggled hair was partially obscuring her view, but she could see enough of the man to gauge his looks. Not exactly a Greek god. His large broad-shouldered body looked quite formidable and was far too heavily muscled for such a deity. More like one of the sentinels that guarded the mouth of Hades, the dark underworld. She could only describe him as shaggy. He had overly long black curly hair, with equally dark frowning brows lowered over deeply set unfriendly brown eyes set in a ruggedly handsome face. Which, at any other time, she might have admired, but not right now, not with that strangely suspicious scowl he was giving her. Maybe he just didn’t like women.

The man went on watching her, his mouth tightening as though losing patience. Waiting for some explanation, Pia supposed. Like why she should choose to suddenly dive into the river and try to drown herself, when the name of the real murderer in her book was about to be revealed. She gave a slight sigh of laughter at her unreasonable train of thought. After all, he didn’t know that she had been reading shortly before her unexpected entry into the water, and

she couldn’t be bothered to tell him the real reason why she had ended up in such a predicament. Apart from the fact that she now felt slightly ill from swallowing too much of the foul-tasting water and felt wet and uncomfortable, all she wanted to do was go home and change, and this man didn’t look as though he would be remotely interested in listening to any explanation about her impromptu dip. At least the disagreeable man had hauled her out and saved her life. That was a good point in his favour, but why was he so resentful of the fact?

“Thank you for rescuing me,” Pia muttered through shaking lips, as she forced herself upright and staggered on suddenly weak legs. She felt oddly unreal as the situation suddenly struck her, and hoped she wasn’t about to pass out in front of him.

“Are you okay?” he asked abruptly, on observing her ashen face. His hand lifted as though he was about to offer support, but that notion was quickly dispelled as it dropped to his side again and he stepped back. “How will you get home?”

“Perfectly easily,” she answered, fighting for calm and wishing he would go away. She felt an overwhelming urge to cry like a child after what had just happened, but managed to control herself. “I don’t live very far away, so it’s no problem, thank you.”

“Well, if you’re sure,” he said, slowly.

The indecision on his face made her frown. Pia could almost hear the withheld relief. Probably thanking his lucky stars that he wouldn’t need to have further contact with her by taking her home. What a strange attitude, and what an extremely unpleasant man. He was certainly not a chivalrous man, that was for sure. Most people would have made sure she was well enough to make it back home and escorted her there. He was the exception to the rule, it seemed. Suddenly she was hit by a twinge of conscience for her negative thoughts, as for the first time she realised, with some remorse, that he was also dripping wet. If she was freezing, he must be feeling much the same. Even as she had struggled out of her half-drowned state, she had been aware of being given CPR, and he had been the only one kneeling by her body when she had opened her eyes.

No wonder he felt fed up. All the man was asking was whether she would make it home all right on her own. She wasn’t usually so bad mannered and quick to judge. The man had pulled her to safety, after all, and by the obvious state of him, had to enter the water to save her, risking his own life in the process, and then resuscitated her. He’d saved her life, and she had the gall to criticise him. Fortunately, only in her mind. It was no wonder he didn’t want to take her home in the condition he was in. She could only think that it was her own embarrassment at her present bedraggled state which was making her act so out of character.

Pia let him hold her arm, an instinctive reaction on his part when she swayed and nearly fell over. He dropped her arm quickly as soon as she regained her balance, and shoved his hands into his trouser pockets. She noticed the action and thinned her lips, probably so he wouldn’t have to touch her again. She hastily brushed the wet hair away from her face, and eased the soggy dress from her body, not liking the way his eyes were now lingering on her ample curves. She glanced up into his eyes and was surprised to see not admiration, but a wry calculating expression. It wasn’t as though she expected men to fall all over her; she wasn’t that vain, but Pia wasn’t unaware of her own charms and had often seen the gleam of appreciation in men’s eyes when they encountered her.

She gave a silent huff of laughter at her own muddled thoughts. She could feel her normally bouncy shoulder length fair hair clinging flatly to her head, and her stained and muddy dress didn’t exactly add to her overall appeal at the moment. What had she expected; for him to be bowled over by her stunning beauty? That description was something she couldn’t lay claim to at the best of times. Looking like this, she could hardly blame the man for his disinterest, but what did that look of contempt convey? It had been on his face from the moment she had opened her eyes and seen him, and it was starting to irritate her. She would like to have been more profuse in her thanks, but something in those dark watchful eyes held her back.

He gave her a narrow-eyed look as she went on staring silently at him not knowing quite what to say to end this brief acquaintance. The man did it for her. He withdrew his hands from his pockets, then placed bunched fists on his hips and threw his head back arrogantly.

“This is private land, and arriving by way of the river is a new one on me, I have to say, which I might point out could very well have ended more tragically than you had allowed for in your plans. I certainly don’t need any more problems in my life at the present moment, thank you, so no more trespassing, if you please. It’s not good for your health, as you no doubt have now realised!”

“I beg your pardon?” Pia gasped, staring up at him, her blue eyes open wide in stunned disbelief. Her mouth was also slightly open, and she closed it with a distinct snap as his words sank in. If she had read the implication in those words correctly, this weird individual had actually thought she had jumped in the river deliberately to get to him. Would any woman do that? Maybe one might if she were dying and wanted to visit hell to atone for her misdeeds in this life, but a normal female, no way. Wow! He must have some high opinion of himself.

The man was standing with his arm now raised, his finger pointing into the far distance and ordering her off his land like the villainous squire in her book, and need he bellow like that? How dare he? Pia felt her scalp prickle and her neck and shoulders tense as a surge of temper coursed through her. The feeling was instantly followed by a sense of outraged humiliation. She was still filled with a sense of disbelief that he had uttered such drivel. For him to even think that any woman would go so far as to throw herself into a river just to gain his attention was so bizarre that she was sorely tempted to hit him. How vain must he be to judge her like this? And what a massive ego he must have. Trust her to find the ultimate chauvinist to save her!

She swallowed her ire and kept her voice remarkably calm given the provocation. She looked from left to right, and then back at him “Since there’s no-one else in sight, I can only presume that you are addressing me!”

“Spot on. Very astute of you, and I presume that you can read,” he drawled sarcastically. “The signs I’ve put up around this estate saying ‘private’, mean precisely that, and I usually meet prospective friends or clients by appointment and of my own choosing. Although I think that I’m right in assuming you’re not here to conduct business.”

“No, as it happens, but I do get the message,” she snorted. “I just can’t believe you’re for real.”

“I have found, through some bad past experiences, that women often find the weirdest ways of trying to catch my attention.” He stated this with a growing frown, as he observed the growing anger in her eyes.

“You mean you actually find women who want to go out with you? You arrogant man!” Pia hissed, incensed by his erroneous deduction. “If I was after a boyfriend, which I most definitely am not, the last sort of man I would choose would be one like you. I’m not that desperate. Conceited men are not my scene, thank you!”

“Pardon?” Tyler Carrington frowned down at her furious face. Now he came to think of it, she didn’t even look remotely attracted to him. For the first time in his life, he felt at a disadvantage, and didn’t welcome the feeling. Unless she was playing it smart and thought to confuse him by protesting too much. Well, Ty wasn’t about to be fooled by her. No woman had ever managed to get the better of him, and this virago wasn’t going to be the one who did.

Pia glared at him. “You heard me. Thanks very much for your help, and goodbye.”

“Do you even know where you’re going?” Ty snapped as she stalked off.

“I’ll find the way, even if it means jumping back in the water,” she shot back angrily over her shoulder.

“Don’t be so damn ridiculous,” he growled. “At least let me point you in the right direction.”

It didn’t help her mood when he showed Pia a path completely opposite to the way she had chosen to stalk off, which rather diminished her show of bravado. “Thank you,” she said begrudgingly, shooting him a quick look under her lashes.

“Anytime,” Ty replied, with a tight smile.

Pia didn’t look back as she marched away. She searched her memory to find something familiar about the man but couldn’t place him as hard as she tried. Maybe he was a well-known actor, or writer, perhaps some face she had seen on television, like an announcer? No, she would have remembered a dark thunderous face like that. Yet he’d acted as though women were a constant trial to him, so he must be fairly well known, if only around here. The local Lothario, no doubt, or at least he seemed to be under the illusion that he was. Well, it didn’t matter to her as she wasn’t local and would probably be leaving the area shortly anyway. As for trying to gain his attention, she wasn’t even in the market for man hunting. She had better things to do with her time, and if he was an example of what was on offer, she would stay well clear, thank you! She had enough wounded emotions where men were concerned to last a lifetime.

It had been four long years since Andy had died, and heart-wrenching grief wasn’t something Pia had been familiar with until then. She’d been torn apart, unable to cope with her emotions, and had suffered a minor meltdown, hardly leaving home for over a month. Andy had taken the sunshine with him, leaving her bereft and adrift in a sea of misery. Their wedding had been set for midsummer, and her life was sailing sublimely into a rosy future. Then came the terrible news in the spring of that year, Andy’s car had been involved in a head-on crash, and he had died instantly. Her world had changed overnight from joy and laughter to a deep consuming despair. Her always smiling light-hearted boyfriend was gone forever, and she couldn’t imagine life without him. The accident wasn’t his fault. A lorry had veered straight into him, and Andy had stood no chance. It wasn’t even the other driver’s fault. The man had been badly hurt, but had survived the crash, the lorry being the sturdier vehicle, so the car came off worst. A tyre had blown, and Andy’s fate was sealed. It was so final, so unbelievable, that even after being given the news, Pia could still not accept that he was gone forever.

––––––––
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Pia couldn’t even go and see him for just one last glimpse or to hold his hand, as his family wouldn’t allow it. That had hurt, too. Andy’s unfortunate father Frederick was the one called upon to identify his son’s remains, and there was no way on earth he would wish that dreadful sight on anyone else. Pia wouldn’t have recognised the poor crushed body, and even he had a job to claim it as his own son. Frederick didn’t wish her or the rest of his family to have to witness that last heartbreaking image. Let them remember the youthful charming face, and the wide infectious smile. It would be quite a while before he could recapture it himself after viewing the remains. This terrible sight bore no resemblance to the laughing young boy Frederick remembered, and he knew life would never be the same again for any of those who had known Andy. The mortician had done his best, but it had been an uphill battle to even make Andy presentable for identification purposes. Frederick would take that heartbreaking sight to his grave. At least his wife and Pia had been spared that.

Time did heal, slowly and painfully, yet even now the image of Andy’s smiling face often came between Pia and sleep. She mourned for herself and what might have been, and more so for Andy who had been so full of life and plans for a future now lost. After the funeral, which in itself was something of an emotional ordeal as, of course, they were for everyone, life stretched bleakly ahead. Yet she had to try and maintain a sense of normality, especially where Andy’s parents were concerned. They were hurting just as badly as she was, maybe more so. After all, he was their child, and they had loved him for many more years than Pia had known him.

When she had managed to collect her thoughts and regain a modicum of normality, Pia had immersed herself in work. It was the only antidote to that slippery descent into the darkness of depression. She started early in the morning, and stayed late until even Eric, her manager, told her to slow down. He had ordered her to take time out and go find somewhere peaceful and relax. Eric didn’t want her to have a breakdown on his watch, he told her, ‘So please take my advice.’ Pia had taken him at his word, and up to this moment in time, had enjoyed her tranquil holiday in the small semidetached cottage in a quiet hamlet.

Her first view of the tiny cottage and the surrounding countryside had instantly made her start to relax as peace washed over her, seeping into her very pores. This was exactly what she had needed. A place she could totally unwind. Eric had been right; she had needed to stop and simply take stock of her life. An elderly man lived in the cottage next door, whom she only saw occasionally, and Pia would give him a casual wave as she passed. He would wave back; a slight lift of the hand, no conversation as such, maybe just a hello or good morning. Apart from him there wasn’t a thing to disturb her peace, and that suited her just fine.

She had smiled on first seeing the two cottages. If they were converted into one dwelling it would still be too tiny to be called a house, but the very size of it appealed to her. She had been drifting along simply trying to put her depressing memories into some sort of order, and had been succeeding up until now, so for that odious man to even think she was making a play for him made her so furious she could scream. Which she suddenly did, giving vent to all her pent-up rage long and loudly, and felt marginally better for it. Although it didn’t exactly help to ease her growing headache. She put a hand to her mouth and glanced about her furtively giving a sudden gasp of laughter at her own childish behaviour. Thank goodness no other people appeared to be around. How embarrassing would that have been, for people to come running to help. A grown woman having a tantrum would be a cause for alarm to anyone, she sniggered.

What Pia had not allowed for was that even from the distance now separating them, the man’s ears had picked up the sharp sound, and he came barrelling through the trees and bushes towards her, making her jump and turn her head in startled alarm. Oh God, now what? What could he possibly accuse her of now? Perhaps it was because she wasn’t disappearing fast enough from his land. She wouldn’t be surprised if, in his belligerent mood, the man picked her up bodily and ran through the woods with her, then threw her over the nearest gate. By the size of him, he could do it easily enough. She prepared herself for battle, when suddenly the penny dropped. He had obviously heard her banshee-like wail. Oh, dear!

Tyler skidded to a halt when he saw her standing on the pathway which led through the woods, regarding him over her shoulder with pink cheeks and obviously in no danger. When she turned around regarding him in wary surprise, the transparent dress didn’t do much to improve his anger either, and he wasn’t sure if it was directed at her or himself for the unwelcome stirring in his loins. Why would he feel such an unexpected response toward a perfectly strange woman? All right, with that wet material hugging her body so lovingly, she presented a very voluptuous image, and Tyler felt like an adolescent again seeing partially exposed breasts for the first time. He mentally berated himself. Grow up, man. She’s just another woman among many, and am I quite mad to be attracted to something that looks like a bedraggled scarecrow? Tyler gathered his wits and glared at her.

“What the hell are you playing at?” he barked, his broad chest still heaving with exertion. His wet shirt stuck to his skin, outlining his muscular chest in minute detail.

Something Pia found herself noticing with deepening interest. Stop that, she told herself. “Sorry,” she mumbled, snatching her gaze away. “I didn’t know anyone would hear me.”

“Really?”

His sarcasm wasn’t lost on her, and the obvious doubt in his voice made Pia’s body swell with indignation. Which made a button pop




d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
T
Essa S
L58SA O THLS;






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





