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Chapter One

 


"Bloody stupid, idiotic…" Eva muttered as a
particularly vicious nettle decided she needed to feel its sting.
She might like to feel a sting, but not like that. Mind you it was
so long since she'd had that sweet pleasure, she may well have
changed her mind. The nearest Eva had got to anything remotely
kinky—or remotely anything non-kinky for that matter—was in her
bedtime reading. Life was mundane at the moment. Busy, but
boring.

Thank goodness for bullets and self
help.

"Damned puppy. Russ, come here, here, boy."
Eva crooned the words without much hope that Russ—the four month
old, escapologist Jack Russell puppy—would hear, or if he did, pay
attention. That only happened if it suited him, which wasn't
often.

With a sigh and the odd
gasp and swear word—the brambles were vicious—Eva made her way
gingerly through the bushes and nettles toward the shed she was
sure Russ had wriggled into. Why couldn't people mend rotten wood,
and keep their premises Russ-proof? Or if not, why couldn't Russ
make a hole she could see through and therefore into the large shed with its peeling
paint and several oversized padlocks. Given a guaranteed
neighbor-free ten minutes and her personal, illegal lock picking
set, Eva could have got inside without any problem, but she
reckoned there was as much chance of that as learning to play
squash like a champion. The only time she'd played, her brother had
refused to take her again, saying he feared for his head—she had no
sense of where the ball was—so the likelihood of either scenario
was infinitesimal

If these new neighbors caught her skulking
around like an undercover cop, there would be hell to pay, and not
just from them. They'd already showed they were about as friendly
as a shoal of sharks on a food foray. Her one smile as they passed
her cottage, much too fast in a top of the range, unsuitable
Mercedes had been well and truly ignored. The only time she'd
walked up the track since they'd moved in was when she took Russ
for a walk. She’d seen a tall stereotypical hard guy washing the
car, and he'd stared so nastily, she almost felt she needed to
apologize for living.

"Russ, you cloth eared numpty. Do you want
to be cat food or something? They won't want you nosing around.
Come on, out now." She hissed the words, and even though the
situation was serious, she could see the humor in it. Whispering to
a dog, who had selective hearing at the best of times. "Silly
nitwit. Do you have one brain cell inside that skull of yours?"

"Probably." The voice was amused. "At least
one. Eva McEwan?"

Eva yelped in surprise, turned around and
lost her balance. The nettles and brambles loomed ever closer and
she slid toward them. A muscular pair of arms, luckily attached to
the hottest body she'd ever seen, saved her.

Sheesh, he's worth almost getting nettle and
bramble rash for.

"Sign here." The hot-bod hoisted her over
the bushes as if she was a featherweight—and she certainly wasn't,
a glance in her mirror told her that—and set her down on the crazy
paving that meandered from the cottage to the shed.

Eh? Eva registered the fact the guy was in a postman's uniform.
His tanned legs showed to perfection below regulation, well
pressed, navy shorts and his short-sleeved pale blue shirt with its
red logo over one pocket enhanced his muscular arms. And oh grief
was that a tattoo peeking from under the sleeve? She was a sucker
for tattoos. It was with difficulty that Eva firmed her lips to
stop herself drooling.

"Where's Jimmy?" she asked as she scrawled
her name. "And why accost me here?"

"Jimmy?" He looked confused for a moment and
then his face cleared. "Oh, your usual postie. He's gone down with
some lurgy or another. This area is short staffed so they've
brought me in to cover. And you confused me because my name is
James, though I get called Jamie. Jamie Parlane at your
service."

No you're not. Neither
Jamie Parlane nor at my service, and oh shit life is gonna get
complicated. Why is he here? Playing postie? All of a sudden Eva had recognized the guy in front of her.
The clothes he wore had thrown her at first.

Wrong uniform.

A nasty itch set about
teasing her shoulder blades. Why don't I
know about it? I'm only on a week's leave at home, not in Acapulco
or Australia or sommat. Heads are about to roll.

"Hello," she said evenly.
His eyes narrowed. Well it wasn't the most gracious of
greetings. Tough. "So, why track me to here?"

"I have to get you to sign for this letter,"
he said as he handed it over. "Eva McEwan, Lochan Cottage."

Eva took it, and glanced down at the small
padded envelope. She recognized the typeface and the assumed name
on the back. Probably it was arriving an hour or so too late.

"But I don't live here. I live about half a
mile down the track toward the village. This is Gorse Cottage. I'm
trying to get my bloody dog to come out of that shed before the
owners come back and give me laldy. They're the sort that give
unpleasant a bad name." She raised her voice. "Russ, get your
backside here now, or no treats for a week."

There was a rustle and a joyful bark as a
black and white bundle shot between her legs and jumped up in
apparent pleasure to see her. Then it spun around three times and
leaped up at Jamie. To Eva's amazement, Jamie picked the squirming
bundle up and held the puppy far enough away not to have his face
washed.

"Enough. Yes, you're gorgeous, but give over
now." He tucked Russ firmly under his arm and looked directly at
Eva. "It's not Lochan Cottage?"

She shook her head.

"So what are you doing here then? Being
neighborly?"

It was a fair question. Eva pointed at the
now still and apparently comfortable Russ. "Hardly, they aren't the
neighborly type. No it was him and his Houdini tendencies. He seems
to think the shed here is his meaning for living. God knows what's
in it, but if he ever gets off his lead and out of the garden he
makes a beeline, or a dog line to it." She didn't add she also
wondered what on earth was in the building. "You must have missed
my home."

Jamie grinned. "So where's Lochan Cottage
then?"

"It's set back behind trees a bit. Look can
we get away from here? I have one of those nasty unpleasant itches
between my shoulder blades. The sort that says something unpleasant
could well happen if we don't." She wasn’t sure why, but experience
had taught her never to ignore it. Shit was about to hit the fan if
she did.

There was the noise of a vehicle approaching
and then stopping. Doors slammed and high voices were heard.

"Oh fucking shit." Eva stared up at her
companion. "You might talk your way out of this predicament, by
showing your badge. I won't." And she couldn't show her badge
anyway. Even if she had a mind to—which she didn't— it was at
home.

"Here," Jamie thrust Russ at her. "Can you
slip away through the trees? I'll fend them off. I do have
something for this house as it happens. Then I'll meet you at
yours." He swung round and walked swiftly and silently to the door.
Was it serendipity that the cottage was set back to front and the
front door faced the garden, not the road? The letterbox was in it,
so a postie would have a need to circle the house to be able to
deliver a letter.

Eva watched and admired his ass for a few
seconds and then made her way behind the shed and through the only
bit of fence that hadn't been renewed. Most of the old ramshackle
planks had been replaced, and would be impenetrable. For now there
was a three-foot section with a couple of planks missing. She held
firmly onto Russ as she wriggled through the nearest twelve-inch
gap, and walked along a tiny deer track. A hundred yards or so on,
she branched off at a tangent and made her way toward her own
cottage. Luckily the deer track went up the side of the hill and
didn't keep to the floor of the valley toward her home. She didn't
want her neighbors to find how accessible they were.

As she walked Eva turned her current
situation over in her mind. So what was Jamie Swinton, presently
known as Parlane doing masquerading as a postie? Was it pure bad
luck that she recognized him? After all, their acquaintance was
very slight. If she'd hadn't taught him on one occasion, and
recognized him on one other memorable one, he'd have pulled his
impersonation off. She wasn't sure whether to be thankful, amused
or dismayed that he hadn't recognized her.

A happy yip from Russ brought her out of her
musing and back to the present. She'd reached the boundary of her
land, and across the garden Jamie was sitting on the bench next to
her back door, his long legs stretched out in front of him. Her
house was built the correct way round, and her back door faced the
rear garden, with its fruit bushes, scrap of lawn, and roughly dug
earth, that Russ thought was his personal bone burying land.

Russ wriggled and she let him down on the
ground. He scampered off to Jamie and squirmed with pleasure as
Jamie leaned forward and stroked his ears.

Jamie looked up as Eva approached him. "Hi,
you made it, and so did I it seems. Such pleasant neighbors you
have. I was told in no uncertain terms to leave their post in the
village. I told them they'd need to go and sign to have that
happen."

"Would they?" Eva asked, intrigued at the
insight into all things Royal Mail.

"No, idea, I've never come across that yet,
but it was enough to annoy them. Something about the guy I spoke to
put my back up. Not very professional, but—" he shrugged. "I'm only
human. They were not best pleased, and muttered something about
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