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CAN HE PROVE SHE'S INNOCENT?

 


Sydney Raferty Lord claims her husband died
on their wedding day. Not that his body washes up on the rocks
where he supposedly had his accident. Not that she can prove she
ever married the man in the first place. When his body is found in
the woods, Sydney claims this is not the Kenneth Lord she married!
Benno DeMartino, Kenneth’s lifelong friend, is torn between loyalty
for the dead man and an undeniable attraction to the supposed
widow. Maybe he's crazy, because Benno aims to find the murderer
and in the process help prove Sydney innocent.
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PROLOGUE

 


THE ROOM FELT small and dank, the
tension-riddled atmosphere cloying. Suppressing any visible anxiety
so he wouldn’t betray himself, he stubbed out his cigarette and
clasped his hands in a fist that collided with the scarred
table.

“What did you get on her?” he softly demanded
of Lester Freidman.

The erstwhile accountant threw a quick,
nervous look over his shoulder. The guard covering the door nodded
and turned his back to them. Freidman slipped his briefcase onto
the table and unsnapped the locks. From within, he retrieved the
report and held out the bound sheaf of papers to his employer.

The folder was opened; a photocopy of a
newspaper clipping lay on top. Two women posed together.

Fingers heavy with malice traced the less
glamorous woman’s outline. She was the one. A fringe of bangs
framed large eyes – odd, pale eyes that made her appear a bit fey.
The face was rounded, the nose snub. Her build was slight.
Unimposing, that’s what she was. Nothing extraordinary about her,
especially not when compared to her dazzling companion.

“This is going to be almost too easy.” He
began paging through the report.

“You’re sure you want to go through with
this?” Freidman asked warily.

Movement stopped and eyes filled with rancor
made the henchman squirm. “That’s a damn stupid question. I’ve
waited too long as it is. Besides, what have I got to lose?”

His subsequent laugh that echoed through the
room whipped the guard’s head around and made Lester Freidman go
pale.

For a brief moment, he tightened his grip on
the report. No one on his payroll would dare pity Sydney
Raferty.

No one.


CHAPTER ONE

 


SYDNEY RAFERTY LORD scrambled along the damp
edge of the cliff with her husband of several hours, taking care
not to slip or let her camera bounce against the rocks. The sky was
filled with clouds a threatening gray. The gusty wind whipped her
heavy skirts around her legs, every so often exposing them to the
chill of the moody late summer day. Far below their nerve-racking
walkway, waves crashed against the Oregon shore, pounded the
boulders strewn along the shallows and gouged out crevices that
undercut the cliff.

“How about here?” Sydney asked, thinking the
spot perfect for a picture.

Kenneth whirled and, tossing away his
cigarette, swept her into his arms as easily as he’d swept her off
her feet when they’d met two weeks before. His pale yellow shirt
lay half-open. She touched his smooth, tanned chest, and found his
human warmth reassuring. Kenneth was hers, all solid male, not some
metaphysical figment of her imagination as she’d feared so many
times in the past days when reality had blurred with dream.

“You want to do it here?” he asked
provocatively, cradling her buttocks and pulling her tight against
him.

His action took Sydney’s breath away. “I was
suggesting taking your picture, you sex maniac.”

Dark brows lifted over his heart stopping
green eyes and his sculpted features drew into a mock-frown. “Oh.
And here I thought you wanted my bod, Mrs. Lord.”

“I do, Mr. Lord,” she assured him, her heart
pounding strongly at the notion. She still couldn’t get over how
much – and how often – he wanted her. “Maybe we should wait until
we get inside your house.”

Only after the justice of the peace had
pronounced them man and wife that morning had they headed north for
Stone Beach and Kenneth’s part-time seaside home. So far, all she’d
seen was the outside of the wood structure where they’d left the
car.

“I guess I can wait... this time,” Kenneth
finally agreed when a fine spray shot straight up the cliff and
misted them.

Sydney felt strangely bereft when her new
husband released her. “So, how about that picture?”

“I know the perfect place. It’s just ahead.
You go up there.” He pointed to a high spot where saplings bent
under the onslaught of ferocious and incessant winds. “You’ll get
an incredible view of the area... and me, of course.”

“That’s the important part.” She stood on
tiptoe to brush his lips.

“Mmm, don’t tempt me or you’ll never get that
photo.”

Sydney was tempted to forget about her camera
altogether, but she wanted to finish the film since these would be
the only pictures she’d have of her wedding day. With a sigh, she
moved away from her husband and the dangerous waters that had
played a central part in recent and disturbing dreams. Her
uncertain state of mind had to do with the dreams’ unwelcome return
after a decade of peace. She didn’t want to be different again.
Carefully, she picked her way over rocks and across narrow crevices
that would widen with time.

Time. Something she and Kenneth hadn’t
had much of. The impulsiveness that had made her a creative success
in advertising had prompted her to marry a man she barely knew.
But, in work, when things clicked, they clicked. Why should
relationships be any different?

They’d met at a beach town further down the
coast where Kenneth had been going over blueprints with a client...
and where she’d been trying to recuperate, a victim of job burnout
during the day and perverse dreams at night. Sydney had just quit
her L.A. ad agency in search of sanity. She’d made an auspicious
start by meeting Kenneth and falling in love with him.

Reaching a flat spot between the windswept
trees, she tried to avoid the mud. His wavy dark hair ruffled out
of its slick style, Kenneth was staring out to sea. Sydney aimed
her camera and framed him in the viewfinder, admiring this perfect
specimen of the opposite sex. She never judged a man by his looks
alone, but it was difficult not to appreciate such male
beauty.

Feeling a little silly, Sydney grinned and
yelled, “Hey, Mr. Lord.” When he glanced up over his shoulder, she
snapped a picture and the film automatically advanced. “Come on,
turn around and pose for me.”

Sydney had never thought she would experience
the overwhelming emotions that zinged her out of nowhere. After
months of being harried, exhausted, more than slightly out of
focus, she was overjoyed by these positive feelings. If she wasn’t
as totally besotted and sure of things as Kenneth seemed to be,
Sydney certainly was happy.

She was still looking through the camera’s
lens as her husband turned and waved, then struck a silly pose and
gave her the crooked smile that made her heart leap. She was
shooting and laughing when his face pulled into a mask of surprise.
His arms shot out and yet he lost the struggle to keep his balance.
His upper body wavered and his feet did a bizarre and uncontrolled
dance.

“Kenneth!”

Heart pounding in sudden fear, Sydney found
herself frozen and helpless as she watched, the horror of the
situation magnifying the incident as if it were happening in slow
motion. His feet seemed to fly right out from under him. For a
second, he was suspended in mid-air. Then he went down hard and his
lower body shot out over the cliff. His mouth opened in a silent
scream.

“Kenneth!” Sydney dropped her camera and
ran.

Chest flat against rock, he clawed at the
smooth surface. Then, with a single shout of defeat, he slid inch
by inch and disappeared from sight.

“Oh, my God!” Sydney ran toward where he’d
stood only seconds ago. “Please, tell me you’re all right.”

Her only answer was the crash of ocean
against cliff.

Her toe caught the edge of a crevice. Sydney
flew forward and went down to her knees. Sobbing now, heedless of
her scraped legs, she pushed off from the hard surface and
scrambled to her feet. She called her husband over and over to no
avail. Nearing the cliff’s edge, she slowed, dropped to her hands
and knees and peered over.

“Ken-n-n-eth!”

Voice absorbed by the pounding surf, she
scanned the rocks below yet could see nothing that resembled a
human being. But he had to be there... caught... hurt... his broken
body assaulted by the rough waves. She had to get to him... help
him... before...

She refused to complete the thought, refused
to face what might be despite her denials. Instead, heart pounding
in her throat, she ran back the way they had come and found a path
down to the water’s edge. Keeping her footing was impossible. She
slipped and slid and clung ferociously to algae-slick rock, all the
while scanning the dangerous shallows that drew ever closer.

Nothing.

This didn’t make any sense. Kenneth had to be
here somewhere. As a wave hit a nearby rock and spewed pebbles at
her, Sydney flinched from the pain, turned her head, but continued
on. The going was treacherous.

As were her thoughts: What if Kenneth had
drowned?

She swallowed the desolate feeling even as
she remembered the dream. Boulders had threatened to break her
body, waves to drown her. Not Kenneth. But then her dreams were
never clear. Denial pushed her on, kept her clinging to sharp rocks
and continuing to search until her eyes lit on something moving in
the water... something a familiar pale yellow. Kenneth’s shirt.
She’d found him.

“Hang on!” she gasped, lunging forward.

At first touch, the cloth slithered through
her fingers. She grabbed and yanked. The material pulled free from
where it had caught on a jagged rock tooth. Staring at her prize,
Sydney was swept off her feet by a wave that hit her full face. A
glancing blow stunned her and she swallowed water. Went under.
Fought. Gagging from the salt taste, sputtering for air, she found
a handhold, righted herself and grabbed onto another rock.

Sydney’s eyes swept the area in front of her
just as the yellow cloth, free of any human entanglement, was
sucked under the surface by the current.

Just as Kenneth must have been.

Kenneth!

His name echoed in her mind as did the truth
she so desperately wanted to deny. Sydney made an unintelligible
sound, a mourning for what might have been.

 


 


“AND SO, with respect, we consign Kenneth
Lord’s soul to God,” Reverend Jonas Taylor said, therewith ending
the memorial service.

Calmly, Sydney removed the wedding ring she’d
worn for little more than two days. Hardly aware of the drizzle or
the people surrounding her, she ran her fingertip around the thick
band, its rough exterior simulating a gold nugget, its interior
engraved, “Kenneth loves Sydney.” Silent tears mingled with the
light rain to wash her cheeks as she kissed the symbol of a union
that hadn’t been ordained.

The bit of gold flung out to sea, its
trajectory fierce and sure as it joined the man who’d given it to
her.

When the ocean roared its acceptance of the
token of her love, Sydney closed her eyes. The moment lid touched
lid, encasing her hot pain, she saw him. Her Kenneth. As alive as
he’d been when she’d married him, not as he’d appeared before the
justice of the peace, but standing over her bed in his house.

A house and a bed they had never shared.

Rather a premonition than a memory, she
realized.

And so real. Oh, so very real. Her head grew
light and she swayed as a weak protest passed her lips. A
protective arm settled around her shoulders and snapped her eyes
open. Judge Jasper Raferty was at her side as he always had been
whenever one of his children needed him.

“Dad, h-he can’t be dead,” she whispered.

Her blood pulsed in jagged throbs and filled
her with a growing anxiety that was all too familiar. An anxiety
that had threatened her reason during the past months. Brow
furrowed, she met expressions of concern and pity.

“Now, Sydney, just because the body wasn’t
found, don’t–”

”Dad, please.” She would remain calm, but she
had to make them understand. “I saw him.”

“Where?”

She sensed her father’s disbelief before he
uttered the single word. But then, his doubt didn’t surprise her.
He’d always been the voice of reason, had always dismissed what he
had called her childhood daydreams. He’d never wanted to
understand. She couldn’t ignore the light-headed feeling that
continued to plague her. Nor the familiar chill. Like a
somnambulist, she pulled free of his arms and approached the edge
of the cliff.

“Sydney.”

Her sister’s worried voice. But Asia was as
powerless to stop her as their father.

Sydney dropped to her hands and knees and
told herself to see Kenneth in the water. But, no matter how hard
she tried, she couldn’t make the image gel. Instead she saw the
shadowy bedroom and Kenneth holding out his hand for her to join
him. Double doors behind Kenneth were open. Wind ruffled his dark
hair as it had on the cliff. And he was wearing a yellow shirt
partially open, revealing his broad chest.

She shivered.

The vision was so real that she fought for a
second when strong hands hooked under her arms and lifted.
Kenneth’s image faded once more, leaving in his place the roiling
waters that had left her a widow.

Or had they?

Bewildered, she looked up into her brother’s
aquamarine eyes shadowed with compassion. Dakota’s thick lashes
were spiked, wet from the rain that matted his dark ash blond hair
and rolled down his worried-looking face.

“Come on, Sydney, let’s go back to the
house,” he urged.

“What if Kenneth didn’t really drown, Dakota?
What if he’s not dead?”

“I know you want to believe that.”

”But you don’t.”

Her brother’s eyes mirrored her own
perplexity. Of her two siblings, he had always been the more
sensitive to her. Of her entire family, he alone had believed in
her ability to see things others couldn’t. But even he had been
glad when she’d closed off that part of her life and had put it
behind her. He’d never said so, but she’d sensed what others had
called her “gift” had made Dakota nearly as uncomfortable as Asia
or their parents.

Maybe there was no gift, never had been.

Maybe she was going crazy.

“She’s just experiencing denial,” Asia
whispered to their father who stood rigid and white-faced.

“It’s natural under the circumstances,”
Reverend Taylor added.

Yes, natural, Sydney silently echoed. The
last few months had been stressful enough to push anyone to the
limit. Now this. She was seeing things because she was tired. All
she needed was some rest undisturbed by dreams. Then she would be
fine. She needed to forget about the premonition and get some
sleep.

Forget about Kenneth.

Forget...

Staring at the ocean, she told herself she
had to make peace with the truth. She must believe her husband had
been consigned to a watery grave, his body forever enveloped in
cold unfeeling arms. Dead. Kenneth was dead. And so was the
fantasy.

She whispered, “Dakota, take me away from
here.”

He tightened his hold and turned her away
from the scene of the nightmarish accident toward the house that
would be hers at least until Kenneth’s estate was settled.
Kenneth’s parents were long dead and no one had been able to
contact his sister Martha in Portland. She couldn’t just pack her
bags and leave.

“My deepest sympathies, Mrs. Lord,” Reverend
Taylor said.

“Thank you for coming on such short
notice.”

“God rarely gives advance warning when he
calls his children.”

She’d had warning of a sort, Sydney thought
guiltily as Dakota urged her forward past the few mourners, but she
hadn’t known how to interpret the dreams.

How sad that Kenneth’s memorial service had
only been attended by her own family, the local minister and a
couple of town residents. Officer Mick Brickman had responded to
her call about Kenneth. Parnell Anderson must have been one of
Kenneth’s friends. Passing the two men who stood
shoulder-to-shoulder as if they had been sharing secrets, Sydney
glanced at Anderson’s rough features, which were set in a bland
expression, hardly indicative of grief.

She must be imagining things again. Why else
would the auburn-haired man be present if not to mourn? Kenneth had
told her Parnell Anderson and his family owned half of Stone Beach.
Perhaps he felt obliged to express the town’s condolences.

“You have my sincere regrets,” he murmured as
if he’d been privy to her thoughts.

Sydney fastened onto his flat blue-eyed gaze,
yet refused to explore too deeply. Still, getting the distinct
feeling he wasn’t being up-front with her, she took a step back
toward her brother. Dakota tightened one arm around her.

“Sorry we couldn’t find the body to put your
mind at rest,” Brickman added.

Startled speechless by his insincere tone –
as if he were saying what was expected of him – she merely stared.
Water splashed into her eyes and she realized the drizzle had
turned into a steady rain.

Dakota squeezed her shoulders and urged,
“Come on, Syd.”

“Thank you both for coming to the service,”
she murmured, trying not to let her speculations about the men
bother her. She wouldn’t be able to think clearly until she got
some rest.

The walk with its painful memories only
forty-eight hours old exhausted her. She remembered every rock or
tree she had passed in her flight to the house... her last
desperate attempt to save Kenneth even knowing it was too late. A
front window was boarded up. She’d broken the glass to let herself
in and call for help, but the searchers hadn’t found Kenneth’s
body.

If only they had, she wouldn’t have imagined
he might still be alive.

 


EVERY TIME Sydney closed her eyes the dreams
began. Trapped. Surrounded by fire. Falling. Danger everywhere.

She was exhausted and feeling more fragile
than she wanted to admit when the family convened in the living
room the following evening. The past three days had been a living
nightmare, one from which she wanted to run. But nightmares had the
power to follow. So she would stay, make her peace with herself and
settle Kenneth’s estate before moving on.

Feeling as if the weight of the world were on
her shoulders, she curled up on the couch where she sipped at a
brandy Dakota pushed on her. He parked himself in front of a
windowed wall and stared out at the gray skies that reflected her
own mood.

“You’ll feel better once you get to Seattle,”
Jasper Raferty suddenly announced from the chair across from the
couch.

Sydney realized he meant her. “I’m not going
to Seattle. This will be my home for the immediate future.”

“She can’t stay here alone,” Jasper said,
looking from his younger daughter who sat on the floor, back to the
couch, to his son. “Tell her, Dakota. She listens to you.”

“If she wants to stay, that’s up to her.”

Sydney gave him a grateful half-smile. “I
want to stay.”

“I’ll stay with you,” Asia volunteered.

Sydney knew her younger sister did so out of
love. She patted Asia’s long ash blond hair, almost silver compared
to her own streaked ash brown. “You’ve got a shop to run and this
is high tourist season.”

Asia leaned her head back to the cushion and
looked at Sydney from the upside-down position. “Port Townsend can
survive without me for a few days. And Jeanne can run the
shop.”

“You’ve already been gone for several days,”
Sydney reminded her. “All of you have lives to get back to, work to
do, while I have...”

She didn’t want to say nothing. She had
memories, as few as they were. And she had to get her life in
order.

“I’d like to stay,” Asia insisted.

“And I need to be alone.”

The ensuing silence lasted mere seconds. Her
father coughed and said, “Being alone at a time like this isn’t
healthy.”

“Perhaps it wasn’t for you when Mom died.”
Because even though she was nothing like her pragmatic father,
Sydney knew he loved her, she tried to soften the statement. “I
need to have quiet time. Time to think.”

“So you can conjure up a dead man?”

His skepticism, ready at the fore, hurt her
even though she was trying to convince herself that she really had
imagined things this time, that she’d been reacting to the stress
of the situation. But her father had always been didactic with her.
Judge Jasper Raferty had never allowed his highly imaginative child
to develop what some people considered her gifts.

And after years of feeling different –
alienated – she had put what she eventually saw as a curse behind
her. She’d started over, made a new life for herself amongst
offbeat, creative people who probably wouldn’t view her as a
sideshow freak even if they knew about the dreams and premonitions.
But now she was either in the midst of a nervous breakdown or her
past was catching up to her. She needed to decide which and to deal
with the situation before she could find happiness again.

Not that she would ever find another Kenneth,
she thought, choking back a sob.

Asia’s hand slipped into hers. “Hey, want to
go for a walk or something?”

Dry-eyed despite the emotions that welled
within her, Sydney scrambled off the couch. “No. I, uh, just need
some rest. And I think you should all leave.” Hearing her father’s
sharp intake of breath, she said, “I love you and I thank you for
being here, but it’s time for you to go. I’ll call you in a few
days.”

Before she could receive more well-intended
advice, Sydney headed for the guest room she was using. Though she
didn’t feel comfortable surrounded by an abundance of opulence that
bordered on bad taste – the furnishings belonged in a mansion
rather than a simple seaside home – she hadn’t been able to face
the master bedroom that she and Kenneth would have shared. The
person who had decorated the guest room had an inflated sense of
self-worth. Disturbed ego. Something Sydney had grown to dislike in
her dealings with such people through her work.

She wasn’t aware that Dakota followed her
upstairs until she was about to close the door.

“Can I come in?”

In silent agreement, she turned from the
doorway. “Think I need to be tucked in, do you?”

“Among other things. As I remember, you used
to like my bedtime stories.”

Sydney pulled a face. “When I was ten, maybe.
In case your memory is failing, I just hit thirty-two.”

“I’m still your big brother. And I still love
you.”

“But...?”

“No buts.” He turned back the satin quilt.
“Get in.”

Following orders, Sydney slipped into the
ostentatious four-poster. She allowed herself the luxury of a
closeness she hadn’t felt in a long time... until she’d met
Kenneth. Dakota sat next to her and leaned back against a garishly
carved post.

“Once upon a time,” he began while stroking
her forehead, “there lived a young woman who always felt slightly
out of step with the world around her.”

“Hey, this isn’t really necessary,” Sydney
told him, immediately discomfited. “Besides, as I remember, you
used to tell me horror stories, not fairy tales.”

He put a finger over her lips. “Shush. Let me
finish. Despite the fact that she was different, this young woman
had everything going for her. She was bright, creative,
enthusiastic. And most important, she had a heart of gold.
Unfortunately, when she finally found someone to share that heart
with, she lost him and thought everything was lost.”

Unbidden tears sprang to her eyes. “Maybe she
was right.”

“She was wrong. All she needed was time to
heal.”

”And then everything would be great and she’d
live happily ever after. How can you be so sure about the future,
Dakota?”

“Because I know you. You’re not just a
survivor,” he said, continuing to stroke her forehead, to relax her
in spite of her tightly wound feelings. “You’re a winner.”

“Of awards, maybe.” She’d always been good at
creating images as the head of an advertising creative team.
“Awards don’t count for much in the long run.”

“You’re a winner at life, Syd. You’ve got to
believe that. We learn something from loss. We find strength in it
and go on.”

Dakota knew something of loss himself, Sydney
remembered. He’d been madly in love only to be betrayed by the
woman. Maureen hadn’t died, but a piece of her brother’s heart
had.

As had a piece of hers.

Dakota’s gentle massage vanquished such
unwelcome thoughts from her mind. The stress and sleepless hours of
the past days caught up with her and Sydney let herself go...

 


 


SYDNEY.

She opened her eyes to night. Rather than
coming up out of sleep gently, she was startled awake. Kenneth had
been calling her. Heart pounding, she strained to hear.
Nothing.

Had she really heard Kenneth’s voice? Now she
lay in the dark, pulse quickened, ears strained, but the only
sounds were those of wind and ocean drifting through the open doors
that led out to the second floor deck.

“Kenneth?” she called out.

No answer.

Her throat closed as she realized she’d been
dreaming.

Chilled by the damp night, she rose and
closed the outside doors before wandering downstairs where her
family had left the lights on. A note on the glass coffee table
informed her that Asia had made dinner and all she had to do was
throw it in the microwave. Too bad she wasn’t hungry.

What to do?

She could watch television, but she might see
one of her ads and start rehashing the burnout that had taken her
away from L.A. on the odyssey that ultimately led to tragedy. And
listening to music would remind her of her and Kenneth’s favorite
pastime. She preferred something that would lift her spirits.

The Tarot cards immediately sprang to
mind.

She could ask them if she’d have something to
look forward to. Though she’d consciously suppressed her own
psychic abilities for years, Sydney hadn’t rejected her interest in
cards and crystals. As a source of insight, the Tarot drew her. She
rarely did her own readings, but she was compelled to make an
exception.

Maybe it would comfort her.

Fetching the deck from her purse, she cleared
the coffee table where she began laying out the cards in the
traditional Celtic Cross. As usual, she lost herself in
concentration and looked for the positive, something she was always
able to find.

Until now.

Card after card reinforced her anxiety.
Swords and more swords combined with the less positive figures of
the Major Arcana made her view the overall layout unfavorably
despite her wish to do otherwise.

She fathomed sorrow and separation, which was
natural. But treachery and violence? The inability to choose wisely
in an important matter? Her immediate past – the Fool reversed –
indicated faulty thinking. While the future showed no way out of
present difficulties, the Knight of Swords implied an aggressive,
dark-haired stranger was about to rush headlong into her life. The
Five of Swords realized her greatest fear, that she was a threat to
herself.

Was she going out of her mind, then?

Reluctantly, she flipped over the last card,
the x-factor. The Lovers. She glanced back at the dark-haired
stranger. The Knight must be Kenneth.

But her love was dead, wasn’t he?

Perhaps she was meant to join him.

Sydney told herself she was being ridiculous.
The cards were subject to personal interpretation. Her mood was
coloring her reading as was natural.

Still, unable to help feeling spooked, she
decided to do something physical. Take a walk. Fresh air would
clear her head so she could think rationally. She didn’t bother to
gather up the Tarot before pulling on a long-sleeved cotton sweater
and walking shoes. Leaving the house lit, she locked the door
behind her and set off across the grounds.

The ocean called to her, but rather than
retrace the path Kenneth had chosen, she headed in the opposite
direction, north toward the beach that led to town. The going was
easy – no scrambling over rocks. At the far edge of the property, a
sloped path led down to the hard-packed sand strip. As she
descended, fog rose from the water. Ghostly fingers slithered along
the ground and wrapped themselves around her ankles and calves. She
glanced back over her shoulder. The lit house was merely a hazy
beacon in the distance.

She kept going, increased her pace, tried to
separate herself from the tragedy that would be part of her
forever. The fog danced around her like a shroud.

When the moon slid behind a bank of clouds,
and darkness blanketed her surroundings, Sydney glanced back again.
The house had been swallowed by the murky night. She realized her
foolishness. She should have taken a flashlight. Unsure of how far
she’d gone, of how she would get back without being able to see,
she stopped. Waves lapped the shore to her left, the sound deadened
by the fog. She had a sense of the hill that rose steeply to her
right. Ahead, tiny glimmers pinpointed town buildings and urged her
forward. From there, she could follow the paved road back to the
house.

A calming thought had her imagination not
been hard at work.

A scrabbling noise... footsteps... a soft
expulsion of breath.

Did she really hear them or not?

A glance over her shoulder proved nothing.
The fog was too dense, the night too dark, her senses too confused.
She shoved balled fists into jeans pockets, hunched into her
sweater and hurried.

Sydney...

Her name whispered eerily on the wind,
sending a chill up her spine. Unable to decide from which direction
it came, she turned full circle. No matter how she tried she
couldn’t see further than a few feet. She strained to hear.
Nothing. Of course, she was imagining things.

Continuing on, however, she wasn’t at ease.
She sensed another presence nearby. She rushed forward, tripped
over something. Hands flashed out of her pockets. Her palms scraped
the rough bark of a log half buried in the sand. Before she could
get to her feet, she heard the voice again.

Sydney...

Clearer this time.

Kenneth’s voice.

Hands groping to avoid further obstacles, she
rose and stumbled away from the voice, away from the presence. She
choked back a sob, told herself she wasn’t going crazy. Wanting
contact with a loved one was only natural. She hadn’t yet let go,
that was all. There was no presence. No voice. Only her desperate
wish to wake up from a living nightmare.

Then why was she so frightened?

Sydney, my love...

A strangled sound escaped her as she ran
blindly through the fog. Her feet hit water, splashed, and she knew
she was going in the wrong direction. Confused. She slowed down and
veered away from the heavy smell of the ocean and headed directly
for those pinpoints of light. She didn’t want to join Kenneth in
his watery grave. Didn’t want to drown.

Sydney... Her name so soft it might
have been the wind sighing.

She couldn’t help herself. She began to sob.
Control gusted away. She couldn’t stop crying, couldn’t stop the
rush of her pulse that fluttered through every limb. And still her
name echoed faintly through her mind. What was happening to her?
She had to get away from the ocean with its smell and noise and
terrifying memories.

Get away from the dream.

Glowing lights meant people, civilization,
someone to talk to. Sydney shuddered with relief as she got control
of herself and slowed down, threw one last look back into the
ocean’s shroud. As she sought the lights ahead, she was slammed to
a stop by something solid, but she’d hit neither rock nor tree
limb. The object was warm. Human. Her hands steadied herself on
arms well-muscled. The arms of a man.

Kenneth?

Breath caught in her throat, making her force
out the words: “Is that really you?”


CHAPTER TWO

 


BENNO DEMARTINO steadied the frantic-sounding
woman. “Whoa, you’ve got the wrong guy.”

Making a choked sound, she pulled away from
him. “S-sorry. I thought you were someone else. I forgot m-my
flashlight and couldn’t see.”

“I guess not.”

Benno snapped on his own torch and shone it
on the woman. It didn’t take much insight to realize she was
terrified and on the verge of collapse. Her distress was written on
her face and in her carriage. Shoulders hunched, she seemed about
to shrink into herself.

“Are there stairs or something around here so
I can get up to the road?” she asked.

“Not too far from here. I was just heading
back into town,” he lied, having only set foot on the beach moments
ago.

He’d just got back into town an hour before
and meant to lose himself in the solitary night for a while –
something he’d done most of his life when troubled – but this
woman’s problems seemed monumental compared to his own. Doing a
good deed wouldn’t hurt him; he didn’t have that many to his
credit.

Indicating the flashlight, he said, “We can
share.”

“Thanks.”

As he started off, she fell in step but
didn’t come too close. Even so, her tension vibrated through the
space between them. He could smell fear on a person and this lady
was definitely afraid. He knew every resident of Stone Beach on
sight and she wasn’t one of them, so she must be a tourist. But why
had she been out alone on the beach at night? He was too aware of a
person’s need for privacy to question her motives.

When they got to a part of the embankment
that wasn’t very steep, he asked, “Think you can make it up here if
I give you a hand? Or should we keep going until we get to the
stairs?”

Nervously, she glanced over her shoulder as
if she were looking for yet dreading meeting up with the man for
whom he’d been mistaken. “Here.”

He climbed halfway up and held out his hand.
She hesitated only a second before giving him her trust. Some
people trusted too easily, he thought, helping her up over the sand
hill. The moment she set foot on level ground, however, she
withdrew her hand. Still a ways from the main beach area, they
stood in a paved cul de sac, a turn around area for residents of
this side street at the south end of town.

Benno flashed his light over the young woman
once more. Her short hair was damp. Thick tendrils were plastered
to a broad forehead and rounded cheeks that gave her something of a
baby face. She was shivering, but from chill or fright? Maybe
both.

“You look like you could use something to
warm up your insides.” Benno found it amazingly easy to be kind to
this stranger. That she might disappear into the night as quickly
as she had materialized disturbed him. “Can I buy you a cup of
coffee? A drink? Herbal tea?”

“Tea sounds good.”

She seemed relieved, as if she didn’t want to
be alone. He could identify with that feeling.

“I know just the place,” he said, lightly
settling his hand on her elbow. He led her past his wind-battered
cottage which overlooked the beach. She’d probably get the wrong
idea if he invited her into his home. “Since we’re going to share a
cup of tea, we shouldn’t be strangers. I’m Benno DeMartino.”

“Sydney Raferty L–. Uh, Raferty.”

She’d been about to add another name. He was
curious, but he didn’t press her. They walked in silence, and, as
if his mere presence was comforting to her, he sensed the lady
relaxed. Odd how some people could relate to strangers. He himself
had difficulty in that area, though Sydney Raferty might prove to
be the exception. Something about her drew his interest – and as
odd as it seemed, his protective instincts as well. Considering his
background, that was saying a lot for her.

As they left the eerie night beach behind,
the fog thinned and the lights of Main Street glowed dimly
overhead.

“We’re almost there.” He snapped off his
flashlight as they crossed the street. “So, how do you like Stone
Beach?”

“I don’t know.” Brow furrowed, Sydney looked
around at the deserted shop-lined street. “I really haven’t had the
chance to see much of anything. It seems nice.”

“Stone Beach is pretty laid back. Quiet. Not
like Seaside or Astoria,” he said, referring to larger nearby
towns. “We have a number of artists and writers in residence.”

“Which are you?”

Benno laughed. “Neither.” He stopped in front
of a wooden building whose large windows were darkened. A “Closed”
sign hung in the glassed front door. “This is the place.”

“But it’s locked up tight.” She sounded
disappointed.

“But I have the key.” He produced it with a
flourish and unlocked the door.

Sydney looked up at the shingle which hung
overhead. “Benno’s Place?”

“Benno DeMartino, proprietor.” He flicked a
light switch just inside the door and held out a hand indicating
she should enter. When she hesitated, he preceded her and called
over his shoulder. “Come on in. You have the distinction of being
my only customer of the evening.”

Stools were stacked upside down on the bar as
were chairs on their tables. The place had a neglected air, though
he’d only been gone for a week.

He headed for the bar where he righted a
couple of stools before starting water for the tea. He heard
Sydney’s light footsteps on the wooden floor but he chose not to
engage her in conversation immediately. Instead, he rinsed out a
couple of mugs and set an Almond Enchantment tea bag in each. He
sensed the young woman was taking her time
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