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1875

Standing in the shadow of a barber shop doorway, the man felt securely invisible cloaked in a black greatcoat with a hat pulled down over his forehead. He watched a young woman hurry from the protection of the gas-lit town square into the fog swirled night. He followed.

Inhaling the moist sea-tanged air, a rush a adrenalin hit him as the woman click-clacked along the boardwalk, several paces ahead. The boy-slim female burrowed deeper into the folds of her woolen cloak as if shielding herself from darkness and the biting chill of the ocean mist. Or had she sensed his presence? Sensed the danger?

No matter. Step by stealthy step, he moved toward his prey, matching his stride to hers. Her steps quickened. So did his. She stopped. He stopped, his entire body vibrating with the thrill of stalking his victim.

Fear surged through her. He could smell it. She veered off the boardwalk and stumbled onto the sand, heading toward the roar of the surf in the fog-shrouded night. A sense of power encompassed him. Foolish woman, trying to escape him. What did she expect, roaming the night alone? She deserved to die. They all did.

He unwound a silk scarf from the collar of his greatcoat and drew it into his gloved hand. It was time.
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Racked by deep silent sobs, Jada Watson perched on a rock outcrop, heedless of the night chill or pungent ocean scent; not seeing the tides flowing like liquid silver or hearing the surf hungrily lapping the beach below.

She had lost her only family—her cousin and uncle—and the double tragedy was unbearable. Her cousin Gina, her best friend and surrogate sister. And dear Uncle Frank, so kind and bumbling, the only father she’d ever known. Jada felt a greater devastation now than at four when her parents had been killed in a car crash. She buried her face in her hands, overwhelmed by grief.

How could this happen? Gina murdered by the beach strangler and poor Uncle Frank dying from the shock. Doctors labeled his death a heart attack, but Jada called it murder. One more victim of a crazed serial killer. The moment the madman strangled Gina and threw her body into the sea, he stole Frank Watson’s life as well.

Cruel, cruel fate to leave Jada here alive and alone. She didn’t care about inheriting the beach house. How could she bear to live in it by herself? Without Gina? Without Uncle Frank?

A fresh batch of hot tears rolled down Jada’s face. Suddenly she felt a touch upon her shoulder. Someone’s hand. A man’s hand.

With a strangled gasp, Jada spun around to see a dark stranger looming beside her. When had he climbed the rocks? Was this the mad beach strangler? His face appeared to be all planes and angles in the shadowed darkness. Jada’s breath caught and her pulse raced. Was this how Gina had felt facing death?

“Are you okay?” the man asked in a voice of deep velvet.

His words failed to register as survival instincts sent Jada leaping to her feet and scrambling down the rocks.

Long limbs and a powerful body allowed him to climb down the rock outcrop nearly as quickly. “Wait!”

She had no intention of waiting for some maniac to strangle her. Plowing through the sand as quickly as possible, Jada headed for home. She had no choice; home or stay here on a deserted beach with a stranger. She felt him gaining on her. Too scared to turn and catch a glimpse of him in the darkness, she redirected her steps toward the waterline, where wet firm ground would allow her to run. If necessary.

He closed the distance between them in a few strides. “I didn’t mean to frighten you.”

His deep voice sent shivers skittering up her spine. She ignored him and walked faster.

The man traversed alongside Jada. She caught the musky spice scent of his aftershave before a sea breeze dispersed it. He moved with the flowing power of a cougar. He was very tall and muscular, even bigger than she had thought at first. She’d be no match for him physically with her petite form.

As if reading her thoughts, he said, “You’re safe with me. Why are you alone on the beach tonight?”

Jada felt the stranger staring at her, but refused to answer. It was another mile into town and everything there would be closed by this time of night. To avoid trouble from tourists and summer people, Chaston rolled up the streets early. Jada wanted to avoid trouble, too. “Go away!”

“It’s dangerous to be out here by yourself.”

She was afraid to try to read the expression in his face, a face devilish in the night shadows. If she could just get away from him.

In the distance, moonlight illuminated the old stone steps winding from the beach up to the house. Could she climb them fast enough to lock the gate before he caught up with her at the top? A locked gate should delay him enough to let her get safely inside the house.

“I’ll see you home.” He matched his pace to hers, showing no sign of threatening behavior.

Not yet, she reminded herself. “I told you to go away.”

“I can’t,” he replied, sending Jada’s pulse into overdrive.

“Why not?”

“It’s dangerous for you to be wandering the beach alone at night.”

Jada walked faster, veering back up to plod through the deep sand at an angle that would bring her to the base of the stone steps sooner. Broken, cracked and occasionally missing, those slippery rock steps could be deadly in the dark to someone not familiar with them. But she knew them by heart. It had been a game for Jada and her cousin Gina to race up them day or night when they were children. At twenty-six, Jada still ran up them, much to Uncle Frank’s horror. She halted, her thoughts frozen by the realization that Uncle Frank was no longer alive to scold her. Fresh pain seared her. Uncle Frank and Gina were gone forever. Maybe because of the man standing here now.

“Please leave me alone. Won’t you go away?” Jada’s voice sounded small and frightened even to her own ears.

The man studied her intently, his dark gaze swinging from her face, skimming over the baggy cardigan that hung to her thighs, down her jean-clad legs to her wet sneakers. His eyes again met hers. “I mean you no harm.”

“So turn around and walk away.”

“If you insist.”

Could it be so easy? “I insist.”

Without another word, he turned and strode back the direction they had come. Jada eyed his broad back warily, then sprinted toward the stone steps, scaling them with the ease of a mountain goat. At the top she locked the gate, not daring to look down at the beach and see if the man had come after her. Then she ran across the back lawn, slid open the patio door and rammed it shut behind her.

She hadn’t locked the sliding door before going down to the beach, but she locked it securely now. Still, she didn’t feel safe. Had she led the killer to her home?

Something brushed her ankles. She jumped, then laughed as a fluffy gray cat meowed in protest. 

“Oh, Paddy,” she exclaimed, scooping the feline into her arms and burying her face in his silken fur. “You must be hungry.”

The cat purred, apparently content to be cuddled rather than anxious for food. Tears stung Jada’s eyes. “You miss them, too, don’t you, Paddy? Let’s go feed you. A full stomach will make you feel better.”

Jada flipped on the light switch and brightness flooded the room. She shivered, suddenly realizing that the drapes were wide open. Feeling exposed and vulnerable, she drew the draperies closed. The house could be seen from the beach. Was the killer watching?

Camouflaged by darkness on the seashore, a man stood looking up at the beach house. His eyes narrowed and his body tensed in frustration. A missed opportunity. For days excitement had mounted within him while he stalked her along the beach. Pity. Such a disappointment. The crashing surf echoed his internal roar of anger. He was ready, so ready.

An upstairs window lit. He watched, his scowl changing to a smile. The female escaped him this time. No matter, at least he knew where she lived. She would return to the beach and he would be waiting.

Anticipation made a kill sweeter.

He jammed his hand into his pocket, the tips of his fingers stroking the silk scarf therein folded into a neat square. Not tonight. But soon, very soon.

Upstairs in the beach house, Jada clicked on the brass lamp on her nightstand, thankful that the bedroom drapes were already closed. Paddy leaped up onto the bed, circling and kneading the plush rose comforter until he found the perfect spot. He curled into a ball of gray fur at the foot of the bed, then blinked sleepy green-gold eyes.

“Okay, you can sleep with me. I know how much you miss Uncle Frank, but do not go after my toes. Do you understand?” Jada tugged off her clothes and slipped into a blue cotton nightshirt.

Paddy meowed. Jada hoped the cat would behave. She felt nervous enough without an animal pouncing at her feet in the middle of the night. She’d probably let out a blood-curdling scream loud enough to wake the neighbors—if she had neighbors. Never before had the isolation of the beach house bothered her. Now, alone except for a cat, every creak and groan sounded threatening.

Once beneath the bed covers, Jada reached out to turn off the lamp. The room plunged into darkness. Engulfed by a loneliness too poignant to bear, she listened to the night sounds. How she missed Gina and Uncle Frank. A tear plopped onto her pillow. And then another. And another. At dawn, Jada awoke cradling a purring Paddy, her tear-stained cheek pressed against his soft gray fur.

Yesterday she had buried her
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