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      As soon as Julie saw the thick-set man walking along the desolate shoreline towards her, she knew there would be trouble.

      She could sense it, like the incoming lightning storm that filled the air with burning ozone and malevolence, turning the sunset from reddish gold to angry indigo and staining the horizon.

      Clenching her fists, inhaling the salt-heavy breeze that whipped her straggly brown hair around her neck and shoulders, she watched while he stumbled across the uneven pebbles and sand with his head down.

      He was limping – a swaying motion that pitched him from side to side as if the storm had him in its clutches, unwilling to release him.

      Where had he come from?

      Scanning the entrance to the footpath she’d followed from the outer edges of the small coastal town, she realised his dogged progress would have taken him straight past it, not along it.

      How long had he been walking towards her?

      A lone concrete slipway served as the only other access to the sea here, but that was almost half a mile away, next to the council signs about beach safety and a black plastic waste bin with litter scattered on the pavement around it.

      Beyond the slipway, terraced houses lined the narrow potholed road that weaved its way along the Cornish coastline.

      The buildings jostled for position, whitewashed walls tainted with grey now that the storm was getting closer, their salt-covered windows peering at her from under slate tiles as she stared back at them.

      A desolation clung to the place if it was lamenting the end of the summer season and the tourists that had lined its winding streets.

      For now, it was shuttered, closed.

      Was he staying in one of the half-empty guest houses, like her?

      Had he checked in to the same one?

      She hoped not.

      This place, with its sheltered port and southerly aspect, was meant to be a refuge, designed as an emergency harbour during storms back in the days when ships relied on sails.

      She was meant to be safe here, away from trouble, away from danger.

      At least for a while.

      Scowling, Julie moved closer to the lapping waves, her eyes downcast while she searched.

      She didn’t want company.

      If she were honest, she wasn’t sure exactly what she wanted, but the walk served to give her time to think, to process the jumbled memories and worries that permeated every waking hour when she wasn’t scuffing over the sand and weaving between the tideline of dead fish, shells and seaweed.

      She raised her gaze at a soft slurp of heavy footsteps and a surprised grunt, then staggered backwards.

      She was so lost in thought that she had almost collided with him.

      He flinched.

      Most people did.

      It was a natural reaction given the pitted patchwork flesh of her right cheek, the scars and new tissue angry and pink.

      Sore.

      Painful.

      A natural reaction, except that a little more of her shrivelled away every time she experienced it.

      ‘Burns?’ he said, his brows knitting together. ‘Nasty.’

      She snorted at his directness, at the lack of concern in his voice.

      There was a rough edge to it too – cigarettes probably, or perhaps years of shouting over loud machinery.

      ‘Yes,’ she said because he was right.

      ‘There’s a storm coming, by the look of it.’

      On cue, thunder rumbled and shook the briny air – closer this time.

      ‘What are you doing out here?’

      He attempted casual but she could hear the worry nibbling away at the edges.

      ‘Looking for stuff. Shells, glass. Things like that.’

      ‘Beachcombing, you mean?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Finding much?’

      ‘Bits and pieces.’

      She jiggled the plastic container in her hand, the movement rattling hag stones and shells against pieces of buffed sea glass.

      Green and white.

      No blue glass yet.

      Pushing her hair away from her face, she inclined her head towards the darkening horizon. ‘There’ll be more in the morning. Usually is, after a storm. You never know what’ll get washed up here – or so I’m told.’

      Another flash of lightning tore across the sky.

      ‘You’re not from around here then?’

      ‘No.’

      He tilted his head and narrowed his eyes. ‘Do I know you?’

      She bit back a nervous laugh. ‘I don’t think so. Are you a local?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Oh. What are you doing here?’ She watched his expression change from feigned interest to hunted before he looked away, his gaze casting out to sea as if looking for a way to escape.

      ‘I needed to get away for a while.’

      Me too.

      Julie squinted as the first splodges of rain smacked against her scars. ‘I’d best go. It’s going to get rough out here by the look of it.’

      She managed a small smile, the skin around her mouth tight, new, while her heart rate quickened in fear.

      ‘Look after yourself,’ he called after her.

      His next words were whipped away as the wind tore at the clouds on the horizon and churned the waves into a foaming mass full of foreboding.
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