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The silver moon was high in the nighttime sky, giving off the only light, apart from the street lights whose rays died inches from the dirty tungsten bulbs. Ominous clouds were rushing towards it from the west... clouds heavy with snow.

I watched the clouds as I drove in my ’57 Corvette recklessly, desperately, over the snowy wintery roads in Marble Falls down to the Horseshoe Bay Country Club. I had just missed the want of my life, the one precious treasure which I sought after with my entire unmanageable heart, and not being what you call a person of much self-restraint.

The moon, with the wild scurry of clouds being pushed ever so eastward from the west, hastened to blot it out of sight. I continued to drive the winding road alongside the Colorado River to my home. What a Hell of a way to get home along a highway where icicles hung from every sign I passed. The rapid recurrence of several known landmarks warned me that I had taken the longest route home and that in another five minutes, I would be skirting the grounds of the Horseshoe Bay Country Club.

Because of the bad weather for the past few days, the clubhouse was closed and completely shut down. I got closer and saw smoke coming from a chimney and realized that there should be no signs of life in the clubhouse. As president of the club, I closed it down two days earlier and locked it up soundly.

I pulled in slowly and looked up to the top of the chimney to make sure that I didn't see something that I thought was smoke. I needed to see if, in fact, there was a fire burning in the hearth of the club gathering room.

After turning my headlights off, I cruised in quietly and parked short of the front door. I left my vehicle parked in the darkest corner of the parking lot.

There was no doubt to me that not everything was right inside, but as sure as God lives, I had no clue what was to happen next would deeply involve my own destiny!

Our clubhouse stands on a knoll thickly wooded with hundreds of trees along the edge of Lake Marble Falls.

No other building stood within at least a half-mile of the building in any direction one looked. The club was full of life most of the warm times of the season but isolated and lonesome at times when the course gets covered by snow. Every bit of landscape was buried under a considerable waste of untrodden snow.

I stepped out of my car and started to cross the few feet of open space leading up to the front entry of the clubhouse. Sudden darkness enveloped me, as the advancing clouds that I have been watching as I drove from downtown, made their final rush, and would soon completely cover the moon. It was darker than dark and dreary as I stood outside the door.

However, rage and disappointment that was inside me left no room for fear. I pushed away from the snow-covered steps and gently walked up towards the door. Not a single gleam of light was seen. I stopped and listened carefully but heard nothing. I laid my ear softly against the door and heard nothing. While doing so, the door slightly came ajar. It was unlatched and yielded to my head pressing against it.

No light and no sound didn’t mean there was no one there. Obviously, someone was inside. A fire was burning in one of the fireplaces of the many that were within the building.

I didn’t hesitate and proceeded to go inside and carefully closed the door behind my entry. Once I gained admission, I stopped and listened again. Not one sound. I began to walk. The sound of my footsteps echoed in the lobby. I, again, stopped and listened carefully. There was only darkness and silence everywhere.

I continued to shuffle my feet ever so gently until my eyes became adjusted to the darkness, whereby I started to see the outlines of the furniture, of the light fixtures and the arches over the hallways that went left and right. Then, there were the two coat racks on each side of the hall after coming in where a few days ago was utterly full of coats and hats and today... wait, today I feel there’s a coat hanging.

There should be no one in the clubhouse. At least, no one who would be there on an honest visit. It had been shut and locked down for the past several days. It’s time. I will throw a light on. But, when I flipped the switch on the wall, no power came. The breakers must have thrown. I remembered where they might be a flashlight. It was kept in the top drawer of the front desk. I felt my way down a passageway and felt around the office desk and found the flashlight. I started back with it in my hand but had not, as yet, turned it on. The unmistakable sound of a door opening up somewhere in the clubhouse made me draw ever so quietly back against the wall. It appeared to have come from the second floor. I walked a few steps to the base of the stairwell.

The darkness suddenly gave way to a faint glimmer. Not only that, but I could hear footsteps that were not even walking, possibly those of an intoxicated man. Not wanting to alert the intruder any more than I have, I stepped ever so slowly up the stairway, the light, steadily increasing with each advancing step.

Suddenly, a sob came faintly to my ears. It came from lips so stiff with human suffering that my fears took on a new shape. I must admit, at about this time, I was coward enough to think about flipping on my flashlight and making a run for it.

However, before my decision to run back down the stairs, I looked up and saw at the top of the stairwell, a young girl with the palm of her hand held over her mouth in surprise.

I was prepared by the sobbing I heard to see a woman... but not this woman. Nothing could have prepared me to run into this woman anywhere that night, after what came between us and the wreck she made of my life!

To steady my thoughts, I fixed my eyes on her. I watched her descend, foot by foot, down the stairwell. 

Beautiful! I have not often seen such beauty. She was but nineteen years young, but very much still a woman. What was not clear, not even to me with the knowledge of what had passed between us during the last two hours, was why her heart outran her years. The closer she got, the more I became aware of some grisly fear... some staring horror had met her before her retreat down the stairs. I stared at her and wondered what happened above? She escaped me to run upon what?

Then, she got within a step of me and realized I was standing there. Her face was turned more fully in my direction when I just began to detect something in it besides its heartrending beauty when she turned around and made a mad dash past me and down the stairs.

I flipped on my flashlight and followed her down.

She sprung to the front door. It opened. The cold wind burst into the lobby. I felt the chill of snow on my face and realized the tempest. All was quiet again. The only light shed on the situation was that of my flashlight.

I stopped a moment as the door closed tightly in front of me. The sound of a key turning in the lock was heard. I then noticed that the young woman rushed out in the elements without wraps or covering for her head. Then, I knew that I needed to get the door open and follow her and rescue the damsel from the cold of the night.

I was about to rush out of the clubhouse when I heard another sound inside that raised up the hair on the back of my neck. There was still someone in the clubhouse. I had forgotten every single thing in this apparition of the woman I described. It would take a while to figure out how to get outside behind a locked door, so I changed the tenor of my thoughts and would not let myself rest until I searched out the entire clubhouse from top to bottom.

I turned my flashlight alongside the wall next to the door and saw that the hat and coat were gone. Obviously, the young woman had taken these articles and had not gone into the driving snow, unprotected.

From here, I went back up the stairs. I had not the slightest fear. I took off my shoes so that I could creep. Whoever the intruder was that was still in the clubhouse, I wished to surprise him. I turned off my flashlight so that I wouldn’t be seen searching the rooms. I held my breath as I stole gently and softly up the stair steps. At the top, I stopped and listened. There was an awesome silence.

I remembered before walking down the hallway, the smoke that was rising from one of the chimneys. I knew there was but one room on the second floor where a fire could be lit. I trusted everything to my ears when, in fact, my nose would have been a better guide. 

I walked a few steps down the hallway, where there was a slight smell of smoke. I knew I was on track. At the end of the hall, a light was projected out a half-opened doorway. I pushed the door open and shined my flashlight about the room.

It was a ladies’ dressing room. There was a small fire burning in the hearth. Two sofas were piled up with cushions. However, there was no person. The sound I heard did not come from this room.

I was chilled to the bone. With my teeth chattering, I paused only a few feet inside the doorway. Then, my flashlight went out. I was left in almost total darkness, with only the coals from the burnt wood giving a faint glow. For whatever reason, knowing that I was crazy for moving about and not calling the police right away, I was consumed with fear, more so than I had ever experienced before in my entire life.

*****
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I WONDERED WHAT WAS wrong with me. I couldn’t put my finger on it. There was no reason for this overwhelming fear I felt. I really didn’t have any dread of being attacked. Something was terribly wrong with how I was feeling.  The trepidation I possessed laid before me in a room that appeared to be totally empty. I had plenty of other places to search, but here I remained like a gabby in the dark when perhaps the man I thought was here is escaping while I lingered.

Tell me it was my gut feeling I was having, but whatever it was, I’d forgotten the intruder all together. My interest now was one that began and ended within the four walls of this room. If I could get my flashlight to work again, it would help. I removed the screw on the bottom and took the batteries out and replaced them again. I tightened the bottom cap and bingo, the flashlight worked again.

Then, my stomach felt sick. Was it the occasional smoke blown back into the room from the embers, or what was the smell? I don’t know how to explain it. It wasn’t the burning wood.

It was then my flashlight went out again. Then I remembered Megan Russell when she quickly rushed past me on the stairwell dropped her flashlight. I would go and find it and return to settle my uncanny doubts.

I still was not without anxiety for the beautiful young woman wandering about outdoors along the snow-covered roadways in the teeth of a furious gale. But I would never forgive myself if I allowed the man that was inside escape who was still hiding in the clubhouse.

I returned to the room and searched diligently. I went to one sofa and tore off one of the cushions and flung it across the room. Then, another one.

It was then, escaping from the edge of one of them I saw a shining tress of a woman’s hair. I shouted and fell to my knees, struck down by the most significant horror imaginable. Death itself laid before me. The victim was a woman. Although the face was not revealed, I thought I knew who it was. The fragrance I recognized. It must have been a full minute before I moved the last cushion which covered her face.

I lifted it, and with prayers to God for mercy, her emerald green eyes were wide open, but her jade irises held a sudden sadness. I dropped the pillow to the floor, for mercy was not to be mine. Dead! Ariella, the woman I had planned to cheat on that very night and who had also wronged me.

It was my fiance! Whatever my intentions, however far, my love strayed under the spell cast on me by Megan, the young woman who had just flown past me and out the front door. Ariella and I were engaged for several months. Hell, even our wedding day was set.

Her engagement ring was gone from her finger. It is probably expected as she would be apt to take it off before committing herself to an outcome that proclaimed me a traitor to our engagement. 

But now, I would try and learn how Megan committed this act. Was it poison or -?

It must have been poison. But, if it was, why those two marks on her neck, growing darker every second that passed as I stared at them.

The marks stared at me from both sides of Ariella’s neck. All I thought of was a young woman’s exquisite face, one of eighteen years of age, and made pointless any attempt on my part at self-deception when my reasoning inexorably demanded an explanation of my betrothed wife’s death. As a suicide, it was comprehensible. As murder, not, unless... it had been a murder! I sank down to the floor and remained next to the body as I fully realized it was murder and not suicide.
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Chapter ONE

The Parties of Suspicion
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I have mentioned poison as my first deduction as to how my betrothed wife died. I did not come about this thought unnaturally as I noticed two crystal glasses standing on a small table near the fireplace.

Walking over, I looked down into the glasses. They were both empty. There were still traces and a fragrance of Remy Martin Louis XIII. There was no bottle standing near the glasses, but I assumed if I looked about the room, I would find one somewhere. I wondered in my mind what preceded and followed the drinking of this cognac.

I sat a glass down and raised my head and, while scrutinizing the room, saw myself in a tall mirror hanging on the wall next to the fireplace. It gave me disturbing thoughts. In that same mirror, only a short while ago were two faces for whose sight at that fatal moment I would gladly endanger my soul to witness.

I glanced about the room and saw a pair of tongs lying on the brick bench in front of the fireplace. I no sooner picked them up and dropped them right away with great pain from the heat in my hand. The noise they made was the same noise I heard when I first walked in the door downstairs when I arrived, a clanking sound.

After a moment of trying to get over the surprise heat from the irons, I continued my investigations. I looked in the fireplace and saw some scattered fragments of paper that had not yet caught on fire. However, when I tried to reach in and remove some of them, they crumbled in my fingers.

After looking in every crook and cranny, I found everything else in the room was where it should be except for the cushions and the horrible image of my betrothed wife lying on the sofa. It awaited a further look from me but had refrained from doing so.

I couldn’t take it any longer. There was nothing more to look at in the room. I knew I must return to the dead body. I walked over and threw more logs on the fire to brighten the room.

I then turned and walked over and began looking at the body. I began at Ariella’s feet. I was startled to see that the inside of her shoes still had slight remnants of snow remaining. I wondered if she had come alone or in her sister’s company. If she did come with Megan, on what apparent errand if not that of death?

Ariella’s dress was of dark red, showing she changed clothes since earlier in the evening. I had seen her for supper. This was not the clothes she had worn then during those few minutes when I could not look her in the eyes.

Anyhow, I continued to slowly look up her dead body. I looked to see if she still had on the diamond ring I gave her. It was not on her. As a matter of fact, she wore no jewelry... her necklace was gone, her broach, and yes, even her engagement ring.

Finally, where a necklace once hung around her neck, were unmistakable and damning, the marks I saw earlier. I put my own thumbs on each of the dark spots, one on each side. That is when I sensed someone or something looking at me. It is hard to explain, but I quickly turned around and saw staring at me with burning eyes through the window, a pair of burning eyes. They disappeared as fast as they showed up. I had to ask myself if it was my imagination. I wondered if I was in any condition to dissociate the real from the unreal.

I became convinced that I was having a hallucination and made haste crossing the room and put my face up next to the windowpane. Nothing but a gale of blinding snow was sweeping by. I couldn’t see but a few feet or so out into the darkness. Furthermore, the absence of any balcony outside the window assured me it must have been my imagination.

My thoughts started racing, trying to figure out what I should do. If I went home, other members of the house would report my time of arrival. Should I give myself an alibi elsewhere? No one should ever know that I saw Megan here tonight. I knew that Ariella, who had fallen victim to Megan’s childish hate, had loved me deeply and was well worth my avenging.

I could not have the death of both women on my conscience. I will leave now this ghastly find to tell its own story!

The night was stormy. The hour was late, and there was no one out on the roads. But, before I leave this story for the reader, I thought in feverish haste I would throw the pillows back over the dead body of my betrothed wife. It was time to get out of this place!

Then, suddenly there was a loud bang downstairs as if something or someone was knocking the front door down. Loud cries were running in every direction through the clubhouse echoing from its dead and hidden corners.

It was the police. All hope for escape on my part was at an end. However, I then started thinking about how bad it would look for me to be discovered with my soon to be wife dead in the clubhouse. I remembered a window that would never lock in the back of the kitchen I could reach it and escape out over the eighteenth fairway. It was worth my trying to escape... anything better than being found in the clubhouse with Ariella laying upstairs dead.

Damn! I said to myself. My car was out in the parking lot. It would not do any good to escape, and my car still be parked out front. There was a place in the grand ballroom where we kept sound equipment. One would have to know it was there to find it. The door only opened if pressed from the outside. I made a dash and hid myself in this room.

I listened and listened. Men were running around upstairs and downstairs. I knew soon they would come upon the body of poor Ariella.

More quickly than I imagined, I heard the voices of two men close to where I was hiding behind the paneling. What I didn’t understand was how they could have been drawn to where I was hiding so quickly. There was something more than curiosity or a chance exercise of their duty that brought them to the clubhouse. I knew my time had come to an end as they opened doors all around me.

A shout came from the second floor. I wondered if they would know who Ariella was. I listened but only heard murmurs and nothing more. I could only imagine their movements. They were pointing at the two dark spots on her neck. I’m sure someone is picking up and looking at the crystal glasses just as I did.

Suddenly, the words that were once muffled now became apparent. “That settles it. He will find it very difficult to escape after this.”

‘He’ was good to hear. I was dreading to hear one of them say ‘She.’ Who in the world could possibly know that Megan had been within this clubhouse this very night?

It was time. I knew I needed to step out of hiding. I went quickly into the room, where two police officers were standing. My hands were clean of this murder. I faced these two officers and with real feeling, but as little display of it as possible, I said, “You have come here so quickly in aid to me. This is my betrothed wife, the woman I was to be married to in six weeks. I found her lying there dead in this cold and closed clubhouse. What in the world does all this possibly mean? I know no more than you, gentlemen.”

*****
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THE TWO MEN EYED ME quietly, then Detective Jaiden pointed to my feet, where I was standing in my socks and holding my shoes in my hands and sternly said, “Please, sir, permit us to doubt your last remark. You appear to be in a better position than we are to explain the circumstances which puzzle you.”

I conceded their remark. “Perhaps, but you can’t always trust appearances. I can easily explain my presence here, but can’t explain this terrible tragedy near and dear as Ariella Russell was to me. I didn’t know she was in this building, alive or dead. I found her here the same way you did, covered with all those cushions.”

Their silence led me to look closely at their faces. Jaiden’s mouth had settled into a stiff and straight line. The other officer wore a cynical smile. I knelt by my dead betrothed and gently leaned over and kissed her forehead with sincere regret, before attempting the confusing and totally disjointed story with which I strived to explain the unexplainable situation.

“Look! Look for yourselves what I found... the woman which I was to marry in two weeks, my betrothed... a dainty and delicate woman. Why? I asked myself then, and I ask myself now. I don’t understand any of this. Those two crystal glasses on the table or those marks on her neck!” They had turned black by this time.

“Yes, we understand those marks... and you ought to, also,” said the second man who was standing next to Jaiden, the one Jordan had not met before.

My head fell forward. My lips refused to reply to the unknown officer. All I saw was a flash of one woman bending over the other with a fixed stare and anger flashing in her eyes. The vision was frightening. I shook my head to try and get it out and stood up. “It’s what I -.” I gasped.

“The woman has been strangled,” replied Jaiden, doggedly.

Jordan’s hands came together involuntarily. All he possessed at that moment was the vision of Megan standing over her sister with a sinister look about her face. I wish it had been my hate and my anger, which brought those marks upon Ariella’s neck. I would be here now paying the penalty of the murder and not forced to think about Megan with such terrible revulsion.

“You better take a seat, Jordan,” Jaiden suddenly suggested by pushing a chair in his direction.

“Josh, go and find a telephone and get us some more men out here.” Jaiden turned and faced Jordan, “Can you tell us where the nearest phone is?”

“There’s one down the hall and one downstairs at the main desk as you come in the door.”

Josh, the rookie detective, left the room.

Jaiden pulled out of his pocket some matches and lit a nearby candle.

Jordan’s eyes widened. He saw it was a candle on top of a twelve-inch-tall brass candelabra, one of a pair perhaps. His hair stood up on the back of his neck. What if the mate to the candelabra was in Ariella’s house? No, he thought, the brass candelabra must belong to the country clubhouse. Jaiden’s eyes were fixed steadily upon Jordan while he was lost in his thoughts.

Jaiden began his questioning. “Did you happen to go down into the kitchen during your wanderings about the clubhouse?” he inquired.

“Yes, as a matter of fact, I actually did... to get some matches.”

“Just the matches,” Jaiden continued.

“Yes, Jaiden, that’s all.”

“Did you get them?”

“Yes, I did.”

“How did you find them in the dark?”

“For God’s sake, Jaiden, I work here. The cooks in the kitchen have plenty of matches in a drawer near the cooktops. I fumbled around and found the matches without too much difficulty.”

“Let me ask you... where did you light your first match?”

“Upstairs.”

“Not in the kitchen?”

“No, Jaiden, upstairs.”

“You’re sure?”

“Quite sure.”

“That’s a pity. I thought you might possibly be able to tell me how so many wine bottles came to be standing on the long table in the kitchen.”
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