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When Colton Stone’s niece gets married, things are stressful enough, but when a guard at the inn where the wedding is taking place is murdered and a rare emerald is stolen in the process, things get even dicier.  To make matters worse, everyone at the wedding is a suspect, including the bride herself.  Things get even more complicated when Colton’s old flame shows up in his life again, making him deal with the earlier loss of his wife, Allison.  She’s not completely gone, though.  Colton still talks to her, and she responds.  With everything going on, Colton must keep his head and find the jewel as well as the real killer before everyone he knows and everything he cares about is threatened.

To Patty and Emily,

Forever and Always.

Foreword

This novel is very much a period piece, written in the early 1990s.  The technology presented, as well as some of the customs of the times, may seem dated to the modern reader, but they remain true to the era in which this book was written.  As a matter of fact, this was one of several long-forgotten books I wrote when I was starting out that I recently rediscovered.

I considered giving them each a fresh polish and updating the topical references, when I realized that at least for me, that would be a mistake.  In the end, I decided that revising these books, no matter how tempting the thought, could very well steal some of the heart I so carefully poured into them.  

I’m proud of this book and of all of my novels, and I stand by what I wrote so many years ago.  It’s funny, but looking back, it feels as though it was just yesterday when I first penned these words, but then time has a funny way of doing that.

In any event, I hope you enjoy this trip back to the recent past and find the world we all lived in then as fascinating as I have.

Chapter 1

––––––––
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BEFORE I LOST MY WIFE, Allison, I never used to cry at weddings.

To be fair, though, I didn’t believe in ghosts either, but that certainly changed after the first time my once-upon-a-time bride came back to visit me from beyond the grave.

When the day started, I never imagined that before the happy couple even got to cut their wedding cake, a dead body would be discovered and an extremely rare object would vanish from sight.

But that was hours away yet.

At the moment, none of us had an inkling about what was about to happen to ruin the festivities on what should have been my niece’s happiest day.

Maybe that was a good thing, though.

In the end, the dark storm cloud that started that day was almost successful in extinguishing the light of the life of someone I cared very deeply for.

The wedding of Elisabeth Louise Stone to Gregory Allan Moses III was reported to be the social event of the autumn season—at least according to the elite in Jefferson Davis County—but to me, it simply meant that my niece, Ellie, was getting married, and I was giving the bride away.  I’d changed into my tuxedo earlier on that fated day, and I was now making the rounds, trying to insure that everything was ready for my niece’s big day.  

I hadn’t met the groom until the night before the wedding, so it was hard for me to say if they were a good match or not, but surprisingly, nobody asked me.

Now, don’t sulk, Colton.  It’s Ellie’s day.  Your job is to walk her down the aisle without tripping.  That’s it, my love.

“I’d never embarrass her like that, Allison,” I answered in my mind.  “I wish you could be here with me.  I really miss you.”

I miss you, too, but we both know that this wouldn’t be so hard on you if you’d just let somebody else into your heart.  It’s not good, you being alone.

“I can’t help it.  There’s nobody else in the world like you.”

Colton, you’re not going to be able to find someone if you don’t start looking.

“I’ll do what I can; that’s the most I can promise.”

With the whisper of butterfly wings, I felt Allison’s presence leave me.  I still found it hard to believe that I would never again smell the gentle fragrance of her hair, or watch the delightful sway of her every movement, or feel the warmth of her hand or the heat of her body next to mine late at night.

The car accident that should have taken both of us ten months ago had torn her life from her while leaving me behind to struggle on alone with only a few cuts and bruises.  

I had only truly felt alive during the twelve years of my life we’d been married.  Everything before and after felt as though I was just going through the motions of existence.

I kept my conversations with my dead wife to myself, though.  I knew that if anyone ever learned that Allison and I could still communicate, I’d find myself committed to a sanitarium before the words were out of my mouth.  

I just didn’t get it.  After all, people talked to God all the time in the form of prayer, and most folks didn’t think a thing about it.

A rational corner of my mind interjected, “Yes, but if they start telling people that God speaks back, they’re usually in some pretty serious trouble.”

The truth was that Allison was as real to me as the woman who delivered my mail or the kid who bagged my groceries.  Did that make me crazy?

If it did, then I didn’t want to be cured.  Allison was the only thing that had ever mattered to me in my life, and if I had to lose touch with her in order for other people to consider me sane, make my reservation at the institution now, because I wasn’t about to give her up.  I knew that she was still with me, in spirit if not body, and that was really all that mattered to me.

It was a perfect day for a wedding, and The Emerald Inn was the ideal setting.  The property was meticulously cared for, a sixteen-room colonial structure dating from the 1700s that also offered the finest restaurant in our part of the North Carolina foothills.  To the left of the main complex was a large expanse of verdant lawn, more lush than any golf course fairway, offering the perfect contrast to the white runner that led through two sections of seating to the outdoor altar.  The front was framed in flowers on either side, predominantly pink roses, which were my niece’s favorite.

Scores of white folding chairs were already beginning to fill up with the early arrivals.  The ceremony itself would be held under an ornate pristine arbor.  Off to one side, members of a string quartet were tuning their instruments in preparation for the big event.  

“Well don’t you look handsome, Colton Stone.”

I turned to find Penelope Whitworth, the society writer for the JD News and Report, standing at my elbow, watching me intently with large gray eyes.  Penelope had the sleek build of a greyhound, with the elongated face and skittish movements to match.  Her dark-brown hair was cut fashionably short, and the pale-pink suit she wore was no doubt brand-new, purchased just for the occasion.  There was a palatable air about her, as if she were ready to step in at a moment’s notice in case the bride changed her mind.  

“Hello, Penny.”

She pretended to study me critically for a few seconds, then after working herself in closer, she said in a conspiratorial whisper, “As a matter of fact, you look good enough to go right on top of the cake.”

I took a step backward and pointedly ignored her comment.  I was long over being amazed by the forwardness of the local single women after Allison’s death.  A few, Penny among them, had started their overtures right after the funeral.  It was all for naught, though; I couldn’t imagine ever being with anyone but Allison.

Changing the subject, I said, “Are you here as a guest, or are you covering the wedding for the paper?”

“A little of both, actually.”  Leaning forward, she added, “Don’t tell anybody, but I’ve already written the story so I can enjoy the festivities.”  Pulling a small notebook from her purse, she read, “‘Given in marriage by her uncle, Colton Edward Stone, the bride was stunning in a designer gown of bridal white silk arrayed with a scattering of lace appliqués and edged in a lovely border.  The veil and headpiece were adorned with white pearls.’ Ellie showed me the dress last week.”

“It sounds fine.”  Looking over her shoulder, I saw Father Randolph waving to catch my attention.  “If you’ll excuse me, Penny, it looks like I’m needed elsewhere.”

Putting a hand on my arm before I could get away, she said, “Colton, I’m not letting you go until you promise me a dance at the reception.”

As I walked away, I said, “Thanks for the offer, but I’m not sure I’ll be able to get away for even one dance. I’m going to be awfully busy.”

The Episcopal minister was grinning as I approached him.  “Thanks, Ran, you saved my life.”

“Penny can be tenacious, can’t she?”  Ran and I had grown up together, and his was the one friendship from childhood I’d managed to hold on to over the years.  My faith in God had taken a real blow since Allison’s death, but Ran had been there to help me pick up the pieces, offering his gentle presence and friendship without preaching to me in the process, and I was slowly regaining my belief.

“To be fair, she’s not alone.”  Glancing at my friend, I saw a worried look in his gaze.  “Was your summons strictly a mission of mercy, or was there something else on your mind?”

“I don’t want to worry you, but I just spoke with Simone Caswell.”  Simone and her husband, Roger, owned and operated The Emerald Inn, after she recently inherited the property from her maternal grandmother.  Ran went on.  “She’s concerned that the wedding will disrupt the sale of their emerald.  The Virgin’s Tear is all they seem to care about.” 

“The auction isn’t until this evening, so the reception will be over well before the bidding starts.  If Simone had any concerns, we could have held the wedding somewhere else.”

Ran lowered his voice.  “Are you kidding?  And miss having The Emerald Inn as the center of attention for the entire county?  Not likely.”

“And here I thought this was supposed to be the bride’s day.  Don’t worry, Ran, I’ll speak to her about it.”

He patted my shoulder.  “You’re a good man, Colton.  How are you holding up?”

Ran was the one man I knew I could tell my true feelings to, but this wasn’t the time or the place to go into the abject loneliness I constantly felt without Allison.  Besides, we’d been over the same ground many times before.  Plastering a fake smile to my face, I said, “So far, so good.”

He cocked his head slightly, inviting a more honest response, but I pointedly ignored it, and he left things at that.

The quartet began playing in earnest, a melody I recognized but couldn’t name.  I said, “That’s my cue.  I’d better go find the bride.”

I left Ran and walked to the inn’s main structure.  It was time to see Ellie.

Before I could find my niece, though, I was waylaid by Roger Caswell, half of the inn’s ownership team.  

“Mr. Stone, please let me apologize for my wife.  This auction has upset Simone more than she realized it would.  The Virgin’s Tear has been in her family for generations, and I’m afraid she’s having a hard time parting with it.”  From his diction and dialect, it was obvious he wasn’t a native to our region.  But unlike some southerners, I welcomed fresh blood; they added a spice to our lives we couldn’t get otherwise.  Still, I’d never felt myself warm to the man or his wife, no matter how hard I tried.  Simone had inherited The Emerald Inn and all its contents from a grandmother she’d barely known and never visited.  Truthfully, the young woman’s appearance in the will was a shock to several people in the community.  In the last six months of her life, Hattie Shuford had promised the inn, her precious gem collection—including The Virgin’s Tear—and everything else she owned to at least a dozen different people and charities, depending on her mood that day of the week.  Most folks hadn’t even realized that Hattie had any family outside Jefferson Davis County until Simone and her husband swept into town to claim her inheritance. 

“There’s no need to apologize to me.  I haven’t seen your lovely wife all day, Roger.”

A look of relief swept across his face.  “Excellent.”  Expectantly, he asked, “Have you had the opportunity to inspect our work?  The wedding coordinator your niece brought in has done a marvelous job.”  He looked behind me and added, “Here’s Ms. Stewart now.”

I’d heard the woman’s name mentioned several times, and I’d heard that she and Ellie had spent a great deal of time together over the past few months, but I’d never met her.

I turned to offer my hand and got the shock of my life.

In a voice that sent a jolt through me across the years, she said, “Hello, Colt.  It’s been a long time.”

There was a hint of gray in her long black hair now, and she’d added a pound or two since I’d known her, but there was no mistaking the woman standing before me.  

In the fifteen years since I’d seen her, she’d changed surprisingly little from the girl I’d known in college.  

It was Jennifer Lasker, the only woman besides my late wife that I’d ever really loved.

My first impulse was to sweep Jennifer into my arms and tell her how much I’d missed her over the years.  We’d not only been in love; we’d been best friends throughout college.  Somewhere along the way, though, we’d lost touch, and I thought I’d lost her forever.

The last time I’d heard from her was just before I sent her my wedding announcement to Allison.  She’d ignored several letters afterward, and finally, I’d given up.  

That thought quieted my enthusiasm.  “Jen, you look wonderful.”

She smiled the same crooked smile I’d kissed a thousand times long ago and said, “Nobody’s called me Jen in years.  You’re still the charmer, aren’t you, Colt?”

Roger interrupted.  “I see you two have already met.  If you’ll both excuse me, I need to check on the reception preparations.”  He put a slight hand on Jennifer’s shoulder.  “Don’t be long; Simone needs you.”

He might as well have been on another planet as far as I was concerned.  

“Why didn’t you tell me you were in town?” I asked.

Pulling me to one side, she lowered her voice and said, “The truth is that it’s been a long time, Colt.  We didn’t exactly leave things on good terms, and I certainly didn’t expect you to welcome me back with open arms.”

“That’s ancient history.  It really is good to see you.”

That appeared to ease some of Jennifer’s anxiety about seeing me again.  The worry lines disappeared as her smile slipped back in place.  

With a laugh, she said, “I nearly dropped my teacup when I saw your photo on the mantel at Ellie’s place.  Stone’s a fairly common name around the county, and I figured you were probably some distant relation.”  Jennifer’s eyes softened as she added, “I’m really sorry about your wife.  Ellie told me all about it.”

A brief wash of pain rushed through me.  “Thanks, I appreciate that.  Speaking of spouses, I’d love to meet your husband.  Is Mr. Stewart here with you today?”

A look of sadness mixed with despair swept across her face.  “No, Mr. Stewart is currently in Germany, but that’s not far enough if you ask me.  We split up two years ago.  What I took for a devil-may-care attitude turned out to be a patent disregard for everyone but himself.  Marrying him was a terrible mistake.”

“So how in the world did you end up as a wedding coordinator?  You were going to change the world the last time I saw you.”

Her smile resurfaced, showing a slight crooked line.  “We were really young back then, weren’t we?  After the divorce, a friend of mine asked me to help her plan her wedding, and I discovered that I was really good at it.  I’ve been doing it ever since.”

A college-aged waiter rushed up to Jennifer and said, “Mrs. Stewart, they need you at the restaurant.  Mr. Caswell says it’s urgent.”

Jennifer put a hand on my arm.  “Sorry, Colt, but I’ve got to run; duty calls.  It was great seeing you again.”  

“It was great for me too.  Listen, I know you’re busy, but I hope you have time later to save at least one dance for me.”

Her eyes glanced downward.  “I’m not sure I’ll be able to.  I’m going to be awfully busy with the reception.”

“Hey, one dance; that’s all I’m asking for.  Come on, Jen, for old times’ sake.”

She let out a deep sigh, and then she said, “I never could say no to you, could I?”  As she left me, she squeezed my hand gently, and then she was gone.  Watching her hurry away, I flashed back to the Jennifer I used to know.  Evidently, she’d been battered about by life since I’d seen her last, but I could still sense that spirit of hers lying just below the surface.

Penelope spoke up just behind me.  “Are you fraternizing with the help, Colton?  I didn’t think you were going to dance at the reception, or have you changed your mind?”

Penelope, the snoop, had been listening to our private conversation.  “So that’s how you get the information you write about.  You eavesdrop.”

She laughed throatily.  “It’s the only way to catch people with their guards down, darling.  I must say, listening in just out of sight has been most rewarding over the years.”

I didn’t care for the cavalier tone in her voice.  “That’s probably why you have such a difficult time keeping friends, Penelope.”

Her eyes tightened perceptively, and I knew that I’d pushed her too far.  Without another word, she turned and walked away.  I regretted the shot I’d just taken at her immediately.  After all, everyone knew that Penny wasn’t beyond using her “Society Notes” column as a bully pulpit to go after anyone who displeased her.  I was willing to take any heat she sent my way.  The Stone family was built as strong as its name and could withstand Penelope’s onslaught, but I hoped she didn’t take it out on my niece, on this day of all days.

Ran must have noticed the exchange between us.  He walked over to me and said, “I don’t know what you said to her, but she’s as mad as a wet cat.”

“I’m not worried about her.  If you’re going to come to my rescue, though, I wish you’d be a little more prompt about it.  This time, you waited until she was already gone.”

“Sorry, I’ll try to work on my timing in the future.  The reason I tracked you down is that I just got a message for you.  It appears Ellie’s locked herself in the Ruby Room and is refusing to see anyone but you.”

I glanced at my watch.  “Then I’d better get over there.  The wedding’s due to start in fifteen minutes.”

As I walked in The Emerald Inn’s side door, I was struck again by the lavish surroundings.  Ancient oak hardwood floors were covered with expensive runners.  Antiques original to the building were scattered throughout the rooms like a museum, and I could see the modulating plaster on the walls and the wavy glass in the windows.  It must have cost a fortune to heat in even our relatively mild North Carolina winters, but from what they charged for a night’s stay, I knew the innkeepers could afford it.  Each of the sixteen rooms of the inn was named after a precious or semi-precious stone, most of which could be found in the area.  Emerald, Amethyst, Garnet, Ruby, Diamond and a host of others, each room was decorated with shades of the stone in question, from towels to drapes to tinted patterns in the private bathroom tiles.  It was first-class all the way.

As I walked down the hall toward the Ruby Room, I noticed that the door to the Common area was closed to visitors.  This space, the only place in the inn outfitted with a television, was a congregating spot for the guests staying at the inn.  From my past visits, I remembered that puzzles, board games, novels, and books about the area were spread throughout the room, making it a natural place to get together.  Today, it was serving as the auction and display area for The Virgin’s Tear.  I’d heard there was a guard posted inside watching over the stone the entire time it was on display.  I considered knocking on the door to get a quick peek at the gem before seeing my niece but decided against it.  It sounded as though Ellie needed me, and ever since my brother died, I’d been there for her.

I knocked lightly on the door of the Ruby Room and heard a muted voice inside say, “Go away.  I told you I don’t want to see anybody.”

“It’s Uncle Colton, sweetheart.  May I come in?”

“Is Mother out there with you?”

“Not unless she’s hiding behind the ficus.”

After a moment’s fumbling at the lock, the door swung open. 

Ellie was standing just inside, dressed in her wedding gown.  She was a pure vision of loveliness in white, a grown woman resplendent on her wedding day.  But the illusion of maturity was quickly wrecked when she surreptitiously peeked out into the corridor before pulling me in.  Before I could say a word, Ellie quickly locked the door.

“Don’t tell me you and your mother are feuding on your wedding day.”

Ellie rolled her eyes.  “She’s still upset about me marrying Greg.  You’d think that what with him being gainfully employed, a genuinely nice guy, and also madly in love with me, it would be enough for her.  But no, she wants him to be a member of the local aristocracy, too, whatever that means.”

I didn’t even try to hide my grin.  My sister-in-law, Ashley, had always been a stickler for pedigree.  I used to wonder if that had been the main reason she’d married my brother, but the two had seemed to be happier than most during their brief marriage.  Two months after Ashley had announced to the world she was pregnant with Ellie, my brother Braddock was dead of a heart attack, seven days before his fortieth birthday.  I’d stepped in and been my niece’s father figure ever since.

I took Ellie’s hands in mine, wondering how the little snaggletoothed kid I’d taught to ride a bike had grown up into such a lovely young woman.  She had a great deal of her mother in her, tall and dark, but she’d inherited her figure from her grandmother.  While Ashley was thin and pencil-straight, Ellie shared in my mother’s bounty of full and natural curves.

I said, “I just want to know one thing.  Do you love him?”

Her face lit up.  “With all my heart.”

“Everything else is just in the details, then.  Now, let me get a look at that wedding dress I’ve been hearing so much about.  I can’t believe how beautiful you look.  I wish your father could have seen you today.”

“I do, too, but at least you’re here,” she said as she touched my cheek.  “You cut quite a dashing figure yourself.  I’m just sorry Aunt Allison’s not here with us.”

I kissed her lightly on the cheek.  “That makes two of us, kiddo, but she’s here with us in spirit.”  Ellie got a funny look on her face, and I asked, “What is it?  What did I say?”

“Uncle Colton, don’t think I’m crazy, but I swear I can feel her with me.  It’s as if she’s right here.”

I embraced my niece lightly.  “You’re not crazy.  I can feel her too.”

Ellie smiled broadly.  “She would have just loved this bash we’re throwing, wouldn’t she?”

I nodded my assent.  “More than you’ll ever know.  Have you got your somethings borrowed, new, old, and blue?”

She frowned and then said, “I knew I was forgetting something.  Let’s see, I’ve got a new watch Greg just gave me, and I borrowed a barrette from my maid of honor.  Oh yes, I’ve got something blue.”  She grinned mischievously and hiked her dress up, displaying a blue garter ensconced firmly around her thigh.  “Now I just need something old.”

I patted the tux pocket where I’d stocked a supply of each category in case Ellie needed anything.  “It’s under control.”  I took out a small delicate silver pin in the shape of a starburst and handed it to her.

Ellie squealed with delight.  “Aunt Allison’s favorite pin.  She used to let me wear it sometimes when I was little.”

I kissed her gently on the cheek.  “I know she’d want you to have it, today of all days.”  To disguise the beginnings of my tears, I rubbed my eyes lightly and then glanced at my watch.  “So, are you ready to get married?”

For a moment, the elegant bride turned back into the little girl I remembered.  With a huge grin, she said, “I’ve never been so ready for anything in my life.  Let’s go.”

Chapter 2

––––––––
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WHEN RAN POSED THE question, “Who gives this woman in marriage?” I steeled my voice and said, “I do.”

Then I retreated as we’d rehearsed after putting Ellie’s hand in Greg’s.  Ashley was already crying softly as I joined her in the front row, and I wondered briefly if it was for the beauty of the ceremony or because she missed my brother’s presence by her side.

As Ran officiated over the service, I let my thoughts drift back to my own wedding day twelve years before.  

I’d been nervous, even though I knew that no one in the world would ever fit me like Allison did.  Waiting for the ceremony to begin, there had been a tap on the door, and my future father-in-law, Martin, told my best man, Wayne, he was needed out front.  After he was gone, Martin said, “If her mother finds out, she’ll skin us both alive, but Allison wants to see you.”

Even as I was putting my tuxedo jacket on, I asked, “Isn’t that supposed to be bad luck?”

He chuckled softly.  “Son, if there’s anything that’ll bring you more bad luck than ignoring your bride’s request on her wedding day, I haven’t run up against it yet.”

I followed him to the choir room, where Allison was getting ready.  After knocking once, I went inside while Martin said, “I’ll stand guard for you two.”  He glanced at his watch.  “You’ve got five minutes before we need to get this show on the road.”

Once the door was closed, Allison came into my arms and kissed me deeply.  I said, “Wow, what was that for?”

“To shake off these jitters.  I wish it were this time tomorrow already.”

As I brushed a tear from her eye, I said, “Aren’t you looking forward to the ceremony?”

“Colton, what I’m looking forward to is spending the rest of my life with you.  In my heart, we’re already married.  This ceremony is for everyone else.”

I tugged at my collar.  “If I’d have known that, you’d have never gotten me into this tuxedo.”

She laughed gently before pushing me away. “Now, shoo.  Don’t you know it’s bad luck to see your bride on your wedding day?”

I kissed her again before adding, “But we’re already married in our hearts, remember?”

Ran’s words pulled me back to the present.  I heard him ask softly, “If anyone has any reason these two should not be joined in holy matrimony, speak now or forever hold your peace.”

The stark moment of somber silence was abruptly interrupted by a woman dressed in a white maternity wedding dress as she stepped up to the altar from behind a nearby tree.

In a loud voice that carried clear across the county, she said, “I’m carrying Greg’s baby.  Does that count for anything?”  She turned to Greg and added, “You promised to marry me first, bucko, and I’m holding you to it.”

I started to get up when Ashley clutched my arm, moaned for a moment, then fainted dead away.

It was without a doubt the most unusual moment in a wedding ceremony I’d ever witnessed.  After the roar from the crowd settled and a paramedic started checking Ashley out, I approached the pregnant young woman, who was now standing beside the prospective groom.

There was a bewildered expression on Greg’s face, and Ellie obviously wasn’t happy about it, either.

I got there just in time for the young woman to peck Greg on the cheek and to hear her say, “Congratulations, and best wishes from your Uncle Travis.  He wanted you to know that he was sorry he couldn’t be here with you.”

I said, “So you don’t know this young man?”

“Shoot no.  I’m not even really pregnant,” she said as she patted her belly.  “This is just a pillow.”  She thrust a business card into my hand before walking away.  

The card read:

HANNAHGRAMS

Novelty Messages

When you care enough

to send something unique!

Sarah Hannah, owner/operator

Greg apologized profusely.  “Ellie, I warned you about my uncle’s sense of humor.  I’m so sorry.”

Ellie laughed instead and then soundly kissed her groom.  “It’s just what this ceremony needed, something to break the somber mood.  This is supposed to be a wedding, not a funeral.”  I heard her whisper to him, “If I’d have known the reaction it would have generated from my mother, I would have hired that woman myself.”  Now that she knew the truth, Ellie obviously found the situation amusing.

Facing the crowd of murmuring guests, I announced, “Everybody, please sit down.  The young lady was sent as a prank by the groom’s uncle.  She and Greg have never met.”  I turned to Greg.  “Have you?”

He shook his head vigorously from side to side.  “No, sir.”

That brought a few chuckles from the crowd, though the men who had laughed were systematically being jabbed in the ribs by their wives or dates.

I nodded to Ran.  “Why don’t you go ahead and finish the ceremony?”

Looking more flustered than I’d ever seen him, my friend reopened his bible and somehow managed to finish the ceremony.

Before I knew it, my only niece was a married woman.

Suddenly, I could feel Allison’s presence with me.

It was the perfect ceremony for Ellie, wasn’t it?

“Yes, but I can’t stop thinking about our own wedding.”

I wish I could say the same, but I can barely remember it.  Colton, I don’t know how much longer I’m going to be able to be here with you.  Everything’s starting to fade.

A wave of alarm swept threw me.  “You’re not leaving me, are you?”

I heard her whisper, No, at least not yet, and then, once again, she was gone.

At the wedding reception, most of the guests took their cue from Ellie’s good-natured acceptance of the prank, though I heard a few of the women complaining about defiling the sanctity of the ceremony.

After sharing the first dance with her new husband, Ellie came looking for me.  “Would you care to dance with the bride, sir?”

I took her into my arms, and we moved onto the dance floor.  We danced well together, which was understandable enough, since I’d taught her to ballroom dance when she was eleven years old.  As we swept across the floor, I said, “I must admit, that woman gave me a shock when she showed up out of the blue like that.”

“You?  I almost swallowed my tongue.  It did make for an interesting ceremony though, didn’t it?”

“You’re taking it rather well, Ellie.”

She nuzzled close to me and said, “I’m a married woman now, and I’m with the man I love.  What’s not to be happy about?”

After the dance, Jennifer approached us.  She took Ellie’s hands in hers and said, “You have my most sincere wishes.  I hope that woman didn’t ruin your moment.”

Ellie laughed.  “Everyone worries too much.”  She looked from Jennifer to me and then back again as she smiled slightly.  “Jennifer, have you met my uncle?”  More formally, she announced, “Mrs. Jennifer Stewart, I’m pleased to present my uncle, Mr. Colton Stone.”  Almost as an aside, she added, “Jennifer, he’s the one I’ve been telling you about.  He’s single, too.”

Jennifer and I both answered at the same time, “We’ve already met.”

Ellie smiled gently, then she asked, “If that’s the case, then why aren’t you two dancing?”

I stepped up.  “That’s an excellent idea.”  I turned to Jen and asked, “May I have this dance?”

Jennifer looked a bit flustered.  “I’d love to Colt, but I’ve got so much to do—”

Ellie said, “Whatever it is, it can wait.  Now dance.  I’m the bride, and today’s my day, so everyone has to listen to me.”

Jennifer finally gave in, and then she stepped into my arms as the band started a new song.

I was surprised by how wonderful it felt having her in my arms again.  As I led her around the floor, she laughed gently.  “You haven’t lost your touch, Colt.  You’re the only man I know who actually likes to dance.  You were so good in our ballroom dance class in college you could have taught the lessons yourself.”

“I had to be good, with all the practice I got.  I figured the odds would be in my favor if I signed up my freshman year. It was a great way to meet girls.”

Jennifer laughed softly.  “As I recall, you were the only guy in our class.  You must have been in heaven, having eighteen girls lined up waiting for a turn to dance with you.”

I pulled her closer.  “It didn’t take me long to single you out of the crowd though, did it?”

A hint of a sigh crept into her voice.  “True enough, but that was a long time ago, Colt.”

“Maybe so, but we’re both here now.  That’s all that counts.”

Before the song was over, though, a teenaged maid from the inn burst into the reception area.  “Help!  It’s Zach Matthews.  Something’s wrong with him.  Please, somebody help me.”

The band stopped playing abruptly, and every dancer froze in place.  I saw Roger nearby and grabbed his arm before he could get away.  “Who’s Zach Matthews?”

His face lost all its color.  “He’s the guard we hired to protect the emerald before the auction tonight. Let go of me.  I’ve got to go, Mr. Stone.”

I released his arm.  “Fine, but I’m coming with you.”

We hurried to the inn’s Common Room and found the door I’d seen closed earlier now ajar.  On the floor lay the security guard, his face already a deadly pallid shade.  I knelt on the Oriental rug beside him and checked for a pulse.

Nothing.  

As I began to administer CPR, someone pushed me gently aside.  As I stood up, I saw that it was one of the paramedics who had attended to Ashley earlier.

As he worked on reviving the guard, I heard a groan coming from Roger.

He stood staring at a table in the center of the room draped in black silk.  

“It’s gone.  The Virgin’s Tear is gone.”

Two uniformed police officers were on site in less than ten minutes.  Besides the paramedic, Roger, the distressed maid, and I were the only ones in the room.  I heard the paramedic tell one of the officers, “I’m sorry, but there was nothing we could do for him.  Most likely, he was already beyond our help by the time we found him.” 

The cop asked, “Did anyone touch anything?”

“Just the deceased.  It looks like the he might have had a heart attack.”

A woman’s strong voice came through the doorway as she joined us, flashing a badge.  “If that’s the case, then where’s the emerald?”

I watched the slim, middle-aged woman sporting short blonde hair and dressed in a business suit come through the door, a briefcase tucked under one arm.  She had the look and demeanor of a marine drill sergeant.  “Well?  I don’t suppose any of you have seen the stone, have you?”

After a murmur of “no”s, she said, “That makes murder a real possibility then.”

Roger looked askance at the woman and asked, “Who exactly are you?”

She flashed her badge as she said, “I’m Detective Harriet Newberry, North Carolina State Police Special Investigator.”

The tone of her voice quieted the man as much as her shield.  As the detective’s gaze surveyed those of us in the room, she said, “It’s probably not going to do any good, but I’m afraid we’re going to have search each of you.”

Roger protested, “The stone was gone when we got here.  None of us took it.”

She eyed him carefully, and then she said, “So you say.”  Detective Newberry turned to two of the local police officers who had tagged along behind her.  “Take these men, one at a time, into the restroom and search them.  Thoroughly.  Young lady, you need to come with me.”

I wasn’t thrilled to be a suspect in the theft, let alone the murder, but I grudgingly admitted that the detective was right in making sure that none of us had stolen the gem.  Roger disappeared with one of the cops while the detective took the maid off to another room in the inn.  That left me with the remaining officer in the Common Room.

I’d eaten at the inn’s restaurant several times over the years when it had been in Hattie Shuford’s care, and I’d even taken a tour of the place a time or two when dining there with friends.  In the past, I’d given the general meeting area we were now in only a perfunctory look.

Now, I studied it closer.  The room, twenty feet by forty, was papered in emerald green wallpaper and featured a smooth white plastered ceiling, a green marbled fireplace, and a rich oak hardwood floor mostly obscured by a delicately woven Oriental carpet.  A few pieces of antique furniture throughout the space were supplemented by two clustered groupings of upholstered furniture.  Along one of the walls were bookcases filled with hardbacks and games, an armoire that held a television discretely hidden away, and a recessed display cabinet that featured several of the more common gems found in the area.  There was a card in front of each stone on display and a space for a replica of The Virgin’s Tear.  Three Ruby Hall watercolor paintings adorned the walls, giving the room an added warmth enhanced by a large bank of windows.  From where I stood, I could see through the window the altar where Ellie had recently married and the rows of chairs, now empty, facing toward it.

I’d purposely kept my eyes off the body while surveying the room.  As I glanced down at it, I saw something unusual; there was a scrap of paper under the dead man’s shoe.  As I took a step forward to get a better look, the policeman waiting with me said, “That’s far enough, sir.  I’d appreciate it if you’d stay right where you are.”

I nodded, adding my friendliest smile.  “No problem, Officer.”  Let the police find their own clues.  I was more than happy to leave the detecting to the professionals.

After Roger came back in, I was taken away and given a rather thorough search.  When we were finished, instead of returning to the Common Room, I was taken into the Garnet Room down the hallway.  I could see through the Common Room’s open door that a police officer was photographing the room while another held a video camera at the ready.
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