Chapter 1
                      A Romantic Interlude Interrupted By Past Indiscretions

The beautiful young woman smiled as she kissed the handsome older man, her liquid brown eyes wide open and filled with the vision of her love. She stared tenderly into his blue eyes, her arms wrapped possessively around him as they lounged comfortably in the deep recesses of a soft leather couch. They sat before a warm fire roaring inside a broad stone fireplace. The lights were low in the luxurious room, mostly just fire and candlelight. Sometimes when they sat together in that beautiful place, she reflected on how different it was from the living room at her father’s house only a few miles away.  The differences were stark, as if they existed in two different worlds millions of miles apart instead of the short distance that separated them.
The woman sighed with complete satisfaction as she surveyed the room around her. It was filled with interesting collections, pre-Columbian artifacts, blown glass art pieces, and European sculptures scattered on tables and shelves, the walls covered with paintings and weavings, the floor with expensive handmade rugs set off by the dark hardwood floors.  A large rock studded with crystals that flickered in the light of the fire was artfully placed on the table in front of the couch in a prominent place as if it were meant to be a reminder of something important to its owner.  Extending up from the top of the rock was the golden hilt of a sword, its beauty enhanced by the warmth of the flames, orange fire running up and down its length. It seemed to stand alone, to glow like a beacon of light and hope in the shadowy room, even though it was only one of many incredible pieces strewn about the room. Wealth and privilege were reflected from the walls, the floor, even the furniture in that room that so matched her lover’s eclectic personality, but the stone outshone everything that surrounded it. 
Her father’s home was clearly one which housed people at the opposite end of the economic scale, but there were similarities that she felt outweighed the differences. Her father’s home was humble, that of a man poor in worldly goods, but it too displayed a kind of richness, made a statement of the beauty the world had to offer. Instead of expensive art and artifacts, her father’s house was decorated by and rich in the love of the people of the world.  The furniture was modest but sturdy and well-crafted, much of it handmade by his friends and family.  Instead of expensive art, it was filled with handmade crafts, gifts from the many people he’d helped in life. Books filled his shelves and photographs of those he loved covered his walls. It was a home that displayed a wealth of love and friendship, a clear picture of her father’s personality, one equally as strong as that of her lover.
For all of the differences between the two, she felt at home in both worlds and she thought each beautiful, each a reflection of the life of its owner, each precious to her because they were the natural environments of the two men she loved most in life.
It was obvious that a romantic evening was intended by the couple. Both held crystal flutes filled with expensive champagne and a bottle sat chilling in a silver bucket beside the couch.  The woman was dressed in a sleeveless black sheath that hugged her curvaceous body.  The man was dressed casually but elegantly. They would have fit in at any fine restaurant as they were dressed, but they also seemed comfortable relaxing at home. They had dressed for each other instead of the world.

“You’re much too beautiful to be truth, I don’t care what the poet says,” the man drawled, smiling at her with certainty that she would fully understand his allusion to poetry. They were both great lovers of literature above all else.
He watched the contrast as he ran his pale hand down her dark arm and then clasped his hand to hers.  He felt happier than he’d ever been at any time in his life when he was with her.  She calmed his soul, made him feel like a good man, a man capable of doing anything and everything in life.  With her, he was at peace for the first time in many years, ready to discover everything the world had to offer.  She also excited him like no one else ever had before, brought him to the heat of passion with just a glance in his direction.
He leaned his face close to her, drinking in her beauty, renewing his reason to live in the innocent soul that shone through her eyes. He was overwhelmingly in love with the woman who sat beside him. He kissed her gently, holding the moment in his mind, awed at the love he was feeling. Suddenly he wanted her desperately, and pulled her even closer to him.
The woman pulled away and smiled knowingly, acknowledging with her eyes that she returned his feelings of love, her own excitement rising as she contemplated the night that lay before them. She leaned toward him and nibbled his ear, knowing this would please him, but still unsure of the proper movements with which she could express her passion. The art of lovemaking was still new to her, their passion having been finally consummated only a short time before after a very long wait. He felt his heart soar, as it did each time he read the miracle of love and total acceptance that was reflected on her face. Every time they were together, it was like the first time, a union of perfect love.
The doorbell rang, interrupting their embrace.  The man pulled away, glancing toward the front of the house, a puzzled look on his face.
He said, “I wasn’t expecting anyone tonight.”
The woman laughed softly. “I hope not.”  Her voice was musical, filled with teasing mirth.
He kissed her forehead and pulled himself off of the couch. “I better go see who this is and get rid of them.”
He walked out of the room and toward the front of his home.  As he walked away, she stretched languidly and stared into the flames.  She touched the diamond necklace she wore, its five carat center stone and the surrounding sapphires and diamonds glittering in the dancing firelight. She smiled, remembering his excitement when she’d opened its velvet box just a short time before and his gentle touch when he’d fastened it around her neck.  
She could barely hear him at the front door, but she listened carefully.  She knew there were many people in Lincoln County who would disapprove of their relationship, and she didn’t want that to come between them.  She longed for the day they could be open about their feelings for each other in their home town, sure that it would come, sure that nothing could ever destroy their love for each other.
When the man opened his front door, he was instantly on alert and his face registered surprise at the identity of his unexpected visitor. He’d tried to convince himself that their dealings were over, but there was no good reason the visitor would appear uninvited at his home this late at night.
“What are you doing here?” he blurted out. 

The visitor standing outside the door laughed. “That’s no way to greet an old friend and compatriot.”
The visitor pushed past the man and walked into the house, obviously familiar with the lay-out, at home with the surroundings. He started moving back toward the den where the woman waited for her lover to return, also the location of the man’s very fine, very well stocked bar, something with which the visitor was intimately familiar.
The man was startled when he saw where his visitor was headed, didn’t want him to discover the woman waiting there. It would cause too much trouble. Besides, he didn’t want her to ever come into contact with this man. 
The man said quickly, “No. I’m going out, and I’m late. I don’t have time for a drink. Let’s talk here.”  
“All right, this won’t take long.  But we may need to take a little ride if we can’t get this resolved.”  
“What do you mean?”
The visitor glared at the man, his hard, piercing eyes trained on him like lasers, his face a mask of anger. He raised his eyebrows and said casually, “I thought we might have to go down to the dealership.  I think you may have left something of mine there.”
“What do you mean?”
“Well,” the visitor continued, smiling grimly as he spoke. “It’s got to be either here or there. It’s certainly not where it’s supposed to be.”
The man shook his head dismissively. “I don’t have the slightest idea of what you’re talking about.” But he did know. He just didn’t want to think about it, much less talk about it.
The visitor’s face turned red. “You know what I mean.  You cheated me.”
“Cheated you,” the man exclaimed, thinking that was the last thing in the world anyone could do to the very savvy man who stood before him.  “That’s got to be a joke.”
“I don’t joke about money.”
“Yeah, well, I happen to know that you’ve been using my business behind my back to do exactly what I told you I never wanted anything to do with again, and I won’t put up with it.”
The visitor laughed and said, “You’re welcome to a cut. It can be just like it was before.”
“No. I told you. I don’t want anything to do with your dirty business.”
“That’s fine, but don’t interfere in how I do things if you don’t want to be involved,” the visitor snarled.
“You’re not getting it. My business will not be involved in anything with you. It’s over. My eyes are open now. If you try anything, I’ll do the same thing I just did.”
“You’re going to give me what’s coming to me,” the visitor hissed.
The man starting walking back towards the front door, hoping the visitor would follow. He was accustomed to people following his orders, doing exactly what he told them to do. It was a lifelong habit, something that came from being born into wealth and living his life as a very rich man. As he walked, he said, “This whole thing is ridiculous.  I don’t owe you anything. What you want never arrived, doesn’t exist. Or if it does, it’s somewhere at the other end of the line. ”
The visitor was also a man used to others doing his bidding, not from a lifetime of wealth, but from years of power, sometimes almost absolute power, over the lives of others. He replied, his voice steely cold, “Stop right there and listen to me.”
The man turned and saw that the visitor was holding a snub nosed .38 pistol, pointing it directly at him as if he meant to use it.  He stopped quickly, startled by what he saw.
“What the hell are you doing?” the man said, his face filled with disbelief that the visitor would ever dare to actually harm him.
The visitor smiled coldly. “You’re going to give it all to me.  Where is it?”
“There isn’t anything to give you. You’ve already taken everything coming to you a long time ago.”
“Oh, yes, there is. There’d better be if you want to keep on living. And you’re going to be a good boy and fetch it for me this very night, fetch it and bring it right back here. If you’re not ready to die, you will give me my property.”
He walked toward the man, the gun held out in front of him. When he stood next to him, he pressed the barrel of the gun into the man’s temple. He wanted to hurt this man he considered an utter weakling who had wealth and position handed to him on a silver platter without ever having to really work a day in his life. He was frustrated with the man’s attempt to interfere with his own plans for power and glory beyond anything this insignificant lump had ever dreamed of or could ever hope to accomplish.
Swear popped out on the man’s forehead as the reality of his situation began to sink into his consciousness. Suddenly, he wasn’t so sure of exactly what the visitor was capable of doing to him. His mind flew down the hall to the woman he loved, and his stomach began to churn with fear for her safety.
“Remember how this feels,” the visitor said, feeling satisfaction as he watched a drop of sweat roll down the man’s forehead. He loved the feeling of power over another human being more than anything else in life.
The man reached up and pushed the gun away from his head. He said contemptuously, “You’d never get away with it. I don’t care who you are, you know you couldn’t get away with killing me. I wouldn’t be so sure that whoever investigates my death wouldn’t find something to connect you and me and all the dirty money you’ve run through my business. Oh, yes, you’d be a suspect and all your pretty plans would go up in smoke. So don’t wave a gun in my face. Just go get your dirty stuff from wherever you tried to send it here and keep me out of it.”
The visitor snarled, “Don’t be so sure I won’t kill you, but even if I don’t, I could crush you by revealing to the public just how you pulled yourself out of that money hole you were in.”
“You couldn’t do that. You’d bring yourself down too.”
The visitor laughed and said, “Oh, no. I’ve been a lot more careful than you apparently have. No one could connect me to anything dirty and no one would believe you.” He pressed the gun back into the man’s forehead and continued, “I’m leaving now, but I’ll be back. Maybe tonight, maybe tomorrow morning, and when I get back, I expect to get what is rightfully mine. Don’t disappoint me.”
“I told you. I don’t have it. When your people showed up, I knew what you’d done and rejected the whole lot. I sent your precious cargo back. Get it from whoever is on that end of the line.”
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