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      To anyone passing by, the massive house situated at 212 Sand Lodge Lane looked like any other in its affluent neighborhood. Not quite a mansion, but it came close with its hand-cut stone walls, its sparkling swimming pool shimmering under the moonlight, and its sprawling lawn, carefully cultivated to perfection. But one detail of the house stood apart in stark contrast from the others.

      In an area where security measures came as naturally as breathing to its residents, the massive front door to the house stood ajar. An unspoken invitation to anyone who may be passing by to come on inside and make themselves at home.

      A hooded figure stood on the sidewalk studying the house, and decided to take the homeowners up on their invitation. A quick look around showed nothing else out of the ordinary – no one else watching – while a careful listen turned up nothing but the sounds of crickets chirping and their own feet quickly approaching the front steps.

      Reaching for the door, the pale hand of the intruder, with its soft skin and manicured nails, trembled slightly as it pushed the fixture open wider on its hinges. Stepping inside, the door was closed with a quiet click, followed by the louder snick of the lock. It wouldn’t do to have someone else come along snooping.

      The interior of the house felt like a tomb. There were no lights on, with the exception of the one glowing from the stove light in the kitchen down the hall. The air was still; no fans blew, no pets stirred. The only sound to be heard was the hushed ticking of the massive grandfather clock from its place of honor in the living room.

      After the eyes of the intruder adjusted to the darkness, a study of the rooms showed the house held a respectable number of priceless items. Rococo style chairs flanking a dignified Aubusson rug could be seen from the foyer, gracing a living room where Waterford crystal held hot-house roses on the end tables. A Duncan Phyfe table dominated the dining room, where original paintings by famous artists hung on silk-papered walls and the light fixtures hanging from the ceiling dripped with crystals. Even the foyer, with its Persian rug, mahogany telephone table and Tiffany lamp, whispered elegance to visitors.

      Oh, yes. There was money here.

      Muffled noises from another part of the house caught the ear, drifting down the curving set of stairs from the second floor. So, the house wasn’t empty after all. Following the sounds, it soon became clear whoever was upstairs wasn’t alone and was oblivious to the person now making their way up to the second floor.

      The footsteps on the stair treads were silenced by thick carpet under dark boots. The bare hand gliding along the polished banister, pale in the moonlight filtering through the clouds and windows, no longer shook with nerves. With each step climbed, the volume of the noises escalated until they could be followed with ease to the master bedroom. The squeaking bed springs, throaty groans and breathy sighs left little to the imagination as to the acts taking place.

      At the entrance to the room, a set of pocket doors missed meeting by mere inches, seeming to have been closed with haste, almost daring someone to witness the sins being committed on the other side. With quiet, measured moves, the boot-clad feet stepped up to the doors and, through the narrow gap, the current candidate for Senator could be seen ruthlessly banging a well-known socialite in the bed he usually shared with his wife.

      The blue eye pressed to the gap in the doors narrowed at the sight. This just wouldn’t do.

      Even as the thought echoed through the brain, the couple on the other side of the doors rolled over the bed, so the socialite now sat astride her enthusiastic companion. She was quite beautiful, her Italian heritage coming through in her damp dusky skin and the long, dark hair disheveled by her lover’s hands. Yes, she was gorgeous, as any of the tabloids following her every move could show you. Wouldn’t those tabloids have a field day with this scenario? Especially when given the fact elections were right around the corner. The prominent politician, cheating on his wife with a wannabe celebrity with some very enthusiastic sex.

      The socialite continued to ride her lover – who was enjoying himself if the smile spread across his face and his groping of her breasts were any indication – to oblivion. As the pair climaxed and screamed together into what they thought was an empty house, the figure stepped away from the scene, making its way down the stairs and out the front door once again.

      No, this simply wouldn’t do. There was some planning to be done, as infidelity couldn’t – and shouldn’t – be condoned.

      It was clear. Somebody would have to pay.

      Plotting and planning was best done in solitude. And since the house was currently occupied, another secluded area needed to be found nearby. Strolling the grounds behind the home, the silhouette of the guest house could be made out in the moonlight.

      Perfect.

      Gaining access to the guest house took a little more work than just walking into the main building. Ironic, how the little apartment with nothing to hide was closed up tight, while the doors to the main house were open and secrets abounded. A testing turn of the handle had the door opening with ease, allowing the figure to slip inside, unnoticed, to sit in the dark. To watch, to think, to plan.

      Taking a seat by the window looking out over the lush backyard, the individual seated there was deep in thought. While it was true someone would have to pay for this indiscretion, the question was…who? The politician who was breaking up his family because he couldn’t keep it in his pants, or the social climbing whore who was screwing a man everyone knew was married? Tapping a finger on the small dining table, the person in the hoodie contemplated the fate of the two people. And decided, when it really came down to it, there was no need to debate the question at all. The man, while a cheating scumbag, had a family and prospects. He could be blackmailed, or if it came down to it, framed. And when he was, he’d toss his mistress aside like yesterday’s paper.

      So, yes, the woman it would be. But how?

      She had been in the tabloids for years and had pretty much become a household name. Ariana Gallaccio had no known talents, other than being a beautiful woman who snagged rich, famous men to take as her lovers, thus keeping her in the spotlight for any potential source of income. And since she’d never shied away from the press or interviews, the information available on her was abundant.

      Taking a phone from the deep pockets of the hooded jacket, slim fingers tapped out the search information. Pale eyes skimmed over numerous articles and interviews, looking for information useful to the cause. A weakness, a fear, anything could be exploited for the only acceptable outcome of ridding the senatorial candidate of his mistress. But as the search continued, nothing leaped off the screen.

      What if the information wasn’t fact? A well-placed rumor in the proper ear could cause all sorts of trouble, whether it was true or not. The filthier the rumor, the more speed it would pick up as it traveled the grapevine. And since Ariana was enthusiastic in sex – and appeared to be quite practiced at it – it seemed like a good place to start.

      The pieces of the idea were shifting into place when movement caught the eye from the other side of the window. The woman in question strolled along the skirt of the pool, now dressed in a blood red gown, its skirt flowing with each step. Ariana’s looks reflected her lineage, even if certain aspects of them had been refined under a plastic surgeon’s hands. Her long hair, its wild dark curls, fluttered in the breeze. Her dark skin was almost luminescent in the pale shafts of moonlight reflecting off the water as she lifted her skirt to sit on the side of the pool. Long legs dipped into the water’s smooth surface, causing ripples as she moved them back and forth. The motion caused the small teardrop diamond pendant, worn on a simple gold chain around her neck, to sparkle as it caught the light reflected from the water. She sat, smiling to herself, pleased with who and where she was. Her smile went wider as her lover came outside, also dressed to go out, and walked over to kiss her thoroughly.

      Narrowed eyes watched through the window of the guest house. It was one thing to screw someone other than your wife in the marital bed, but another entirely to kiss the one you cheated with for anyone to see. Unmoving, the hooded figure continued to watch as the man of the house walked away, listened as the car in the driveway started and made its way down the road.

      It was time to take care of the situation.

      Moving with quick, quiet steps, the thin figure left the guest house and made its way to the pool.

      “You shouldn’t be here.”

      Brown eyes, stunned like a deer in the headlights, snapped up at the sound of the voice from across the pool.

      “Who are you?” The accent was thick in a voice of whiskey and cream.

      “It doesn’t matter who I am. It matters who you are. Or more specifically, who you’re not.” Eyes grew narrow again behind glasses slipped on during the trek poolside. “Sex with another woman’s husband, in her bed?” A single finger shot up to wag in disapproval. “Tsk, tsk.”

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about.” Ariana pulled her feet from the water, the red polish on her toes gleaming to match the dress she wore.

      “Oh, but I do.” A pale hand held up the phone, gestured with it. “A picture’s worth a thousand words, bella. I’ve got about five of you and Mr. Livingston pursuing your, shall we say, extracurricular activities upstairs. That’s about five thousand words.” A devious smile began to spread across a pale face. “At a dollar a word, isn’t that about equal to your going rate?”

      “I’m sure I don’t understand.” Ariana reached up to toy with her necklace, her nerves showing in not only the gesture, but her eyes as well.

      “Oh, a little birdie told me you were once an escort. A call girl. A high-priced slut who would spread her legs for large sums of money. And from what I witnessed up there,” the thin hand pointed to a darkened window, “I’d say you earned every penny and then some.”

      “This is a lie.” Ariana’s cheeks flushed at the accusation. “I don’t have sex for money.”

      “Don’t you?” Now moving in slow, deliberate strides around the pool, the figure kept talking. “You hook up with attractive men, each and every one of them with more money than sense. And you’re telling me you don’t sleep with them? They don’t give you money or buy you things?” A shake of the head. “I know better.”

      “What do you want?” The ball of fear in Ariana’s belly could be heard in the shaking of her voice.

      “I want you to leave. Leave Mr. Livingston, leave town. And don’t come back.”

      “I can’t do this thing you ask. I live here, it is my home.”

      “Will you really want to live here once word gets out about your previous profession? True or not, there are some who will believe it. And then, once they connect you to Livingston, where will it leave him? Likely divorced. His children would disown him. And he may as well forget about being a senator, or even a politician period. He’d be ruined, and it would all come back to you.”

      Ariana stood silent, nervous fingers still toying with the pendant of her necklace as she watched this person’s every move with wide, frightened eyes.

      “You wouldn’t want that for him, would you? Not if you love him. I’m sure you can start over somewhere else. Smart girl like you? I’d say you have tidy little nest egg, set aside for a rainy day.” Coming to a stop an arm’s length away, the voice grew colder. “And honey, it’s pouring.”

      “But –” Her voice halted as at last she got a good look at the face inside the hood, her eyes narrowing in recognition. “Wait. I know you. You’re –”

      Quick as lightning, thin arms whipped out to connect with the woman’s shoulders. Caught off balance, Ariana reached out with a shriek before falling over the side and into the pool’s cool water. The splash wasn’t nearly as satisfying as the flailing and sputtering Ariana did once she breached the surface. The hooded stranger watched with pleasure as she struggled to keep her head above water.

      Looked like the poor girl couldn’t swim. Too bad.

      Somehow, she made her way to the edge of the pool.

      “Please,” she pleaded, reaching out as she coughed up water. “Help me.”

      “Now, why would I do that?” Without a qualm, a booted foot came to rest on top of her head and pushed. Choking, Ariana reached out again, scratching at the concrete surface of the side of the pool, her fingertips scraped bloody and her nails ragged as she struggled to find a handhold. She pushed at the foot on her head and fought for air, just one single breath. The harder she fought, the more pressure the boot placed on her head. Until finally, her body jerked one last time before she went still, and the icy blue eyes behind the glasses watched the body sink to the bottom of the pool.

      One problem solved, and a new one to deal with. At least this one could have some assistance. The phone came out once more, numbers were dialed, and the command was given.

      “Get over here now. I need your help.”
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      Summer was the best time of year. At least, it was in these precious weeks sandwiched in between the end of a year of college classes and the beginning of going to work in the real world. For now, life was all about living in the moment, forgetting about the responsibilities and goals, and just having some fun.

      McKenna Parker, or Mac as she was known among friends, was more than ready to let loose.

      It didn’t matter that her father was as oblivious to her presence as ever. Roy Parker was not what one would term a warm and affectionate man. After the death of McKenna’s mother nearly a decade earlier, Roy had shut down and stayed withdrawn, only coming out of his shell to go to work or seek a bottle. All through high school, McKenna had pretty much learned to fend for herself. She’d learned early to make sure money was hidden from her father so she could ensure the bills were paid, often forging her father’s signature on checks while he laid passed out in his recliner. She’d bought the groceries, cooked the meals, kept the house presentable. All of this while maintaining her school work and mourning the death of her mother alone.

      McKenna had the looks of her late mother. Dark blond hair in a long straight stream falling past her shoulders. Hazel eyes that could lean more towards green or blue, depending on her mood and what she was wearing. She was also the exact same height her mother had been, standing at five foot eight.

      Maybe the close resemblance was why Roy despised her so much.

      Shaking off the mood brought on by thoughts of her late mother and absent father, McKenna dug through the dresser drawers in her childhood bedroom, making room for the clothes brought home from campus. Having just completed her junior year at Murray State University, she knew this summer would be one of her last where she had the chance to be carefree, with time to spend with friends or activities neglected during long hours of study during the school year. And, she’d get to spend some real time with Andrew.

      Andrew Livingston had approached McKenna Parker during her junior year of high school and had asked her to a movie. A year older, his smooth looks, sweet charm, and yes, his popularity, had prompted her to agree to a date. His down-south manners had won her over and his absolute devotion to her had made her stick around. They’d stayed together through his senior year, then hers. He’d talked her down from college application anxiety, and she’d helped him deal with issues at home. She’d cheered him on in every football game she could attend, and he had surprised her at her graduation with roses in hand. Both of them being in college was tough, especially since they went to different schools, but they made it work with texts, calls, emails, and meeting up for a weekend when their schedules meshed.

      Now, they were both home for an extended period of time. Even though he would be busy, helping his father in his bid for a seat in the Senate, she would still get to see more of him than she had in the previous ten months.

      She couldn’t wait to wrap her arms around him, and to feel his around her.

      Her wait wouldn’t be long, since he and his sister, Victoria – also McKenna’s best friend – were hosting a gathering of all their friends at their home. They’d get together, drink a little, laugh a lot, and make use of the beautiful swimming pool in between reminiscing. McKenna knew the siblings were busy until this evening, working at their father’s campaign headquarters, as it was expected of a dutiful son and daughter. The pair, and anyone who knew them, understood the household ran around their father’s political career.

      In public, Mitchell Livingston III was the textbook definition of a politician. He shook hands, kissed babies, and promised folks the moon as he smiled for the cameras. At home he was a selfish, demanding man with little time or affection for his family. Even his long-suffering wife, Elaina, knew they were merely props, kept around to present the tidy image of a family man the average blue-collar citizen looked for. He hauled them out for photo opportunities, then tucked them away again when his use for them was done.

      Thanks goodness Andrew was nothing like his father.

      McKenna picked up the remote and switched on the television for noise to keep her company while she finished unpacking. The house was too quiet, with her own father was either at work or bellied up to a bar, a fifty-fifty shot as to which. With a shrug at the thought, she turned on a local station and listened with half an ear to the news as she began to empty her bags and sort through the mountain of laundry to be done. But when the broadcaster mentioned a missing person from the area, McKenna paid closer attention.

      “A missing person’s report was filed for Ariana Gallaccio today,” the solemn brunette began. “The socialite was last seen leaving a fundraiser for Mitchell Livingston III, who is running for Senator, on Tuesday. Her family states they haven’t been able to contact her and it’s highly unusual for her to be out of touch for more than a day. Anyone with information about the possible whereabouts of Ariana is asked to contact the local police.”

      A photo flashed on the screen, taken at the fundraiser just a few days before. The woman was stunning in her low cut red gown, champagne in one hand and a beaded red clutch in the other. Her laughter was evident in the way her head was tossed back, her perfect teeth gleaming as she stood chatting with the candidate.

      McKenna changed the channel, trying to find something a little less heavy to listen to as she worked, only to stumble on another station reporting on Ariana’s disappearance. Except with this morning show, the missing woman wasn’t all the group of talk show hosts was chatting about.

      “Have you all seen this picture?” One of the anchors, a tall man in a dark suit and tie, pointed to the monitor. The same photo of Ariana and Mitchell popped up again. At the nods of his co-hosts, the anchor continued. “This doesn’t look like two people who just met, to me.”

      “Now, Jonathan,” one of his bubbly blonde co-hosts interrupted, “you know you can’t make statements like that. You don’t know if they’d ever met before.”

      “Marlene, I’m just making an observation. This woman is stunning, and this particular candidate is known for…straying, shall we say, in the past. And this picture looks awful cozy for two people who just met. I’ll just say it looks like they may know each other better than we think and leave it at that.”

      Disgusted, McKenna turned off the television with a stab of the button on the remote. Yes, Mitchell Livingston III may be a self-important ass, but it didn’t mean he deserved to have his dirty laundry aired all over the television to be laughed over and dissected.

      Wanting contact with Andrew, even if it was just a text, McKenna picked up her phone and sent a message.

      Hey, babe. Busy?

      The reply came back mere seconds later.

      In a lull at the moment, but it’s been crazy. What’s up?

      Her fingers flew as she replied.

      Nothing. Just getting settled in. Can’t wait for tonight.

      She smiled as the phone beeped and she read the message.

      I know, me either. You in a bikini and me with my hands all over you.

      McKenna let out a soft laugh.

      Why, Mr. Livingston, you know how to make a girl blush.

      Her grin widened at his reply.

      I’ll make you do more than blush. lol. Meet me early?

      Considering, McKenna sent off her reply.

      Are you planning on trying to seduce me?

      His reply was instant.

      Hell yes.

      Fanning herself, she texted back.

      Well, if that’s the case, what time do you want me there?

      Her phone beeped again.

      How about now?

      This time, her laughter rang out around the room.

      Nice try. How about we meet for dinner first? Then we can find a quiet spot, just the two of us…

      She waited as he read the message.

      Damn. Wish I wasn’t working right now. lol. I’ll pick you up around six thirty. Everyone’s meeting at the house at nine, so we’ll have plenty of time.

      Considering, she tapped out her message.

      Sounds like a plan. See you then. Love you.

      A final beep showed her the words she anticipated the most from him.

      Love you, too.
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      Dinner was a casual affair, something quick and simple so they could move on to the part of the evening they looked forward to the most. There was no extra lingering over the meal as it was eaten, but they weren’t in a rush. The long looks, the occasional touch, the drive back to Andrew’s childhood home only added to the heightened awareness of each other, the pulls of desire.

      The house was empty, as Andrew’s parents were at some campaign-related ordeal, as usual. They were either manning the phones at the campaign headquarters or schmoozing it up with donors at some over-the-top, lavish fundraising event. Victoria was out getting last minute supplies for the gathering. With his family gone, they had the house to themselves. And they put it to good use. Those feelings of longing, those pulls of desire, the raw feeling of needing to mate were played out in a heated battle for dominance in the bedroom.

      As they lay in a crumpled heap on disheveled sheets, trying to catch their breath, Andrew ran the tips of his fingers along the damp skin over McKenna’s spine. She curled into him like a cat, purring her approval as she tugged the sheet over their naked bodies.

      “Mmm.” She splayed her fingers over his chest to trace invisible patterns along his skin. “That was a bit aggressive, even for us.”

      “Complaining?”

      “Nope.” She lifted her head to press a kiss to his shoulder before snuggling back in again. “Not in the least little bit.”

      “Good. Me neither.”

      For a few moments, they simply laid together in the quiet, happy to be in each other’s company. Andrew’s voice, deep and quiet, broke the silence.

      “McKenna?”

      “Yeah?” Her voice was sleepy against his chest.

      “What would you think about us getting married?”

      “What?” Now wide awake, McKenna sat up, ramrod straight, and clutched the sheet to her breasts. “What did you just say?”

      “What would you think about us getting married?” Andrew repeated as he rolled to prop himself up on his elbow, his expression showing he was amused by her reaction.

      “Where did this come from? We’ve never talked about the m-word.”

      “No, we’ve never talked about it.” He cocked his head as he studied her. “Does your reaction mean you’d be opposed?”

      “No, of course not,” she hesitated. “But your family would never approve.”

      “It’s not their decision.” He reached out to link their hands together for a moment. “Though we would have to live with them in our lives, so there may be some uncomfortable times, but they don’t get to choose who I marry.”

      “But…we’re still in school.”

      “I’ve only got one more semester, and you’ve only got another year.” He reached up to graze her cheek with the backs of his fingers. “We’ve been together since you were sixteen. Do you think another year or two will make much difference, if we decided to wait that long?”

      “No.” She leaned into his hand, his fingers opening so his palm cupped her cheek. “I don’t think it would, at all.”

      “I don’t think so either.” Andrew rose so they sat knee to knee, and took her hands in his. “I know it’s not romantic, with me down on one knee, but I don’t want to wait. I want to start making plans for our future. Marry me, McKenna. Make those plans with me.”

      “Oh, God.” Tears began to slide down her cheeks. “Yes. Of course, yes.” When she threw her arms around Andrew’s neck, she heard him murmur in her ear.

      “I love you so much. At times it makes me ache with how much.” He kissed her cheek before he pulled back to frame her face in his hands. “I’m sorry I don’t have a ring for you yet, but we’ll go pick one out together. Does that sound okay?”

      “Sounds perfect.” Leaning forward, she kissed him and pulled back to wipe her damp cheeks. Her eyes fell on the clock by the bed and noted the time. “Oh, we’d better get dressed.”

      “Why?”

      “Our friends will start showing up any time now.”

      “Let them wait,” he said as he pulled her back down to the bed with him. “Right now, we’re going to celebrate.”

      “Mmm, I do love the way you think.” With a laugh, she went to work on his mouth and forgot about the world outside.
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      The party was in full swing by the time McKenna and Andrew made their way to the pool. They smiled at the jeers and comments about why they were late to the party, then accepted hugs from friends they hadn’t seen for the better part of a year. As soon as he could free himself, Andrew kissed her cheek and went to grab a beer from the cooler.

      “So,” Victoria started as she sashayed up to her best friend, an extra margarita in hand, “Carved out a little time to shag my brother today, huh?” She passed the frothy drink to McKenna with a sassy smile. “Was it worth the wait?”

      “Vickie, that’s your brother you’re talking about.” Her tone was one of admonishment as she sipped her drink, then smirked. “And yes, it was worth every second.”

      “I could tell by looking at you. You’ve got a glow about you.” Eyeing the drink in McKenna’s hand, she hesitated. “You’re not pregnant, are you?”

      “Vick, we just had sex for the first time in months twenty minutes ago. It doesn’t work that way. Don’t you remember your biology classes?” McKenna laughed.

      “I remember my teacher being hot as hell, but not much else.” She grinned as McKenna laughed into her drink. “Don’t think I don’t know about the weekends he pretends to have to stay at school, so he can sneak off to meet you. And don’t pretend I think you guys are just playing cards and holding hands during those weekends, either.”

      “Ah, busted.”

      “Yes, well. I’ve been secretly jealous of the fact he figured out a way to get around the so-called parents of the house. If I tried to do what he did, I’d never hear the end of the questions.” Victoria gave a careless shrug. “Anyway, what’s got you so happy and glowing if you don’t have a bun in the oven?”

      “Well…” The question had McKenna hesitating. She and Andrew hadn’t had a chance to discuss when they were going to announce their news.

      “Ooh, it’s good. I can tell.” Victoria did an excited little shimmy as she grabbed McKenna’s hand. “C’mon, spill it.”

      “Oh, fine. But not here.” Taking her friend by the hand, McKenna pulled Victoria into the cabana where there was some semblance of privacy. “What I’m about to tell you cannot go any further than the two of us.”

      “Okay.”

      “No, I need you to promise.”

      “Hell’s bells, Mac.” At Mac’s arched looked, Victoria heaved a huge sigh and conceded. “Okay, fine. I promise not to tell a soul.” She crossed a finger over her heart for good measure.

      “We haven’t made an official announcement yet, so I don’t know if I’m supposed to tell you or not, but your brother asked me to marry him.”

      “What?” The word came out as a shriek, with McKenna shushing, trying to quiet her. Stunned, all Victoria could do was a stare, slack-jawed. “You mean you and Andrew are –”

      “Engaged.”

      “Oh, my God.” Victoria reached out to yank her friend, margarita still in hand, into a hard hug. McKenna let out a sharp gasp as the icy drink spilled from Victoria’s cup onto the bare skin of her back. Laughing, Victoria pulled away. “Sorry about that, but congratulations! Let me see the ring.”

      “Don’t have one yet.” McKenna held up her naked ring finger. “We’re going to pick one out together.”

      “Lucky girl.” With a mischievous twinkle in her eye, Victoria asked, “I get to be your maid-of-honor, right? And plan your bachelorette party?”

      “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.” McKenna’s twinkle matched her friends. “But really, you needed to ask?”

      Laughing, the friends shared a more careful hug. On a sigh, Victoria leaned back to meet McKenna’s gaze. “All joking aside, I’m very happy for you. Despite our upbringing, Andrew has turned out to be a good man.”

      “I know,” McKenna nodded. “It’s part of the reason I love him the way I do.”

      “Good.” With a nod of her own, Victoria pulled McKenna back out to the party. “Now, let’s get a fresh drink to celebrate and have ourselves a little fun.”

      There was more than a little fun to be had. Music blared while half-naked bodies writhed and danced to the beat. Drinks were poured with a free hand and consumed as fast as they were made. Water splashed as people jumped in and played whatever games came to mind. Shouting and laughter came from all directions, flowing over and through conversations.

      McKenna sighed and marveled on how good it was to be home.

      With Andrew on the other side of the pool, catching up with some of his old football buddies from high school, she found herself alone in a sea of people. She didn’t mind, as it gave her an opportunity to watch everyone, which she did from where she sat on the side of the pool. She smiled as Victoria sat astride the broad shoulders of an old friend, preparing to battle against another pair in a game of chicken in the pool. Her eyes found Andrew again, this time laughing at the animated way he was gesturing with the story he told. At the sight of him, she glanced down at her left hand, where it gripped the edge of the pool. She imagined the ring that would soon sit on the third finger, and her heart was full when a glitter – this one very real – caught her attention from the bottom of the pool.

      With the water splashing upon the side from the activities of the others, and the depth of the water itself, it was hard to tell what the object was. It appeared to be a piece of jewelry, though what kind of jewelry McKenna couldn’t say. She was curious – and sober – enough to slide from her perch at the edge of the pool and into it. Taking a deep breath, she went deeper into the cool water. Wishing for a pair of goggles, the chlorine burned her eyes as she searched the pool’s floor. There, its chain waving in the water’s current, sat a necklace nestled against the wall. Paddling hard, McKenna swam over and plucked the pendant from its watery resting place. Her lungs starting to burn, she kicked to the surface and took a deep breath as she climbed the ladder to leave the pool.

      Water dripping, McKenna held the pendant in the palm of her hand the chain dangling between her fingers. The pendant itself was simple, a teardrop diamond in a gold setting, the glittering stone about the size of a nickel at its fattest part. The chain was thin and very delicate, which explained how it was snapped just below the clasp.

      Someone must have lost it, but who here could afford such a piece? These were all college kids, and while many of them came from wealthy families, none of them would have worn such a thing to a pool party. McKenna studied the necklace again. It certainly wasn’t something Mrs. Livingston would wear. A true Stepford wife, she stuck with pearls religiously and Victoria, having to bear the brunt of her parents’ displeasure, was often left with no choice but to follow suit.

      With a feeling she’d seen this piece somewhere before, McKenna tilted the jewelry still in her hand, studying it again as she tried to place it. Thinking, she made her way back to the cabana in search of a dry towel. Her unexpected dip in the pool had left her soaked and shivering in the cool night air. She set the necklace aside as she looked in various places for towels and came up empty handed. Knowing where the extra towels were kept, McKenna decided to grab some more and snag one for herself in the process. She was halfway to the guest house when she remembered the necklace but decided it would be okay until she returned.

      Letting herself into the guest house, she flipped on the lights. She and Andrew, along with some of their friends, had often been permitted to use the guest house for gatherings when the weather was bad. Mr. and Mrs. Livingston hadn’t wanted to deal with the noise and chaos of teenagers underfoot, and the teenagers were thrilled to have a place away from the adults. Given this, McKenna was very familiar with the layout of the small apartment and continued her search for dry towels. Opening the narrow linen closet at the end of the hall, she was pleased to find a tall stack of neatly folded towels ready for the taking. Reaching in, she pulled out half a dozen, with the intent on taking the rest back to the cabana. As she was get ready to shut the door, however, a small thud caught her attention.

      Looking into the closet, she saw nothing amiss. But when she swung the towels around to better see around her, a flash of red caught her eye. Setting the towels aside, McKenna bent to pick up the clutch-style beaded evening bag. Thinking the linen closet an odd place for such an item, her curiosity got the best of her. She opened it, noted the lipstick, compact, and small wallet. There was also a cell phone, powered down, among the possessions.

      Her stomach pitched, and heart raced into a gallop when she pulled the driver’s license from its slot in the wallet. Smiling up at her was the face of Ariana Gallaccio, the missing woman from the news earlier in the day.

      Stunned, McKenna could only think how this could be a mistake, but it was confirmed by the name printed on the identification. Her stomach dropped as she studied the face of the woman staring up at her. What was the handbag of a missing woman doing stuffed in a linen closet? Especially one belonging to a man people were already suspecting of having an affair with the woman in question? Who put it there, and what did they have to do with the disappearance of Ariana Gallaccio?

      With guilt and bone-deep fear welling up inside her, McKenna returned the wallet to the bag and the bag to the closet. She gathered up the towels, and was shaking so hard she could barely walk. Somehow, she found her way back to the cabana, where she dropped the towels onto a chaise and she sat down with a thump beside them. Someone, either close to or within the family, was responsible for the missing woman. She refused to think it was Andrew. Looking at her empty ring finger again, she knew in her heart he couldn’t have anything to do with it.

      Then she remembered the necklace.

      Jumping up, she wrapped the towel tighter around her shoulders to ward off the chill as she moved to where she’d laid the necklace a short time before. The space now sat empty, leaving McKenna to search nearby, thinking it had fallen, but to no avail. It was gone, taken by someone at the party. Perhaps the same someone who knew where Ariana really was.

      Feeling sick to her stomach, McKenna sat down again and decided she’d had enough of the crowd for one night. She just wanted to go home, crawl into bed, and forget everything she’d seen in the last half hour.

      “Hey, baby. I’ve been looking for you.” Andrew stood in the opening of the cabana, a beer in his hand and a smile on his face. A smile that quickly faded to a look of concern. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah, just don’t feel so good.”

      “Too much to drink?” He came to squat down in front of where she sat, and brushed the strands of wet hair from her face.

      “Maybe,” she lied. “I think I’m going to head home and go to bed.” She looked away as her breath hitched at the thought of Andrew knowing about the things she’d discovered, had a moment of panic at the idea of him being involved in some way before giving a mental shake of her head. No, it wasn’t possible and she refused to consider the idea.

      “I’m sorry I can’t drive you. Vick’s pretty plowed, too.” He thought a minute. “I think Amanda’s getting ready to head out soon,” he said, mentioning one of their mutual friends. “Want me to see if she’ll drop you off at your house on the way?”

      “No, it’s okay. It’s out of her way and I don’t want to be any trouble. I’ll just walk.”

      “I don’t like the thought of you walking.”

      “It’s not very far.”

      “I know, babe. But with everything going on around town lately, I don’t like the thought of you walking alone at night.”

      “You mean the missing woman.” Her head spun as the image of Ariana’s smiling face flashed in her mind.

      “Yeah. Something like that doesn’t happen around here, and it makes me nervous for you to be out alone. Especially at night So, take the ride with Amanda, okay? For me?” On her nod of agreement, he stood and kissed her forehead. “Good. Go on and get your things. I’ll talk to Amanda.”

      Less than half an hour later, McKenna was stumbling up to her front door with her keys in hand. Her father’s truck sat in the driveway, but the darkened house told her he was more than likely passed out in his chair in the den. Sure enough, he was snoring away, the television tuned to the sports channel, blaring away as the announcer called the ball game.

      Closing the door and locking it behind her with a quiet click, McKenna tiptoed down the hall to her room. She crawled under the covers, desperate to find some warmth, and pulled out her cell phone. She’d promised Andrew she’d let him know when she made it home. After sending a quick message, she burrowed deeper into the blankets, shivering as her mind raced over the events of the evening.

      Maybe finding those things didn’t mean anything. Perhaps Ariana left them behind on purpose, wanting to escape to a different life. Just because they were tucked away in two different places didn’t mean anything dangerous had happened.

      McKenna knew the thoughts to be untrue the moment she thought them. She could feel it in her gut.

      What was she going to do? She knew she had to tell someone. Andrew, the police, somebody. But what did she say? I found a purse but not the woman it belongs to, who just happens to be missing. And, oh yeah, it was in the guest house of the home of my future in-laws.

      With her mind still running circles around everything, she dropped off into a restless sleep, exhausted. She dreamed, but the dreams turned to nightmares that had her jolting out of her slumber only to fall right back in again.

      She had no way of knowing the real nightmare was just beginning.
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      McKenna woke up feeling groggy the next morning. Not because of the limited amount of alcohol she’d consumed the night before, but because she’d slept in fits and starts throughout the night. She was a college student, used to pulling all-night study sessions, so she knew the one thing she needed to get her going.

      Coffee. And lots of it.

      She dragged herself out of bed, feeling the effects of her restless night throughout her entire body. After changing out of the clothes she’d slept in – the same ones she’d worn to the party – she made her way down the hall to the kitchen. She was stunned to find her father there, as she figured he had either left for work or would still be passed out from the night before.

      Without looking up from his paper and cigarette, he grunted a greeting as she passed through the door to the coffee pot. He’d left a stingy half cup, so McKenna dumped it out to make a fresh pot. She had just poured the water into the pot’s basin and pressed the brew button when her father decided to speak.

      “Where the hell were you last night?” The words were barked in a gruff voice, raspy from years of smoking and hard drinking.

      “At Drew and Vickie’s. There was a party for all of us who were back in town from school.” She moved to put two slices of bread in the toaster.

      “You could’ve come in at a decent hour.”

      “Huh,” she replied, nonchalance covering her irritation. “Wasn’t under the impression I needed a curfew.” Her matter-of-fact tone agitated her father even more.

      “Don’t you sass me, girl.”

      “It’s not sass, Roy. It’s the truth. And for your information, I was through the front door and in my own bed before midnight.” Not wanting to wait, she swapped the pot out for a mug, so the coffee flowed straight into the cup. With her back still to her father, McKenna struggled for patience as she doctored the brew. “You’d know this if you hadn’t been passed out in your chair.” She turned to lean back against the counter, watched her father stub out his cigarette as she sipped and waited for her toast.

      “Now, look here.” His fist thumped on the table, rattling the spoon in his empty cup. “This is my house, and you’ll do as I say.”

      “Since when? Roy, I’ve made sure the bills were paid for you, and made sure this place was taken care of, for years. I was more of a grown up at fourteen than you are right now.” She continued to sip her coffee as she watched his nostrils flare in indignation. “You didn’t give a damn what I did as a kid, so why does it bother you now? I’m a grown woman and I’ll do as I please. And your name may be on the deed, but this house was my mother’s. You’ve just been drinking yourself to death in it.” Her toast popped up and she turned her back on her father once again to tend to it. She was smearing grape jelly over the rough surface when she heard him stomp off, the front door slam closed and the truck’s engine revving before it took off down the street.

      “Nice talking to you too, Dad.” Her mutter was punctuated by the crunch of toast. “Let’s do it again sometime.”

      Irritated, she carried breakfast to the table, took the seat her father had abruptly vacated. Picking up the paper while she drank deep from her cup, the headline on the front page jumped out at her, demanding to know what happened to Ariana Gallaccio. McKenna felt her muscles tense and her heart start to race at the sight of the woman’s picture staring back at her from among the newsprint. Her appetite gone, she shoved the paper and her breakfast aside and dropped her head into her hands. She had to make a decision – and fast – about what she’d found the night before.

      Her father was out of the question, obviously. They couldn’t carry on a civilized five-minute conversation without him storming out in search of a bottle.

      She didn’t want to go to the police, just in case she was overthinking things. They had enough to deal with, without her complicating matters.

      McKenna chewed on her thumbnail as she ran down a list of people, considering and discarding the majority of them. There were only two people she felt comfortable talking about this with. The only problem was, the items had been found on their property.

      McKenna got up to pace around the kitchen.

      As much as she would have loved to confide in Victoria, she was still under the thumb of her parents, and therefore subject to questions. McKenna didn’t want to be the one to put her in such a position. Maybe she could just talk to Andrew. He may work for his father’s campaign, but he may as well have been just another drone in the machine for the little amount of time he spent with the man. Andrew could be far enough removed from his father to help her talk this through and come to a decision as to what should be done.

      Yeah, this could work. No, it had to work.

      Reaching into her pocket for her phone, she was surprised to realize she must have left it on her nightstand. It was out of habit for her not to have it with her, but it was a problem easily solved. With quick strides, she was down the hall and in her room in no time. Plucking her phone from where it sat, she powered it up from sleep mode and started to send Andrew a text when she noticed there were several
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