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JUSTIN WARFIELD WRAPPED the blanket tighter around his body. Though the ocean didn’t quite reach the dune where he sat this early in the morning, the air was chilly and damp. It was mid-October, and the beach was deserted. Even the locals didn’t spend much time here at this time of the year. Waves crashed and pummeled the tiny shells and rocks into submission along the shoreline. Seaweed and driftwood littered the sandy beach going north and south as far as the eye could see.

The sky was overcast, gray. Dark clouds sure to bring a heavy rain storm later in the day matched Justin’s mood and his thoughts. Not for the first time, Justin realized this place—the ocean, the beach, the dunes—were a part of him. At any given time, he could come here and see his life played out in nature. He picked up a nearby stick and began to draw circles in the sand by his feet. His shoulder ached, a constant reminder of the events from the past summer. His thoughts drifted exactly where he knew they would. He didn’t want them to go there, but it was no use to try to stop them.

Marcus Drummond had been gone for three months, but Justin had been unable to get him out of his mind for a single day. If he wasn’t in his thoughts, then he dreamed of him. Going to Italy for a much-needed vacation should have helped, but if he was honest with himself, he’d been hiding. He had run away after being forced to come out publicly and the fear of what an open relationship with Marcus meant. Of course, now that he was home, he thought of Marcus even more.

It was beginning to be ridiculous. After all, he’d pushed the man out of his life, driven him away. Marcus had done exactly what Justin had wanted him to do. He’d left Beaufort and moved on. At least that was what Justin told everyone he wanted. The truth was a lot more complicated. He was afraid. Afraid of failing Marcus on every level. As foolish as everyone thought he was, suddenly being thrust from the safety of his tightly locked closet after so many years was not an easy thing for Justin. His younger brother, Peter, had hounded him for weeks to contact Marcus, to go after him, but had finally dropped it after he saw just how much pain it caused Justin to keep bringing up his best friend now that he was gone.

He didn’t want to think about Marcus. It only added to the maelstrom of conflict that he was still riding. Justin’s emotions ran the gambit on a daily basis. One minute, sure of who he was and what he wanted. The next moment he would plunge into despair and sadness so deep he physically ached from it. When he’d returned from Europe two months ago, he moved out of the hotel into the family home and that had helped. Surrounded by the loving support of the Manor’s caretakers, Michaels and Winnie had helped even more. They were more like parents than his actual parents had ever been. The sweet couple was helping him to restore the Manor. They never asked about his personal affairs or lack thereof. The only thing they wanted to do was make him feel comfortable and take care of his needs. He’d been able to work through his own messed up thoughts as he worked to restore the Warfield Manor to its glory days. More importantly, the Manor had no memories of the brief time he and Marcus had shared together. The hotel was filled with them.

The cell phone inside Justin’s pocket vibrated and pulled him away from his thoughts. One look at the incoming text message had him on his feet.

Come to the bar. Hurry!

Peter needed him.

He made his way back across the dunes to the flat sandy field sparsely covered in grass between the beach and the Warfield Hotel. He entered through the door on the left side of the back veranda and quickly made his way up the hall to enter the bar from the back.

“There’s too much of a coincidence. All of these accidents happening within the last few months. Peter, someone is sabotaging the hotel. It’s the only explanation. I’ll be right back.”

Robert Wyler sounded agitated, so Justin quickened his pace to see what had happened now, only to find Robert had left the bar through the main doorway and was heading down the hall toward the offices. As he took another step into the room, broken glass crackled under his shoes and wetness seeped into the canvas.

“What the hell?”

Peter was standing in front of the back wall of the bar but swiveled around at the sound of Justin’s voice. As he moved, Justin caught sight of red paint scrawled across the glass mirror.

Get out before it all comes falling down around you and someone dies.

Shivering, Justin briefly wondered if this had anything to do with Caroline and the other deaths last summer. It didn’t seem likely. Caroline was dead now, and even though he didn’t like to think it true, his wife had admitted to killing his former lovers. This must be something entirely different. He just couldn’t think of who would want to do this.

“Peter,” Justin said as he clasped his hand on his brother’s shoulder. “I don’t know who is doing this, or why, but now that I’m back, we’ll figure this out together.”

“Why would anyone want to destroy the Warfield? It just doesn’t make any sense. Who could hate us this much?”

Justin had hardly ever seen his younger brother this troubled. He was usually the happy go lucky one of the two of them. It hurt to think that he had somehow let his brother down . . . again, by not being here when Peter had needed him.

“I don’t know, but I do know we’re going to get to the bottom of this,” Justin assured Peter.

Their conversation quickly came to a halt when a familiar voice caught both brothers off guard.

“Goddamn, can’t you Warfield boys stay out of trouble for more than a day or two,” Chief Moses Lee said, clearly not expecting an answer.

“Who the hell called you?” Justin asked as he glared at the big black man. This was the last person on earth he wanted to see in his hotel again.

“I called him, Justin. We all know someone is causing this shit, and he needs to do something about it,” Robert answered, joining the group gathered in the bar.

Robert looked toward Justin. A subtle grin spread across his face. Justin felt his cheeks flush, and he turned away quickly to face Chief Lee.

Moses Lee took out a notebook and walked around the room. His boots made squishy sounds as they tramped across the damp carpet. He stopped in front of the large plate glass mirror behind the bar. He made a few marks in his notebook then closed it.

“I’ve got a forensic crew on the way, though I doubt we’ll find any prints. Don’t start your clean up until they’ve finished. I’ll have them take several shots of the message,” he said as he pointed his notebook at the mirror. “Seems like you’ve made yourselves an enemy.” He smiled and added, “Two of my deputies will be taking your statements and talking to a couple of the guests. I’ve got to see to another matter. See you boys later.” Then he left as quickly as he had appeared.

“I get the feeling that he isn’t taking these accidents seriously,” Robert growled as the police chief exited the building. “Why send deputies to question us when he’s right here?”

“What can we do about it? He is the Chief of Police,” Peter replied.

Justin shrugged and turned to survey the mess again.

“There’s going to be a lot of cleanup work to do. Let me know as soon as the deputies and forensic team get here. I’ll call and rent some equipment to help clean up this mess. Then I’ll call Joe and have him and Alexander go by Duke’s Hardware to pick it up. I’ll be in the office if you need me.”

Two hours later, all three of them had given their statements to the deputies and the forensic team had finished and gone. Justin had finally reached Joe, and he was on his way to pick up the needed equipment. Justin needed Peter or Robert to take a complete inventory of the stock that was destroyed, and he’d forgotten to mention it earlier. He left his office and headed back to the lounge. He hadn’t meant to overhear their conversation, but Peter’s words stopped him as he rounded the corner.

“So how have the dates been going?” Peter asked between the sounds of glass shattering in a trashcan.

“Dates?” Another bottle landed in the trashcan.

“Dinner dates. You know those couple of times you and Justin . . .” Peter trailed off.

“I wouldn’t exactly call them dates. We’ve shared a meal twice and one of them was lunch in the hotel. It’s pretty clear Justin isn’t ready for any kind of relationship, other than friendship at this point.” Robert’s voice quieted before he added, “I’m not going to push him, Peter.”

“Have you told him how you feel,” Peter asked between more glass shattering.

“No, and I don’t plan on it, so can we just let it go?”

Neither man said another word. Only the sounds of their continued clean up of the bar could be heard. Justin swallowed the breath he’d been holding and slipped down the corridor to the manager’s office and closed the door quietly behind him.

Sitting at the large oak desk in the middle of the room, Justin studied the view from the office window. Robert’s words came floating back. Was he ready to move on? Was he ready to become involved openly with another man? An image of Marcus, his hair dripping with water from a rain shower they’d been caught in, formed before his eyes. His heart ached for what never had a chance to begin between them.

The morning he’d sat on the beach last May contemplating turning forty played in his mind as well. Two things stood out . . . he was still drifting, and he was still alone. He’d screwed up majorly with Marcus Drummond, and there was no way to fix that now, even if he could admit he wanted to. Would it hurt to try with someone else? Robert? He would never want to hurt or lead Robert on. Robert was a good man and had been a huge help to Peter while Justin had been away. He’d have to be honest about everything, including his confusion over Marcus. A soft knock at the door drew his thoughts away from the path they were headed.

“Just wanted to know if you’d called Duke’s and Joe?” Robert asked from behind the partly open door.

“Yes, the equipment is ready for Joe now. Is there another problem?” Justin asked, looking at Robert closer than he had before.

Robert had rolled the sleeves up on his white dress shirt while he’d been working in the bar. Justin knew a little further up his arms barbed wire tattoos circled his biceps. Soft-gray eyes looked across the room at him, as Robert shook his head no. His ponytail of dark blond hair was pulled to the back of his head and held tight by a leather strap. It hung softly over his shoulder. Though he and Robert were probably close in age, Justin had learned the hard way that age had nothing to do with being attracted to someone.

“No, just don’t forget we need something that will suck up all that liquid.” A smile crossed Robert’s lips after he registered the double meaning of his own words.

“You know I meant a shop-vac . . . right?”

Justin laughed and said, “Yes, I knew what you meant.”

His smile fading, Robert nodded. “The sooner Joe gets here the better. I don’t think we’re going to be able to open the bar again until we see if the carpet can be saved.” Robert waved and started to close the door, calling out, “Later.”

Justin made one of those spur of the moment decisions he hoped he wouldn’t regret. He stood from his desk and called after Robert, “Wait.”

Robert pushed the door open again and stepped into the office, a questioning look on his face.

Suddenly more nervous than he had ever been in his life, Justin took a deep breath and went for it. “Would you . . . I mean, I know things are a little hectic around here but . . .”

Robert smiled softly and Justin relaxed.

“Would you like to have dinner with me tomorrow night? I heard about a new place in town. Thought we could try it out?” Justin was proud he hadn’t stumbled over one word that time.

The half grin Robert had been wearing morphed into an eye-twinkling smile. “Yes, I would like to have dinner with you. Seven-thirty okay with you?”

Justin’s head slipped up and down slowly.

“Later,” Robert said again as he walked backward through the door and closed it softly behind him.

Suddenly, even with a destroyed bar and a death threat, Justin’s world looked a little brighter than it had this morning.
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MARCUS COULD HEAR the lively chatter coming down the hall from the front reception room to his office. Daisy was talking with whoever had just come in the front door. She was never this friendly unless it was someone personal, not a client.

Hiring Daisy Marshall had been one of the best things he’d done since opening his private investigator office. Efficient and intelligent, all wrapped up in a lovely package. She was tall and slim. Taller than Marcus, even without the three-inch heels she wore to the office on most days. There was an openness that radiated from her large brown eyes that said “you can trust me.” Potential clients were made to feel comfortable as soon as they walked through the door.

“There is no way that line works for you,” Daisy laughed as she moved down the hall with the visitor.

“With the right woman it does.” Brace was adamant but there was mirth in his words too.

Brace Paxson was a notorious flirt, a genius with computers, and a good friend. Marcus had known him since college days. He worked for the Atlanta PD in the records department, and they had reconnected when Marcus opened his PI office. There had been several cases in the last six months that the two of them had worked together on. It didn’t hurt that he was really good looking in a sort of Brad Pitt way either. What he couldn’t find out for himself, he could usually talk out of an unsuspecting female co-worker.

“I think you should just let this guy set up his own office in one of the spare rooms. He sure spends enough time here,” Daisy said as they walked through Marcus’s office door. “But you’d have to hire him his own assistant. There’s no way I would put up with his bull—” She didn’t finish because the phone was ringing.

“Do you still want it to go to voice mail?” she asked, placing her hands on her hips and grimacing at Marcus.

“Depends on who it is.” Marcus shrugged.

“You know damn well who it is, and he’s not going to stop until you answer.” Daisy turned away quickly, mumbling under her breath as she went.

“Damn, she’s a feisty one,” Brace said as he pulled up a seat in front of Marcus’s desk. He laid an envelope on the desk and leaned back in the chair.

“This is it?”

“You know it is. Why else would I be here?” Brace crossed his right foot over his left knee before he spoke again. “What is this guy to you anyway? He’s a nasty piece of business.”

Marcus opened the file and started reading. He’d asked Brace for any records he could find on Moses Lee back in the summer. That was right after the first murdered body appeared on the beach near the Warfield, and before reuniting with Justin. Justin Warfield. He’d lost that first folder somewhere with everything that had happened, and he wasn’t going to think about it now. It had taken Brace a while to replace the original information. However, now Moses Lee’s juvenile records were included.

“What do you mean? This is his juvenile record, isn’t it? It couldn’t have been that bad.” Marcus said before he’d glanced over the papers. He was wrong.

“I think I need a drink.” It was only midday, but what the hell.

“Me too.” Brace smiled. “Do you have anything besides rum and Coke?”

Fifteen minutes later, drinks in hand, Marcus had finished reading the file. He sat silently for a several minutes, downed the last swallow in his glass, and put the glass down.

“I didn’t realize the man was so . . .”

“I think the word you are looking for is nuts.”

“Breaking and entering, armed robbery, and carrying a concealed weapon. He was just fucking sixteen when those charges were added.” Marcus sat looking at the paperwork spread out on his desk in amazement.

“What about the two rape cases? He was seventeen then. Both cases were dismissed too.”

“Brace, I’ve got to tell you, I didn’t expect this,” Marcus waved his hand over the pile of papers.

“Didn’t you say this guy was the Chief of Police in Beaufort? How the hell did Moses Lee get elected?”

Both men turned at the sound of a gasp to see Daisy standing in the doorway. She looked frightened, like she’d seen a ghost.

“I—” she stumbled over her words. “I was just—” She looked away from Marcus and Brace. Regaining her composure, she said, “I was going to go get a sandwich from the shop around the corner. Do either of you want anything?”

Both men said no thanks, but Marcus added, “Daisy, you all right?”

Without hesitation she answered as she walked away, “Sure boss, everything’s fine.”

Marcus didn’t know how much she had overheard of the conversation with Brace, but something had upset her. He’d never seen Daisy look so shaken. Brace interrupted his thoughts.

“There’s more. I couldn’t understand how someone with a record like that could have possibly gotten into the police academy and got elected as chief, so I did a little digging.” Brace lowered his voice as he leaned across the desk toward Marcus.

“And.”

“And besides having his juvenile records sealed, someone paid a lot of money to get him into the academy. His entire schooling was paid in full in cash. I’d say Moses doesn’t even know that because he was awarded some made-up scholarship that has never been given before or since.”

“What the hell?” Marcus said, following Brace down the hall to the front door.

“There’s one more thing.” Brace placed his hand on the doorknob.

“When Moses ran for chief the first time, there was an anonymous donation that paid entirely for his campaign. Someone paid a lot of money to get him into the academy and elected.”

“There’s no way you can find out who?” Marcus asked.

“I tried but came up with zero.”

Marcus wrapped an arm around Brace and hugged him.

“Thanks for everything. I owe you for this one.” He smiled as he shook Brace’s hand.

“You sure as hell do, and you can start by putting in a good word for me with Daisy. That is one fine woman.” Brace laughed and waved as he headed up the street to his car.

Marcus smiled to himself and chuckled when he thought about what Brace had probably done to get the information from that file, though he was sure glad he had gotten it. Someone had paid a lot of money to get Moses Lee where he was today. Who would do that and why?

The phone on his desk rang again. He didn’t have to look at the caller ID to know that it would say Warfield Hotel. He’d had Daisy dodging the calls all day.

He couldn’t keep ignoring the phone. It had been a couple of months since he’d last spoken to his best friend, Peter Warfield. Marcus knew it was Peter and not his brother. It wasn’t his fault things had not gone the way Marcus had always dreamed they would. Just because Justin Warfield didn’t want anything to do with him, he shouldn’t be avoiding Peter. The phone rang again. Marcus answered it.

“Hello, Drummond Investigations.”

“Damn it, Marcus! What took you so fucking long to answer my call?”

“Did you forget how to say hello?”

“Hello. I need your help.” Peter sounded stressed and worried.

“What’s wrong, Peter?”

“Someone is trying to destroy the Warfield.” The tension in Peter’s words echoed through the phone line.

“Okay. How about you start at the beginning.” Marcus easily slipped into detective mode and dragged a pad of paper and a pen closer to him. “We’ll figure this out.”

“That’s what Justin said, but I just don’t know.”

Marcus flinched at the mention of Justin’s name, though Peter wouldn’t have known that. He wasn’t surprised it still hurt, though he denied his feelings about Justin most of the time. He’d hoped he was finally getting over the man. But the ache he felt at hearing his name made it clear . . . he wasn’t over him . . . not by a long shot. Peter called his name, drawing his attention back to the conversation.

“Well?”

“Well, what?”

“When can you be here?” Peter’s question hung in the air between the two men.

“Peter, I’m not sure that’s such a good idea. What did Justin say, when you told him you were calling me?” It was a fair question, and one Marcus needed an answer too.

Peter was quiet for too long on the line. His silence let Marcus know he hadn’t told Justin he was calling him. This was not a good idea.

“You didn’t tell him?”

Marcus’s heart dropped to the bottom of his stomach. Maybe the man just plain didn’t want him there and Peter was going against his wishes. He hated to disappoint Peter, but he couldn’t face Justin if he still didn’t want him around.

“Peter . . . I . . . can’t—”

“Wait.” Peter stopped him before he could finish the sentence.

“It’s not what you think. He didn’t say he didn’t want you here. I didn’t tell him because I just couldn’t stand the thought of seeing that hurt look in his eyes again.”

Hurt? Why would Justin be hurt?

“I wouldn’t have called you if I didn’t think we needed your expertise. This is the second attempt at trying to shut the hotel down, and that ass Moses Lee isn’t doing a damned thing to figure out who’s doing this.”

“What are you talking about?” Marcus asked then took notes as Peter gave him details.

Half an hour later, Marcus hung up the phone, stunned to realize he’d promised Peter that he’d be there late tonight. Shit! He wasn’t ready to face Justin Warfield again so soon after making a fool out of himself over the man.

There was a soft cough and Marcus looked up to see Daisy staring at him.

“I called out to you, but you didn’t answer. Everything okay?” She had a look of concern on her face.

“I’m going out of town. I don’t know when I’ll be back, but you can reach me on the cell, and I won’t be too far away.” Marcus stood and gathered up Moses’s file to put away. He noticed that Daisy watched as he dropped the file in the bottom drawer of his desk.

“You don’t want me to put that in the case files?” she asked.

“No. It will be fine there for now. I’ll pick it up once I’ve packed.” She shrugged as he spoke.

“Where are you going, in case anyone should ask? What should I tell Mr. Goody, if he calls?”

Walking into the hall, he turned to go upstairs to his apartment.

“I’m going to see a friend who is having some trouble at his hotel. The Warfield Hotel in Beaufort, South Carolina. It’s a couple hours drive from here. Tell Mr. Goody I’ll give him a call when I return and my contacts at Atlanta PD have my cell if they need me.”

Daisy stumbled and nearly fell. Marcus grabbed her and held her steady. She was looking pale and shaky again.

“I’m okay,” she said as she brushed his hands away. “You shouldn’t be going there, not tonight anyway.”

“Why is that?”

“All the news stations are going on about some storm that’s going to hit land tonight. It won’t be safe to drive in that direction.”

“I didn’t know that. Well, I’d better go get packed and be on my way. You can go ahead and lock up and leave as well,” Marcus didn’t want her worrying about him. “I’ll be fine, and I’ll call you tomorrow.”

Though Daisy still looked concerned, she smiled as she turned to go back to her office.

The four-hour drive from Atlanta to Beaufort was going to give him nothing but time to think about what facing Justin again would be like. It was going to be a long fucking night.
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“YOU CALLED WHO?” Justin couldn’t believe what he was hearing or that Peter would do something so stupid.

“Why? Why the hell would you do that behind my back?”

They had just finished posting signs at all the entrances to the small bar, explaining it would be closed for the evening. It was nearing eight o’clock and the dinner crowd would be wandering into this area soon for an evening nightcap or two, but the carpet was still wet after being cleaned so they had no choice but to close the bar. Four large fans blew across the floor making an awful racket. Justin was yelling over the droning sound. He knew anyone walking along the halls that led to the bar could hear what he was saying. But damn it, he didn’t know if he could keep his shit together enough to face Marcus again so soon.

Peter yanked on his arm and nodded toward their office. They walked silently down the hall until they stepped inside the office and closed the door behind them. Peter took a deep breath and faced Justin with squared shoulders and a determined look on his face.

“I’m sorry. Under the circumstances, maybe I should have discussed it with you first, but I think we need Marcus’s help. Moses Lee couldn’t really do anything about the other incidents. Washing machines going bust, even eight of them at one time, and refrigerators left open over night causing everything in them to spoil could have been just accidents. But those words painted on the mirror are a threat that shouldn’t be ignored. Lee might take more interest now, but Marcus would be working directly for us.” Peter walked over to his desk and sat on the corner of it.

“You made me manager while you were gone. I know you are back now, but I made a management decision. Get over it. The hotel is more important than any differences, whatever the hell they are, between you and Marcus.”

“I agree the hotel is the most important thing, but we could have used Kirk Dolan or one of his partners if we needed a private investigator. They are right here in Beaufort.”

From the flask on the opposite corner of the desk, Peter poured two glasses of whiskey. He handed Justin one of the tumblers before he threw back his own drink in one toss. Justin sipped at his and stared at the man sitting on the desk.

“I wanted someone I knew and trusted.”

He was in awe of the man Peter had become over the summer. He’d stepped up when Justin couldn’t be in charge anymore. He’d taken over and the Warfield had done just fine up until these recent events. Bookings had picked up, and they had two special events coming to the hotel as well. Justin could see Peter was taking it personally that someone was messing with his hotel. Their hotel. Justin smiled as he finished his drink and placed the tumbler back on the tray beside Peter.

“What?” Peter asked.

“Nothing,” Justin refilled his glass then leaned against the desk next to his brother. “So you think the damage to the laundry room was no accident?”

Peter’s dark brows arched over his eyes, clearly questioning Justin’s sanity. Justin chuckled at the look he was receiving.

“Okay, so I’ll admit all the washers going out at the same time in the laundry room was a surprise, but it is possible. We’ve always purchased them all at the same time, and they do get a lot of use. It still could have been an accident.” Justin brought his glass up to his lips and waited for Peter’s reaction.

“Bullshit! Justin, come on. How can you say that now? And what about the crap with the refrigerators being left open over night? We had to throw everything out because we couldn’t be sure what, if any of it was spoiled. All right, I’ll admit, at the time, I thought it could have been an accident. Anybody can forget to do something but now . . . these aren’t accidents, Justin. Not now. Not after that damned message on the mirror over the bar,” Peter flung his hands in the air and stood from the desk. He began pacing the room.

“Which is why I called Marcus. I know it might be a little uncomfortable for you, and I’m sorry about that. But he’s good at what he does, and he would be working for us. Chief Lee doesn’t do anything that doesn’t profit him in some way, and we both know it. Marcus was the best choice.” Peter cuffed Justin’s shoulder and squeezed. The look in his eyes was begging his brother to support him in his decision. How could Justin say no?

“All right, we’ll go with your decision. When will he be here?”

Justin still wasn’t comfortable facing Marcus again, but maybe it was better to get it over with. He’d known he’d have to face the man again eventually. He was Peter’s best friend and a part of his brother’s life. There was no getting around that.

“He said he’d probably make it sometime before midnight. Can you get him a room set up with Jay while I make a few more calls? It’s late, but the Washington wedding party will be here in a week, and the bride and her mother have changed their minds, again, about the main course for the wedding dinner.”

Justin smiled, nodded his head in agreement, and retrieved some order forms off his desk, while his brother picked up the phone. Heading out the door to the lobby, Justin could hear Peter calmly explain over the phone to Mrs. Washington, the bride’s mother, that yes, steak and lobster would make a lovely dinner choice. However, there would be an extra charge for the lobster to be flown in from Maine for the occasion. Last week, they had decided on braised pork loin. The week before it was rack of lamb. Thank goodness it was a small wedding party and Peter was the one dealing with it.

At the front desk, Justin waited until Jay finished with a phone reservation and then told the young man to reserve his old suite on the top floor for Marcus. Peter had seen to the remodel after the fire. Justin couldn’t go back to living there on a permanent basis following Caroline’s destruction of the suite. Moving back to the Manor had been a direct result of the emotional devastation of last summer.

On his way out, Justin stopped by the closed bar one more time to check on the carpet. He smiled when he saw Robert unpacking cases that the liquor store had delivered a short time ago. He was carefully checking the paperwork as he placed the new bottles on the shelves.

“Got everything we need to re-open tomorrow?” Justin’s voice startled Robert, and he jumped slightly. He turned to face Justin, and a smile grew wide across his attractive face.

“Hi,” he said, setting the checklist aside and walked to where Justin stood in the doorway.

Justin leaned against the doorframe and smiled back as Robert approached. He was a big man, with a wild, raw look about him. Nothing could have
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