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THE NIGHT AIR was cool and damp as it blew off the ocean. Ian McAlister toed the sand where he stood, looking out into the darkness surrounding him. A soft glow filled the sky over the Warfield Hotel several hundred yards away. This was a public beach and closed at night, and the only sound was the soft lapping of the water against the shore.

Ian fingered the note in his pocket as he thought of the words he’d read over and over again since he’d received it.

Ian, I need your help. Please. Come to the Warfield and meet me on the beach at 10 p.m. on Friday evening. There’s a spot on the north end of the beach, just between the public beaches and the private beach of the Warfield. There’s a sign, meet me there. Don’t tell anyone. Please, Ian, I need you. Justin.

Ian had not heard from Justin Warfield since Justin got married. It had been too hard to see each other as only friends. They’d each gone on with their lives. But for Ian, Justin Warfield was a hard man to forget, so when the letter arrived, his decision to come had been easy.

The sound of footsteps treading through the sand caused Ian to turn around. He was surprised to find a gun aimed at him.

“What are you doing?” Ian asked, but there was no answer.

He felt the pressure as the impact of the bullet pushed him back slightly. A searing pain knifed its way into his chest. He didn’t have time to run or even scream out. Darkness took him as he crumbled to the ground.
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JUSTIN WARFIELD SAT on a dune looking back at the Warfield Hotel, watching the wind pick up the sand around him. He’d just finished his morning run and his upper thighs were still feeling the burn. It would soon be time to head back to the hotel and begin his morning routine. For now, he found comfort in just sitting here with his own thoughts.

It shouldn’t have been a surprise turning forty, but it was. He felt like the sand moving in the breeze along the beach’s edge. Like he was drifting and alone. But not for long, Peter was coming home. His birthday had been forgotten in the excitement of Peter’s grad school graduation and imminent homecoming, plus the summer season was about to begin. Peter was Justin’s younger brother. When their parents were killed in an auto accident during a freak ice storm in the mountains of South Carolina, he had been twenty-five and Peter just ten. Justin had raised his younger brother and taken over the family hotel. It hadn’t been an easy fifteen years.

Justin was looking forward to having Peter back home. He’d have a family again. He and Peter had always had a loving, close relationship. Peter’s acceptance of his being gay, and his need to keep it quiet, meant the world to Justin. He loved his younger brother dearly.

Peter was bringing a friend home with him too, Marcus Drummond. Peter had met Marcus during their freshman year at the University of South Carolina, and they had remained good friends during their years in college and their masters programs. They’d shared an apartment off-campus while Peter studied under the Moore Business Academy at USC. Marcus had been in the Criminal Justice Department. Justin thought he remembered meeting a shy, geeky kid at one time over the years but didn’t really know if that had been Marcus or not. All he knew was that Peter thought of him as his best friend, and that was all that mattered to Justin.

Marcus could only stay a couple of weeks, so Justin would give Peter and his friend time to play tourist, but the sooner he got Peter working in the hotel, the better. Justin was excited about them managing the hotel together as a team—it was a dream finally coming true. After feeling so alone earlier and focusing on the past, he was more than ready to move forward.

A quick look at his watch and Justin realized he needed to get back and get ready for the day. He stood from the sand and shook as much of it as he could from his clothes. There was no use trying to get the pesky little grains off his skin without the help of a shower. He had just enough time to do that and change before making his appearance at eight in the dining room. Joining the guests for meals was one of his favorite things about owning the Warfield. It was a tradition that had started with his grandfather and had carried on.

Visitors who were repeat guests knew all the traditions and expected them when they visited. Next week, when the hotel was full for the beginning of the summer season, and Peter was home, it would mean even more.

Stepping around the craggy rocks and wild grass, Justin headed for the hotel. The Warfield was a four-story, forty-room landmark that hadn’t changed much in over one hundred years. There had been plumbing and electrical updates over time, and just recently, Justin had even installed Wi-Fi for the patrons who were staying at the hotel. It was one of the first hotels built on the beach in the early nineteen hundreds. Resembling a pre-Civil War plantation home with white columns and shaded verandas, the Warfield was like no other hotel on the coast of South Carolina. Justin’s grandfather had fallen in love with Beaufort, and the sandy beaches and the rugged coastline surrounding it, when he’d passed through on his way to Florida one year. He’d come back the next year with funds in hand, built the Warfield, and the family had been there ever since.

The breakfast crowd was quiet and fairly small, but Justin knew that in two weeks time things would be much different. He’d already looked over the reservations for the summer months, and they would be full to overflowing for the months of June and July. August wasn’t completely booked but still looked good. September would begin to show the signs of school resuming, and many of the visitors would be older patrons who returned each year at that time. He was in the middle of negotiations with Randolph Harper, of Harper Sales Inc., for a booking for the entire hotel during late September. The man wanted to bring his entire sales staff to the hotel for a seminar/working vacation, along with their spouses. Starting Peter’s training when he arrived home would be perfect timing. He could work half a day with Justin, seeing how the operation worked, and then join Marcus for some fun. By late October, Justin hoped Peter would be ready and he could take a long overdue, and much needed, vacation.

The wine country in France or possibly Tuscany in Italy both sounded like wonderful ideas. In fact, anywhere away from South Carolina, and Caroline, sounded like a wonderful idea. Maybe he’d do both, he thought, smiling to himself.
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AFTER WISHING THE Millers a happy anniversary and thanking them for celebrating by staying at the Warfield, Justin suggested they return for dinner that evening on the house. The Walkers were at the next table, and he smiled pleasantly at their two teenage daughters, receiving giggles and blushes from both. They were a nice family.

“Mr. Warfield, we heard sirens as we were coming down to breakfast,” Mr. Walker stated. “Is there a problem?”

Franklin Thomas piped up, “I saw the police roping an area off on the north side of the beach.”

“Really?” Justin tried to look unconcerned so as not to worry the other guests in the room. “I’m sure the police will let us know if there is anything to worry about. Probably just some local kids getting into trouble.” Justin smiled as he walked to the Thomas’s table.

“Mr. and Mrs. Thomas, it’s wonderful to have you visiting with us again,” Justin said as he shook Mr. Thomas’s hand. “Make sure you take advantage of this warm weather for a game of golf.”

At the next table, he greeted Beatrice Ryan. Her husband had passed on during the past holidays. He was surprised to see her there by herself.

“Mrs. Ryan, I was so sorry to hear Mr. Ryan had passed. Is there anything I can do to make your stay more comfortable?” Justin sat in the seat to her left at the table. He remembered Mr. Ryan had always sat to her right.

“No, dear,” she said as she patted his hand gently. “I miss him terribly, of course. It was quick, and he didn’t linger in pain. That’s all anyone can ask for at our age.”

He continued to visit each table in the dining room, asking after family members not in attendance, thanking guests for returning, and letting them know they were appreciated in some small way. It was just part of the Warfield. It was personal, and it was a home away from home for a lot of the people who stayed at the hotel every year. It wasn’t a five-star resort with amenities that most people never used. Justin was proud to be part of the generations who had been owner/managers of the Warfield. He hoped that more generations would follow after him, and that someday Peter would marry and have a family that would carry on the traditions their grandfather had started so long ago.

That was the last quiet moment Justin had that day. A few hours later, the hotel had been inundated with police, and he’d hardly had a moment to relax since then. With dinner over, which had been an exhausting experience with the guests at every table he visited wanting to talk about what had happened, he decided to stop in at the small cocktail lounge on the bottom floor of the hotel for a nightcap before retiring. He thought, with the few families in house at the moment, it would be quiet. He was wrong

Stepping inside the small room lit by low lamplight, he could see only a handful of patrons sitting at the bar, but others were spread out at the tables in the room.

“Evening, Mr. Warfield.” Robert, who had been tending bar at the Warfield for several years, poured Justin his favorite scotch and water.

“Evening, Robert. Things going okay tonight?” Justin picked up his drink and sipped at the smooth alcohol. He sighed as the warmth slipped down his throat.

“Well, as you can see, business is a little heavier tonight than usual. Some of these folks aren’t hotel guests,” Robert answered, then asked, “Have you seen the evening paper yet?” Robert slid the local Beaufort Daily across the bar to Justin.

Taking the paper with him as he walked to the corner where his private table was located, the headline jumped off the page at him: “Unidentified Man Found Dead on North Beach.”

Justin had come back to the hotel around two, after taking care of some business that just wouldn’t wait, to find the police ensconced in the dining room. They were interviewing both the staff and the guests. The police chief was nowhere to be seen and they hadn’t told him anything other than the bare bones of what had happened. All he knew was that he must have passed by quite close to the body during his jog that morning. He had seen the roped off area from his balcony when he’d gone up to dress for dinner. The newspaper article didn’t offer much else in the way of information. Only that the man was possibly in his late thirties or early forties, and his body was found just north of the Warfield’s private beach area. He’d been shot, but the paper didn’t give any other details. Lastly, it mentioned that Chief Moses Lee was leading the investigation and further details were to be announced soon.

Justin blanched at the mention of Lee’s name in the article. The man was an ass. He had been since he and Justin were kids in high school. Lee’s grandmother had run a local house where white men could enjoy the attention of black women, for a price. Everyone in school knew about Marta’s Place, and Moses’s mother working there. There had been a rumor in school that Moses had never known who his father really was. The abuse and ridicule he had suffered probably influenced the man he had become. Over twenty years later, the man still carried a grudge against most of the families in Beaufort.

A very large black man, Moses Lee could be intimidating for most people. He enjoyed using his considerable height and weight, not to mention the color of his skin, to get his way in most situations.

Most people from Beaufort were overly proud of the history of the town and the heritage of some of the families. It wasn’t uncommon for a family in Beaufort to be related to generals or heroes of the Civil War. Moses was driven to remind people that his heritage included slavery because it gave him a reason to look down on those who oppressed his ancestors. He used the fact that his great-great-granddaddy was a slave on a local plantation whenever it suited his needs. Some people said that included getting himself elected Police Chief of Beaufort.

Justin set the paper aside and motioned for Robert who brought him another drink. Sitting there he realized Moses would probably show up here at the Warfield eventually. He’d deal with him when he did. Taking his cell phone from his pocket, Justin checked his messages. There were two from Caroline: he deleted them. Tomorrow would be soon enough to talk to her. The one from Peter, he read and then quickly dialed his brother’s number.

“What do you want?” a sleepy voice said into the phone. “Who is this anyway?”

“Don’t you look at the phone before you answer it.” Justin laughed at his younger brother’s annoyed voice.

“Oh hell! Justin. Sorry, man.” Justin heard the bed squeaking as his brother moved around.

In the background, Justin could hear a feminine groan then garbled words. “Why are you getting up? Peter, I want to sleep for a little while.”

“Sounds like I might be interrupting something, little bro.”

Justin listened with a smile on his lips as his brother told the woman obviously in his bed to go back to sleep and that he’d be right back.

“Sorry about that, Just, I didn’t think you’d be calling back tonight,” Peter stated, clearly more awake now.

“Listen, I can call back tomorrow. Go on back to whatever it was you were doing.”

“No. It’s okay. I wanted to let you know that I don’t think we’re going to make it to the party on Saturday night,” Peter whispered through the phone.

Justin tensed at the mention of Saturday night’s event, disappointed that Peter wouldn’t be there. Though he wouldn’t let his brother know that.

“Hey, no problem, it’s going to just be another stuffy affair anyway. You’re just lucky you can get out of it.”

“Caroline still hasn’t signed the papers has she?” Peter asked, worry clear in his voice. “What kind of sick joy does she get out of dragging this on and on?”

“I don’t know. For two years now, it’s been one excuse after another. The anniversary party Saturday, that her parents have planned for us, is just the latest one,” Justin answered. “Don’t worry about it, Peter. It’s all going to work out . . . eventually.”

“I hope so, Just. You’ve stayed in that marriage way too long. I can take control of my shares soon, and she’ll have no excuse then to keep stringing this out.”

“I know.”

“I feel like this is my fault. If I hadn’t been just a kid when Mom and Dad died, she wouldn’t have this hold over us now.”

“It’s not your fault, Peter. We had no idea that Dad would put that clause in his will. Your birthday will be here in two months and, like you said, she loses her hold then.”

“Peter, come back to bed.” The woman’s voice carried through the line. “I’ll make it worth your while.”

Justin laughed at his brother’s lame reply of “hold your horses, honey.”

“Go on and get back to your company,” Justin said, then added, “See you soon. I’ve missed you, Peter. I’m glad you’re coming home.”

Peter evidently hadn’t heard about the murder, so Justin wasn’t going to spoil his evening and bring it up now. He’d talk to him about it when he got home.

“Me too, Just, I’ve missed you more than you know. See you by next Sunday, I promise!”

Justin put the phone in his pocket and said good night to Robert. He took the elevator to the fourth floor and made his way down the hallway to his private suite. The suite itself consisted of a small sitting area and kitchenette with a large separate bedroom and bath. A set of French doors opened onto a small balcony that overlooked the ocean and wrapped toward the south where another set of doors opened into his bedroom. On warm nights, he left the doors open so the breeze blowing in off the ocean brought the scent of the sea into his room. His favorite nights were the ones like tonight when a full moon hung high in the sky over the dark water and lit the entire beach with its light. Even though the air was not quite warm enough yet, he left the doors to his bedroom open. After completing his evening routine, he snuggled down in his king-size sleigh bed and listened to the waves crashing against the shore. The only thing that would make it better was having someone to share it with. Loneliness, his usual friend, had crept back in to keep him company.
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EARLY THE NEXT morning, Justin sat in his office on the first floor of the Warfield looking over invoices and purchase orders. He knew he had to eventually call Caroline, but he was putting it off as long as possible. The anniversary party her parents were giving for them was scheduled for Saturday evening, and he knew he couldn’t escape it, no matter how much he wanted to.

It seemed impossible to him that he had been married for fifteen years—fifteen miserable, unloving years. Caroline Brooks was the daughter of his parents’ two closest friends. Albert and Pamela Brooks had been a part of his life as long as he could remember. They were good people, two of Beaufort’s most respected citizens, and he truly hated the idea of hurting them in any way. It wasn’t their fault that he and Caroline should never have married.

He wanted to blame his father for the whole mess. In part, his father had caused a great deal of the problem, but in truth, Justin had been young and hadn’t known how to stand up to his father’s demands. Justin still remembered the conversation when his father told him he was to marry Caroline and settle down and produce another generation of Warfields to carry on the family name. Bradley Warfield had pointed out that Caroline had been in love with him for years and was the perfect choice. He’d also reminded Justin that he and his mother weren’t getting any younger, and that it was Justin’s responsibility to carry on the family name and take over the running of the Warfield.

His father simply would not listen to what Justin tried to tell him. The facts were: he was gay, and he had no intention of marrying anyone. His father had flown into a rage and demanded that Justin not embarrass the Warfield name by flaunting his filthy habits to their community. The elder Mr. Warfield had protested that there was no way that a son of his, who was raised in a good Christian home, could possibly be gay, though the man himself had hardly ever taken a step inside a church. It was a phase, he’d said, and Justin would get over it. Then he’d demanded that Justin marry Caroline Brooks and start working in the hotel after he graduated college. His father’s attitude had crushed Justin in some ways, and the lack of support from his mother had been even worse.

Now, Justin realized just how weak and immature he had been. He hadn’t really tried to stand up to his father; he’d caved and just done as he was told. It wasn’t what he’d wanted to do. He’d wanted to look for a job far away from Beaufort and his father, but his mother’s constant tearful phone calls begging him to do the right thing had finally broken him down. He suspected his father had been behind those calls too.

The phone on the desk rang sharply, pulling Justin from the melancholy of his memories. He answered the phone without looking at the caller ID, instantly regretting his mistake.

“Justin. Why haven’t you returned my calls?” Caroline’s voice was sharp and hate filled.

“I’m sorry, Caroline. I’ve been busy with a few things here. Getting ready for the summer season, you know.” Justin didn’t want to have this fight . . . again.

“I just wanted to remind you of Saturday evening. The dinner starts at eight, but cocktails will be served at seven. You will be there.” It wasn’t a question, and Justin knew he was being told to attend, the conversation reminding him of his father.

“I wouldn’t want to hurt your parents after they’ve gone to so much trouble. Of course, I’ll be there,” Justin answered, trying to keep the edge out of his voice.

“Don’t take that attitude with me, Justin. You owe me this.” She was trying to pick a fight, and Justin knew it.

“I owe your parents a gratitude for the kindness they’ve shown me. That’s all I owe, Caroline.”

“You son of a bitch. Don’t think for one minute that I’m going to let you embarrass me with this divorce. We’ll be divorced when I say we are. Not a minute sooner!”

Justin held the phone away from his ear. Her voice had reached a screaming pitch, and it was acid filled. A knock at the office door gave Justin the excuse he needed to cut the conversation short.

“I’m sorry, Caroline, someone is knocking at the office door. I will be at your parents’ at seven on Saturday. Goodbye,” Justin said as he hung up the phone. He didn’t give her a chance to reply.

“Come in,” he called out.

Justin was not surprised to see Chief Moses Lee stick his head in the door and look around the office. The front desk clerk had informed him that Moses had been in the day before looking for him. He’d been away for about two hours during the afternoon. Justin was sure Lee wanted to talk to him personally and that was why he had returned this morning.

“Sounded like a war going on in here. Everything okay?” Moses asked, smirking at Justin from across the room.

“Hello, Chief Lee. To what do I owe this visit?” Justin asked, standing and inviting the other man to have a seat across from him. He ignored the question, hoping Lee would let it drop.

“I’m here on official business, Justin. We’re questioning everyone, nothing personal. It’s about the body that was found at the edge of the Warfield’s private property.” Justin got the feeling that Chief Lee was watching his every move as he spoke. For some reason the animosity Moses carried against Justin hadn’t lessened in all these years.

“I read that in the paper last night. I believe the article said the body was found on the north public beach. Very sad business. Do you have any idea who he was?” Justin asked, pushing papers around on his desk trying to look unconcerned.

“As a matter of fact, yes, I do,” Lee answered, a smirk on his face. “And so do you.”

Justin’s head popped up quickly, and he stared at the large black man across from him.

“I do?”

“Yes. His name was Ian McAlister. I believe you two were roommates in college.” Moses leaned back in his seat and waited for Justin’s reaction.

Justin was shocked. He was crushed actually. Ian McAlister had been his college roommate for three years, and he was Justin’s first lover. Emotions washed through him like a tidal wave. Everything from disbelief to anger to grief passed through his mind all in a matter of seconds, but something in his gut told him that he shouldn’t let Chief Lee see any of that. He was silent, so Moses spoke again.

“He was shot twice . . . once through the heart and once in his genitals.” Justin could feel Moses’s intense gaze watching his every move.

“My God, that’s awful. Do you know who could have done this?” Justin masked everything that was battling inside him as he returned Moses Lee’s stares.

“Not yet. Has he made any contact with you lately? Do you have any idea why he would be in the area? According to his partner, he left Miami, where they live, two days ago, and he hadn’t heard from him since he left.”

Justin knew from the way Moses said the word partner that he knew Ian was gay. Moses didn’t even try to hide the look of disgust on his face. There was a cruel sneer on lips as well. This was not the place or the time to confess his own inclinations and definitely not to Moses Lee.

“I haven’t heard from Ian since my wedding. He went into finance with a firm in Miami, but that was the last I had heard from him. I’m very saddened by this. He was a good friend and a good man.” Justin kept his true feelings hidden. He would deal with the pain later.

“Well, I’d appreciate it if you’d let me know if you see any strangers hanging about on the fringes. You know the type I mean,” Moses said, rising from his seat and offering a hand to Justin across the desk.

“Yes, I think I do, and I’ll be sure to let you know if I see anyone like that. Thank you, Moses, for coming here to tell me about this.” Justin grasped the big man’s hand and shook it firmly. He allowed no emotion to show on his face or in his grip.

“I thought it was the least I could do under the circumstances. Have a good day, Justin, and I’ll be speaking to you soon.” Moses turned to leave the office but stopped at the door. “Please give my best to that fine wife of yours.” His smile morphed into an evil grin, and a chill passed through Justin at the vision it created on the man’s face. Could Moses know more than he was telling? The thought jolted Justin to the core. Justin nodded and then Moses was gone.

Justin fell into his chair and noticed how his hands were shaking for the first time. Ian was dead . . . murdered. Pain laced Justin’s heart and raced through his mind. Bringing up pictures of the last time they were together. The last time they’d made love was before he married Caroline. Being from New York, Ian didn’t understand the mind of southern folks. He couldn’t see any reason why Justin wouldn’t just tell his father no. However, he’d loved Justin enough that he stood by him as a friend until they couldn’t see each other anymore.
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THE DAYS WERE not so bad, but the nights were awful. Justin couldn’t close his eyes. Every time he did, Ian’s face was there. The soft green eyes, the pale skin peppered with freckles, and the wild flaming-red hair that had mesmerized him from the very first moment they met. Ian was a kind and loving man who would have never hurt anyone intentionally. How could someone do this to him? Murder him in cold blood. The papers were calling it a crime of passion because of the additional shot to the man’s groin. Possibly an old lover, and Justin knew that could have been very possible. Both of them had met many men at the club in Atlanta during those carefree college days. Ian had opened Justin’s eyes to the wonders of sex and all its glories. He’d also introduced him to a lifestyle that was beyond Justin’s own personal comprehension. Their relationship had changed Justin’s life.

So if Ian had come, why hadn’t he contacted Justin? It just didn’t make any sense. They had parted on good terms, still friends. By the time Saturday and the anniversary party arrived, Justin was a wreck. He looked every one of his forty years. His nerves on edge and a lack of sleep had left him looking drawn and tired. It was not a good time to be playing loving husband to Caroline, though he knew that was expected of him. If
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