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      Ethan Moore said yes when he should’ve said no. Now he’s committed to a weekend at a remote luxury hotel--a murder weekend, if you will. The only person on Ethan’s murder-list is his coworker who caught him unawares with this over-the-top shenanigan. Oh, and the man who broke his heart years ago, who just so happens to be his co-detective for the event.

      

      If Jordan Ferguson thinks Ethan has forgiven and forgotten, he is wildly incorrect. Can two broken hearts meet again and maybe get it right this time?
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      Real Chance…

      Eighteen Years Ago

      

      Ethan Moore blinked. His stomach, used to gruesome sights from his study of forensics, twisted into a painful knot. His heart alternated between crashing painfully against his ribs and stopping altogether. He stared at the words that had been scrawled on the back of an envelope and shoved through the mail slot. The letters blurred and his hand shook. Then, with a sharp inhale, he crumpled the note in his fist.

      His other hand was pressed against his chest, directly over the spot where his heart hid behind his sternum. There was an ache, as if he had been physically hurt. Maybe there was a reason it was called a broken heart. The sternum wasn’t designed to protect from hurt that came from the inside.

      Ethan, I’m headed home for the holiday weekend. Sorry about the trip you’d planned. It was great getting to know you. Jordan

      “What the fuck? ‘Great getting to know you?’” That translated into something like Don’t let the door hit you on the ass on the way out. But it was Jordan who was moving fast to distance himself—from Ethan.

      They’d been friends since the start of grad school, and ‘more than friends’ since mid-summer, almost a year now. Inseparable. And yet, there had been warning signs, and Ethan had admittedly chosen to ignore them. Had he felt a bit like a dirty secret? Yes. But he’d reasoned that once they graduated everything would change. Then, Jordan would be out from under the influence of his brimstone-and-fire preacher father and judgey family. Not that Ethan had ever met any of Jordan’s family.

      Over the last winter holiday, they’d both made excuses to not go to their prospective homes and instead had spent two weeks in each other’s orbit. Then New Year’s Day, they’d bundled up and hopped into the Jeep, and Ethan had driven them out to the coast, regardless of the storm rolling in. Hand in hand, they’d stumbled up the sand dunes and stared out at the endless horizon. Ethan had felt like it was a sign that the future ahead of them had no boundaries.

      “What a fucking coward.”

      Even worse, as a scientist, he knew there were no such things as signs from the cosmos, but real life had them, and he’d… shut his eyes to them.

      He’d planned a hiking trip for the upcoming three-day weekend, just the two of them. To a spot that Ethan loved, hike-in-only around Hidden Lake, far up in the Cascades. Not for amateur outdoor enthusiasts, the trail was special, magical even. He didn’t share it with just anyone.

      Ethan had thought Jordan was The One. And he’d wanted to take him to the lake so he too could experience the magic and incredible beauty that still existed in the world.

      But Ethan had been horribly wrong. Jordan was just anyone.

      He stared at the crumpled note in his fist and turned to drop it into the trash can under the kitchen sink, but he hesitated before releasing it. Instead of tossing the words away, Ethan dropped the wad of paper onto the kitchen counter. He carefully flattened it out again, smoothing out the wrinkles the best he could before folding it neatly and tucking it into the back pocket of his wallet.

      Fuck you, Jordan. At least this note will remind me just how shitty people can be.

      

      When Ethan returned home three days later from his solo hike, another letter waited for him. This one had been sent certified mail and had an official seal on the envelope. He tore it open, scanned the contents, and signed on the dotted line. The next morning, he dropped it in the mailbox on his way to campus.

      Fuck Jordan Ferguson. Ethan was going to do his part to help grieving parents and other family members learn the fate of their missing daughters and sons. The team wouldn’t be able to help everyone but even a single positive identification would be some sort of closure.

      Good luck with that, a quiet voice in his head said. With his bad fortune, Jordan would probably find a few more ways to dig the knife into Ethan’s heart in the four weeks before he could escape to central Mexico.
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      “No,” Ethan said firmly. But, fuck, it was too late. He’d foolishly admitted to having no plans for the upcoming three-day weekend. He may have even said something about being on his own, as usual.  Or maybe it had been about how he was again practicing being the fifth wheel.

      It was tiring always being the fifth wheel, which was why he generally turned down group invitations. He needed to remember to lead with “no” and leave the rest unsaid.

      “Come on…”  Ryder wheedled, his grin bright and irritating.

      “No.”

      “Pffftt, it will be fun! And who is a more perfect fit for a mystery dinner weekend than a forensic anthropologist? Come on. It’s paid for and too late for a refund of any kind. You wouldn’t want my hard-earned money to go to waste, would you?”

      “Ryder…”

      “Ethan. I promise, it’ll be fun. Shay and I really wanted to do it, but it turns out we can’t.”

      “Why can’t you?” Ethan was extremely suspicious when it came to Ryder Mann in general, and him having tickets to an event and suddenly not being able to attend was a giant red flag.

      “Shay has a trial and has to be in Portland doing lawyer stuff over the weekend.”

      Well, he supposed that could be for real.

      “What’s your excuse?” Ethan asked, still not convinced.

      Ryder sighed. “I dunno, but Kimball wants me in the Cali office, so it must be something big.”

      “I haven’t heard anything about something big.”

      “Whatever it is must not involve moldy old skeletons, then. Sucks to be you, Bone Boy. Kimball likes me for my brain.” Ryder waggled his eyebrows suggestively.

      “Gross,” Ethan groaned, and ran a hand down his face. He could feel defeat looming.

      “And you owe me a favor,” Ryder reminded him. Again.

      Fuck. He did owe Ryder. Which, apparently, he was going to regret it for the rest of his life. One little semi-legal personal search request on a private citizen and he’d sold his soul to the damn devil. An irritating and charming devil who happened to work for the same organization Ethan did, West Coast Forensics.

      And it sucked to be Ethan, who’d wanted a little more information than what he’d gleaned from the Rate My Professor website.

      But maybe if he did this, Ryder would accept the debt as paid.

      “It’s only a murder dinner,” Ryder pointed out. “Okay, a murder weekend. But still, it’s not like you’re having dental surgery, and it’s definitely better than jury duty. Three nights and two days, and on Monday, we’ll be even Steven.”

      “Who says stuff like even Steven?” Ethan glared at his coworker and WCF’s part-time evil conspirator and then caved. “Fine, what do I have to do?”

      Ryder shot him a grin and pumped his fist. “Yes!”

      For his part, Ethan sighed.

      “If there’s a callout, I’ll have to cancel,” he warned Ryder.

      As if there was ever an emergency for a forensic anthropologist. Maybe if a site was about to be destroyed by an army of bulldozers or torrential rains, but usually the objects of Ethan’s attention could wait it out until he got to them.

      “There won’t be a callout,” Ryder assured him. “Oh, and the Saturday night dinner is black tie. I’m telling you this because I know you won’t read the fine print.”

      Ethan groaned, tempted to bang his head against his desk, while Ryder cackled.
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      “It’ll be fun,” he’d said, Ethan thought grimly. Ryder, my debt is paid and you owe me now. He’d think of something.

      Ethan was waiting to check in to the famous Olympus Manor Hotel on the Olympic Peninsula. His trip that day had consisted of two ferry rides from Piedras Island and an hour’s drive after the final boat had docked. Until early that morning, he’d held out hope that just this once there’d be a real forensic emergency. But no, here he was, cooling his heels in a garish lobby drowning in lush red velvet.

      Maybe there’d been a close-out sale on the bloodred fabric, he thought dryly.

      Through an archway to his left, Ethan spied what would have been the bar if it were a normal hotel. Instead, a brass placard fixed to the wall read Speakeasy. Good, he was going to need a martini, very dry. Maybe a double.

      He pulled up the hotel website on his phone and scanned the About Us page.

      From the mid-1920s to the early 1960s, Olympus Manor operated as an artist’s commune. The thirty-room mansion stood empty for a decade or so after the owner-slash-artist abruptly passed away, patiently waiting to learn its fate.

      The contested will was taken to court, and when it finally made its way through probate, the property had been sold at auction by Olympic Peninsula locals Con and Mark Stuart. Sadly, time was not kind to Olympus Manor while the structure sat empty. The historic site needed someone who could put in the elbow grease and had the resources to do things right.

      Con and Mark have run the hotel since the 1990s. Before re-opening the doors, they spent almost three years lovingly restoring the mansion and grounds to their original grandeur.

      “The Olympus Manor project has been one of the highlights of our married life.”

      Why did people use phrases like “lovingly restored”? Everyone knew that remodels were a marriage killer. He’d bet a dollar there were fights and one was about the velvet schlock covering the walls.

      “Welcome to Olympus Manor, how may I help you?”

      Ethan stepped forward, managing to swallow the snarky comment on the tip of his tongue.

      “Ethan Moore, subbing in for Ryder Mann and Shay Delacombe.”

      “Oh, right! Thank you for waiting. Ah, here you are, Mr. Moore, you’re on the third floor,” the stately middle-aged woman behind the front desk informed him. “My name is Moira. If you need anything during your stay, please don’t hesitate to let me or anyone at the desk know. You can’t miss the stairs, although there’s an elevator to the right of the potted ficus if you need a lift.” She coughed. Ethan refused to acknowledge her pun.

      Next she held out a keyring with a leather tag hanging off it. “314 is to the left once you get off the elevator and then down the hall. The room
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