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	What does a clumsy hottie do when he meets a handsome detective he’s sure is out of his league?

Beau is deadly serious when it comes to his job as a homicide detective for the LVMPD. He also has a taste for the finer things in life, but no time to enjoy much of anything with such a heavy caseload. How could he when there’s a serial killer terrorizing the streets of Las Vegas?

Investigative Technician Austin never met a snarky joke he didn’t like, or a set of stairs that couldn’t trip him up. One night after a devastating episode at work, Austin sees something else he likes. However, there’s no way the gorgeous detective he’s spotted around the station would be interested in a goofy klutz like him.

Beau and Austin’s worlds collide when Austin is sent to pick up some evidence at the station. Amidst a myriad of twists and turns in the troubling serial killer-style murders of Vegas conventioneers, Austin and Beau discover there’s more to each other than they assumed.

Can they make a true connection despite their differences? Or will the killer have the final say?
 

	 


Chapter One

	“You wanna fuck later?”

	Austin lowered his binoculars and regarded Pete, cop and longtime fuck buddy. “Jesus, Romeo. How can I resist when you put it like that?” He shook his head, ignoring Pete’s offer. He was currently more interested in the police officer’s protection than his dick.  

	He wiped the sweat from his forehead with a handkerchief then stuffed it back into his jeans pocket. The Las Vegas heat sucked ass in June. It had its moments the rest of the year, too. All he wanted to do was to serve this summons then get back in the air conditioning with a cool drink. 

	Picking up his binoculars again, he peered through them at what, to anyone else, would appear to be an abandoned trailer. 

	Don’t see why I can’t carry a piece on the job.

	Apparently, investigative technicians weren’t considered to be the bad asses of the justice system in Vegas.

	Pete nudged him with his elbow. “Was that a yes?”

	Austin decided it wouldn’t be a good idea to throat punch Pete, since it would give away their location. Other than that, it was an awesome idea.

	“That was a vehement ‘no’. I never know what I’m getting into with you.”

	Pete huffed. “I thought you enjoyed last time.”

	“I shot a load. That part I enjoyed. The rest I could’ve done without.”

	“I wanted to surprise you.”

	Austin snorted. “Oh, I was surprised all right.”

	“You know, a lot of guys like it when—”

	“Shh. Here comes Daniel now.”

	Pete grabbed the binoculars. “Shit. In the nick of time, too. Our boy’s on the move.”

	“Hey. Do you mind?” Austin yanked the glasses back then peered through the lenses. “Dammit.”

	It looked as if his witness was going to evade being served yet again. The scenario was ironic since Austin had originally thought it would be quick and simple. He’d met Vinnie at the First Annual Powwow on the Paiute Indian Reservation when they were both ten years old. Austin’s dad was almost full-blooded and had taken him so he could experience the culture. He’d explained that even though Austin wasn’t being raised on the Rez, he should still learn about that part of his heritage. Ever since then, he and Vinnie had been close friends—even if things had eroded somewhat in recent years. 

	It sucked to be the one who had to serve him.

	Austin missed his dad. The guy had treated him well. He’d always told Austin to live his life the way he wanted, that when he got older, people would try to change him, tell him how he should be. Austin wondered if his dad had known all along that he was gay. Soon after that first Powwow, the Gulf War began, and his dad had been a part of Operation Desert Shield. He’d never come back.

	“Hey, guys, we had a scuffle at the golf course. I got here as soon as I could.” Their backup, Daniel Ochoa—Pete’s fellow officer of Paiute law enforcement—kept his voice low as he approached.

	Austin arched his eyebrows. “I guess those old white guys can get vicious on the green.”

	Daniel smirked. “You have no idea.”

	Austin and Pete were hidden behind a large boulder. Daniel crouched next to them, and Austin noted that the Paiute officer had parked his vehicle down the incline and out of sight. He’d driven in on the same back desert road that he and Pete had used to avoid detection. 

	Pete elbowed him in the ribs again, and Austin grabbed his side.

	“Ow. Fuck.”

	“Look, look, look. He wasn’t leaving. Vinnie’s just sitting out there smoking.” Pete held the binoculars pressed to his face. “This is better, man. We can see everything around him.”

	“Except for who’s in the trailer, dickwad.”

	Daniel nodded his head. “Austin’s right. There’s no telling who might be in there. We approach Vinnie now and we could get picked off in an instant. One of Marquez’s guys could be in there cooking. We should secure the residence before Austin tries to serve him.”

	Pete frowned, seemingly butthurt over Daniel not taking his side. “There’s never been any intel to indicate Vinnie’s trailer was being used to manufacture meth.”

	“Right.” Daniel swatted at a small bug flitting around his sweat-soaked face. “But there hasn’t been any indicator that he wasn’t cooking in his home either.”

	Home was too kind a word. Vinnie’s abode wasn’t in any danger of being featured in Architectural Digest—or anywhere, ever. It was lucky to still be upright. The dented, rusted mess was a blight set at the rear of his mom’s property, a mockery to her beautiful, recently built house. He’d told Austin a few years back that as long as he didn’t have to see her face or hear her shit, he didn’t care what he lived in. 

	Austin sighed, too stressed out from the whole cockstorm that had been his day to dwell on all that had gone wrong with the life of one of his closest friends. There was a job to do, and he was the fucker who got to serve a witness subpoena to someone who would view it as an act of betrayal.

	“Okay then. What’s the plan?” Austin directed his question to Daniel. 

	Daniel regarded Austin as Pete continued to stare through the binoculars. 

	“I’m gonna sneak around the back. I can make it without detection if I keep low behind the sage brush over there.” He gestured toward the area he meant. “When I radio that the trailer is clear, I want you both to advance on him.” Daniel turned to Pete who seemed to finally be paying attention. “Don’t draw on him but be ready. We don’t want to come at him aggressively, get him worked up. Hopefully, when he sees Austin, he’ll be cool.”

	Austin prayed Daniel was right. Since Vinnie had been off his meds, no one knew what to expect from him anymore. Iraq hadn’t been kind to anyone close to Austin. Not only had he lost his dad in the Gulf War, he’d in essence lost his closest friend to the Iraq War. Whatever it was that had happened to Vinnie when he served had forever broken him.

	“Be ready.” Daniel turned toward the trailer but whispered over his shoulder before taking off. “Pete, make sure your radio is on low and listen for my all clear.”

	Pete grunted after Daniel was out of earshot. “Can you believe that shit? He always treats me like I’m an idiot.”

	Even though Pete had walked right into that one, Austin was too cranky and hot to run with it. He bit at his lip and tried to get his bristly dark hair to stay off his face. He typically kept it short—it would get too frizzy otherwise. But he was a busy guy, and other than staying in somewhat good physical shape, he didn’t give too much thought to his appearance. 

	A small crackle sounded from Pete’s radio, then he whispered into it. He nodded at Austin to go ahead. Austin’s joints complained at being in the unforgiving position for so long as he rose to his feet. He was only thirty-five years old, but his body was constantly being abused on the job in one way or another. It didn’t help that he could be a bit klutzy at times either. A nice soak in the hot tub at his condo later would be a welcome treat. 

	The first rush of pebbles and dirt as they carefully made their way down the incline caused Vinnie to twist around. His eyes widened in shock as he regarded them both then quickly narrowed in anger as he glared at Austin. He threw his cigarette to the ground.

	Come on, guy. It’s me. Just doin’ my job.

	“Hey, Vinster. How goes it?”

	“Fuck you. Don’t even be acting like you’re my friend. Fucking traitors—both of you!”

	Austin stopped advancing. “Look, Vinnie, this sucks for me too.”

	Vinnie guffawed and waved his arms around. “Oh! Oh, really? Sucks for you? You?” 

	Vinnie lurched toward them, and Pete pulled his weapon, pointing it at Vinnie. With one hand bracing the other that held his Glock 17, he shouted, “Stay right where you are!”

	Austin held up both hands as if in surrender. “Hey, now. Everyone chill. All I wanna do is give you this piece of paper, then we’ll be on our way.”

	“Then he might as well shoot me. ’Cause my life ain’t gonna be worth shit if I testify against the Marquez brothers. You know it, he knows it and they know it.”

	Austin noted Daniel coming up from the rear on the other side of the trailer. He also had his weapon drawn, but was approaching slowly, carefully. All of Vinnie’s attention was on Austin and Pete, his frantic gaze flitting back and forth between them. He was clearly unaware that Daniel was behind him.

	“It’s gonna be okay, Vinnie.” Austin was desperate to get his friend to really hear him, to believe him. “I’ll make sure you’re protected. Please, man. Let’s not do this.” 

	A drop of sweat left a long trail as it worked its way down from Austin’s hairline, into his brow then onto his eyelid. As soon as he blinked, the salty water momentarily blurred his vision, stinging his eyes. He squeezed them shut. The loud bang of two firearms going off almost simultaneously jolted him, his eyes flying open in time to see Vinnie hit the ground.

	“No!”

	He rushed to his friend who was lying face down in the dirt, his legs and arms splayed in crazy angles away from his torso. The gun he must’ve had hidden on him was a few feet from his right hand. Austin dropped to his knees then rolled Vinnie over, cradling him by his shoulders. His half-lidded stare confirmed what Austin had already guessed when he’d seen the copious amount of blood soaking his shirt.

	Austin choked on a sob. “Fuck, Vinnie. How did it come to this?” He spoke softly, his words not meant for anyone else. It was all so senseless. They’d been so excited after their respective graduations, anxious to begin their lives. “Why can’t we go back, man? Why can’t it be like it was when the world was still new to us?”

	Daniel’s agitated voice shook him out of his thoughts. He turned, his gaze landing on the officer cradling Pete, who seemed to also be hit. Daniel spoke anxiously into his shoulder radio mic. 

	Austin’s gut clenched. Goofy Pete couldn’t also be gone. It would be the thing that pushed him closer than ever to becoming as broken as Vinnie had been. Austin never saw the glitter of Vegas. He only saw the ugliness.

	Once Daniel had finished calling in, Austin gently laid Vinnie back down then rose. He tore his eyes away, unable to bear seeing him like that anymore, and dreading the conversation he felt it was his duty to have with Vinnie’s mom. 

	Austin hurried to Daniel’s side, noting the blood-soaked bandana Daniel had pressed to his Pete’s abdomen. Pete appeared unconscious, or perhaps...

	“Is he…?”

	Daniel shook his head. “No.” He glanced up with a somber expression. But I hope the ambulance doesn’t take too long.”

	Austin nodded grimly. A woman’s shrill scream broke out and Austin whirled around. 

	Vinnie’s mom.

	After taking a deep breath, Austin jogged toward her, anxious to prevent her from seeing her son’s bloodied body lying in the dirt. When he finally reached her, his expression must have told her all she needed to know. She collapsed into his arms, weeping uncontrollably. He consoled her the only way he knew how, by holding her and letting her cry. There was nothing to say.

	As she poured out her grief, he surveyed the surrounding desert of the reservation. The Spring Mountains were a peaceful backdrop on the east side of the Paiute land. Yet Vinnie had never found peace. Austin wondered why no one had ever been able to save Vinnie. Maybe there was something more Austin could’ve done when Vinnie had decided dealing drugs was all life had to offer.

	Maybe it’s because we all have to save ourselves.

	 

	* * * *

	 

	Beau swiped a hand across the top of his head. He stood silently as the coroner examined the badly decayed body of a woman of indeterminate age. The desert heat ensured that corpses deteriorated at a rapid rate, which only made his job as a homicide detective that much more difficult.

	“What do you think, Kumiko?”

	The investigative forensic coroner shook her head. “There’s too much slippage for me to get any prints.”

	“How long has she been dead?”

	“With the temps the way they’ve been, it could’ve been as recent as two weeks ago. I need to examine what’s left of the organs, document the insect and animal activity. That might also tell us if the body’s been moved.”

	Beau nodded. “I need that info as soon as you get it. The other two victims were stored for a while before being dumped in the desert.”

	Kumiko regarded him from where she was stooped over the corpse. “Yeah. I remember.” 

	Her tone indicated that Beau didn’t need to remind her of work she’d already done. She was able to determine what she believed was a fairly accurate date of death on the other victims because they were discovered sooner. They victims had been dead much longer than their deterioration indicated. Which meant the bodies had either been frozen or otherwise kept from decomposing at a more rapid rate before they were dumped.

	Kumiko glanced up from her work. “You know, this might not be related to your case at all.”

	“I know, but I have to be sure.” The last thing Vegas needed was some psycho serial killer going after conventioneers. “Dental records?”

	“Just waiting to hear back.”

	“Thanks. As soon as you know?”

	“Beau. How long have you known me?”

	A crooked smile tugged at his lips. “Gotcha.” His cell phone vibrated. “Excuse me a sec.”

	He plucked the phone from his jacket pocket then checked the caller ID. It was Officer Parker McLean, someone he’d become closer to in the past few months. After answering his phone, Beau spoke with him for a couple of minutes, confirming his dinner plans with Parker and his fiancé, Lonnie. The two men had gone through hell to be together, but he was thrilled it had all worked out for them. 

	He glanced at Kumiko. In all the years he’d been on the force, her reputation for working forensic magic had only grown. Since he’d joined the ranks of detective, the esteem their colleagues held her in had become clear. If there were answers to be found in the mysteries of the decayed corpse before him, she would be the one to find them. There was nothing else to do but allow her to work without his continued interference.

	“Thanks. I’m gonna run.” He made an effort to leave it at that, but just couldn’t help himself. “You’ll call me?”

	Kumiko didn’t lift her gaze from a blackened blob she poked at with a pointed steel instrument. Beau couldn’t even begin to guess what purpose the sharp object might have. 

	“You’ll be the first to know, Detective.”

	“Yeah.” He nodded, more to himself than her. “Thanks again.”

	After one last look at the unfortunate woman whose death Beau suspected to be linked to other recent victims, he left. While he wasn’t much of a drinker, but the stress of his latest case was getting to him more than usual. It didn’t help that both his lieutenant and captain weren’t on board with Beau’s serial killer hypothesis. 

	Going to a noisy restaurant bar with two good friends and tossing back a few cocktails seemed like the best idea he’d had in ages. Anything to distract himself from his obsessive thoughts of who might be on the loose, snuffing out the lives of Vegas visitors.

	Maybe I’ll even turn in early, not think about it for the rest of tonight.

	He’d never been very good at lying to himself.

	 

	 

	
Chapter Two

	Son of a bitch.

	It was the third text Austin had gotten from one of his so-called buddies declining to join him for night on the town. No one had been tempted by his siren call that promised the limitless joys of whiskey and weird bar foods. 

	He needed to work on his pitch.

	Austin had chosen to hang out at a local place that served giant twenty-dollar burgers with everything from goat cheese to prickly pear cactus salsa on them. The rest of the menu selections involved anything that could be deep-fried. Apparently, that encompassed a massive array of choices. But it was only a few blocks from his home and not right on the Strip. He didn’t have to worry about transportation after getting shit faced. 

	He idly wondered if he should’ve gone to one of the gay bars he sometimes patronized. Even if he’d turned down Pete before, it didn’t mean he was averse to getting laid. He just hadn’t been interested in Pete. The guy was into some freaky shit.

	His gut clenched thinking about him. Daniel had texted earlier to say he’d be all right, but Austin was still shaken by the whole event. Thoughts of Vinnie also crept in, which prompted him to hail the bartender. 

	The bartender nodded in his direction, and he called out, “Another Johnnie?

	“Yeah, man. Make it a double.”

	After Austin was served a fresh drink, he took a healthy gulp of the neat Johnnie Walker Red, his go-to liquor choice. He let his gaze travel the room from where he leaned against the bar. In addition to the good booze, he also patronized El Lagarto for the laid-back atmosphere.

	Wonder if the name means they serve deep-fried lizard too? 

	He wouldn’t be surprised to find out they did, but he enjoyed the place overall. It was dark, with an old-time western saloon feel. The place was loud enough that even when he was there alone, it didn’t seem that way. Which in turn meant he wasn’t alone in his condo with his thoughts tormenting him over whatever nastiness he’d observed on any given day.

	His current day had been one of the worst in a very long time. Probably the worst ever. 

	He’d never lost someone close to him in such a horrific way before. One minute he’d been trying to reason with Vinnie, trying to reach him. In the next, his long-time childhood friend had been blown away. He gulped the rest of his drink, the burn bringing water to his eyes. A pleasant numbness surged through his body.

	Yeah. That’s it. 

	Austin raised his glass in the direction of the bartender who was at the far end of the polished wood counter. The server jerked his chin at Austin in acknowledgment. Soon enough, another double filled his glass and Austin realized just how horny he actually was. Hadn’t he heard or read somewhere that it was common for people to fuck after attending a funeral? Something about it being life affirming or some such shit.

	Whatever.

	It wasn’t likely he’d find anyone at El Lagarto. It was mostly crowds of friends or het couples. The few lone guys at the bar not only didn’t do much for him, but even if they were gay, they’d be more likely to inspire the desire in him to never have sex again. 

	Jesus. Do I look like that to other men?

	Austin took a surreptitious glance at himself in the mirror at the back of the bar. He needed a haircut for sure. He wasn’t the most handsome guy on the planet, but he was okay. 

	Austin frowned at his reflection. He was mid-thirties, not a hundred and seven. He worked out on occasion and didn’t have much of a paunch, despite the amount of crappy food and alcohol he ingested. The worry lines between his brow and decorating his forehead added character, didn’t they? And sure, there were love handles, but weren’t Dad bods a thing now?  He didn’t think he was hideous.

	Who gives a fuck. 

	His original goal for the night had simply involved getting plastered while surrounded by some of his rowdy friends. They were supposed to be there to shield him from the pesky thoughts poking at the edges of his sanity, the ones that involved dead friends. Nowhere in his mind had he planned on getting laid—which explained the plaid shirt and 501s. If he’d wanted to pursue some quality tail, he would’ve opted for something classier and headed to the Pink Palace. 

	That place had never failed him.

	His arm was jostled slightly, and he turned to see who’d brushed up against him, wondering if one of his buddies had relented and joined him after all. Austin glanced up at a very tall and striking red-haired guy with a beard and mustache. 

	The man regarded him. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to bump you.” He chuckled. “Bit crowded tonight.” 

	The sound of his voice went right to the end of Austin’s dick. He wouldn’t mind getting himself some of that. After reminding himself he wasn’t at the Pink Palace, he reined in his dirty thoughts as much as the booze coursing through his system would allow.

	“It’s cool.” He racked his brain for some intelligible words to engage the hottie. “Soooo…” When there was no immediate indicator that a guy was swinging his way, it always left Austin in a quandary. He needed to be subtle, not act like it was a come-on in case the dude was straight as an arrow. “Here with some friends or by yourself?”

	Austin winced. Clearly, being subtle wasn’t part of his skillset.

	His quarry peered down at him, the redhead’s eyebrows arching. “Uh, yeah. With friends.”

	Wait a minute. I know this guy.

	“Hey.” Austin snapped his fingers several times. “You’re Detective…um…shit…” He tried to get his soaked brain cells to squeeze out Red’s name.

	The guy snorted. “No, you must have me confused with another Detective Shit.”

	“What can I get ya?”

	The bartender interrupted the awkward exchange to take the detective’s order. While his would-be target named off the drinks he wanted, Austin ran through the files in his mind until it hit him. He was about to burst out with  a comment when the barkeep turned to him.

	“Another double?”

	Austin could sense the gaze of who he now knew was Homicide Detective Beau Williams trained on him. 

	Great. He probably thinks I’m a lush. 

	“Sure. Why the hell not.”

	The bartender nodded, smacked the counter then turned to work his libation magic. Since Beau was trapped there until the bartender brought his order, Austin decided to attempt a conversation save. 

	“Detective Beau Williams, correct?”

	Austin adjusted his body to face Beau, leaning against the counter with his elbow on the surface, his drink casually held in one hand. Beau furrowed his brow, no doubt trying to figure out how the slightly disheveled drunk invading his personal space knew him.

	“I’m sorry… Remind me?”

	Austin held out the hand not clutching the tumbler. “Austin. Austin Kent, IT II from the DA’s office. I was the one who brought over the blood evidence files to you from the Deuces Wild Motel killings.” He cleared his throat. “Uh, from about six months ago. There were a couple other times too.”

	He’d wondered back then if the handsome detective was into men. Beau had been so reserved and professional—his work cloak firmly in place. Austin hadn’t been able to get much of a sense of anything from him. 

	Part of what made Austin excel at his job was his ability to read people—to pick up on their personalities and quirks. Anything that could help him hunt down a witness desperate to evade being served. His assessment of the detective at the time was that he kept his real self carefully hidden. Austin had also had the urge to peel back that façade. Beau’s ‘strong silent type’ demeanor  had hit him like an aphrodisiac. 

	That still didn’t tell him if Beau was gay.

	At last, a glimmer of recognition lit up Beau’s expression. “That’s right. Of course.” He grasped Austin’s offered hand in a firm shake. “Sorry. Sometimes seeing someone outside the work environment makes it harder to place who they are.”

	The briefest of moments passed between them when their eyes connected, and Austin thought he detected a spark of interest. In Austin’s hazy, alcohol-fueled mind, he decided it was possible that Beau might want some man-on-man action after all.

	Three drinks were placed in front of Beau, the contents sloshing over a bit and soaking the napkins beneath. 

	“That’ll be twenty-two-fifty.”

	Austin frowned. His whiskey alone was fourteen bucks. “You know the management or something?”

	Beau kept his attention on the server. He threw a twenty and a five down on the bar. “Keep the rest.”

	“Thanks, man.” The bartender turned to Austin. “I’ll have yours in a sec. The barback is getting another bottle of Johnnie from the stock upstairs.”

	Austin nodded at him in acknowledgment.

	Beau turned to him. “I’m sorry… You were saying?” 

	Austin sensed that Beau was only trying to be polite—particularly since they were pseudo-colleagues.

	“Oh, I…” It had been a stupid thing to bring up, but he was scrambling to make conversation, to keep the guy by his side a bit longer until he could come up with an opening for something else. “I was just marveling at what a great deal you got on your drinks.”

	Beau glanced down at the glasses he’d begun to gather in his hands then looked back up. “My friends don’t drink. I was getting them a couple sodas along with mine.”

	“Ah, I see. So, uh, what did you get to drink?”

	Yeah. He needed some casual conversation fine-tuning.

	Beau gave him a tight smile. “Look, it was nice seeing you again. But my friends…”

	“Yeah, sure. Of course. Don’t let me keep you.” Austin attempted a winning smile while holding up his glass. “Uh, until the next evidence delivery?” 

	Beau raised his eyebrows as if he couldn’t figure out
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