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Chapter One


 


“DR. MARKHAM.” The voice called across the university campus, and Aidan turned to find Senior Detective William S. Walters from the Queensland Criminal Investigations Branch barreling toward him. He moved much more easily than Aidan thought such a large man would, like an athlete, and Aidan stopped to admire the view even though most of it was hidden beneath the voluminous clothes billowing around the detective. Aidan’s cheeks stretched from the wide smile that seeing the other man always brought to his face. He couldn’t help it. The man was always cheerful and had a great sense of humor. Aidan spent every minute of their time together either grinning or laughing, even when the conversation was about something serious.


He held out his hand and laughed as Walters’s own hand swallowed his slim one, secretly loving the feel of being engulfed and protected. “Senior Detective Walters. This is the last place I expected to see you.”


“You’re surprised?”


“Pleasantly.”


“Good.” The detective nodded toward the student restaurant precinct. “Do you have time for a coffee? I have something I want to run by you.”


Aidan glanced at his watch. “Sure. My next class isn’t until three.” He nodded to the tables full of busily talking students. “Is this okay for you? We can go to the staff lounge if you like.”


Walters laughed. “All those academic types intimidate me. This is fine.”


“I’m an academic type,” Aidan reminded him.


“Yeah, but you have a personality.”


Aidan laughed, even though he knew a number of people would disagree with the big detective.


Once they bought coffee and were seated, Walters seemed to lose his need for an urgent discussion. Oddly enough, they talked about Australian history.


“I just think it’s interesting the way the government has a history of using handouts to solve problems in society when it’s patently clear to anyone that it couldn’t work.” Walters gestured as he spoke, and Aidan was glad there was no one moving around them. They’d probably end up with their coffee splattered all over them.


“Which particular handout are you talking about, Detective?”


“Call me Sam. In 1920, the Australian government began a process of giving small parcels of land to ex-soldiers. Of course, almost none of the soldiers knew anything about farming, and most of the land given to them was either too small for the farm to be economically viable or the land wasn’t arable. More than one-third of the soldier-farmers went broke and had to leave their farms behind.”


“Sam?” Aidan looked around furtively. “Are you undercover?”


Sam laughed. “No. Why would you think that?”


“Your name’s William. It says so on your office door.”


“No one’s called me anything but Sam or Walters since a kid at school decided calling me ‘little Willy’ was funny.”


Aidan snickered and flicked a curious look at Sam’s groin. Even under the voluminous clothing he could see there was nothing little about that “willy.” He burst out laughing.


“Careful, Dr. Markham, or you’ll find out exactly how I stopped Nathan Barnett from calling me that.”


Aidan suppressed his laughter, but the grin remained, along with an occasional chuckle. “No need to threaten me, Detective. I’ll be good.” He couldn’t resist another glance downward and snickered again.


“Aidan,” Sam warned.


“Okay, okay.” Aidan held his hands up in surrender and gamely suppressed his laughter. “What made you so interested in that part of Australian history? Most people are interested in one or the other of the world wars or in the depression era, but very few are concerned with what life was like in the years immediately after a war.” Aidan smiled. He could quite happily spend most of the day watching Senior Detective Walters, little willy or not.


Sam hmphed, clearly aware that the laughter over “little willy” might have been suppressed but wasn’t over yet. “My grandfather grew up on one of those farms, during the depression. It was run as a dairy farm through most of his childhood, so while they never had much money, they never went short of food. They always had milk and cheese and butter, and they had chickens for eggs and some pigs for meat. Of course, there was a vegetable patch as well. Compared to many of their neighbors, they did very well. It was still a hard life, though.”


This discussion continued and Aidan barely noticed the changes in the crowd around them. It seemed they’d only been sitting there a few minutes, but suddenly the lunchtime crowd had disappeared and Aidan looked at his watch. He surged to his feet, dismayed that this wonderful interlude had to come to an end. “I’m late for my lecture. They’ll all be there waiting for me.” He took a few steps, then turned back. “What was it you wanted to talk to me about?”


The detective shrugged as he joined Aidan and walked with him. “There’s a case I thought you might like to help me with, that’s all. My boss will call your boss if you think you’d be interested.”


“Is it another murder?”


Walters shook his head. “No.”


“Good. I don’t think I could handle another one so soon. I’m still having nightmares from the last one.”


“You should have said something. We have access to all sorts of people who help us with that kind of trauma. I could have put you onto someone.”


“It’s okay.” Aidan didn’t want the man to fuss over him.


“Nonsense. Seeing a dead body and thinking about the type of person who would kill someone else puts a stain on your soul. It’s important you get the right help so you can deal with it.” He stopped and pulled Aidan to a stop, too, with a gentle hand on his forearm. “It’s not just you, Aidan, and it’s not a weakness. Being a cop is hard. We see a lot of things nobody should ever have to see. We all need that sort of help sometimes, and we’ve been trained for it. You haven’t. Let me give you the name of someone you can contact.”


When Sam explained it like that, it all made sense. “Okay. I guess I could talk to someone.”


“Good. I’ll bring you the details later, okay?”


“Thanks.”


“When?”


“What?”


“When are you free? I’ll meet you and give you the contact details of the fellow I see when I need to talk with someone.”


Aidan’s heart beat faster. It was just an offer of help, so why did it feel like he was arranging a date? “I’ll be finished here by six.”


Sam nodded. “I’ll be finished with work about the same time.” His hazel eyes stared intently at Aidan. “We could meet somewhere and have dinner, if you like.”


“Dinner?” Was it a date? Aidan looked closely at the big man in front of him. The intense stare was still there, but otherwise Sam looked the same as he always did: relaxed and friendly. It couldn’t be a date; Aidan was reading too much into it. Before he could respond, Sam’s phone rang.


“Walters,” Sam answered his phone.


Aidan stood and waited, painfully aware he was going to be unforgivably late for his lecture but unable to just walk away from this man.


“Right. I’ll be there in twenty.” Sam disconnected the call and looked at Aidan. “Sorry. I have to go. If I get finished early enough, I’ll call and we can arrange where we’ll meet.” He ran a big hand through his hair, the tight curls clinging to his fingers before bouncing back to sit close to his skull. “Look, I’ll call anyway, okay. Let you know what’s happening?”


Aidan’s heart continued to pound in his chest. Dinner might be on or it might be off, but Sam was going to ring him and talk to him later. Was it a date? Aidan didn’t know and couldn’t tell one way or the other. Sam didn’t give off any “gay” vibes at all. Maybe he just wanted to be friends. Aidan hauled in a deep breath, telling himself to stop fantasizing and just answer the man’s question. “Yeah. Let me know if you have time to meet. Otherwise we can make it another time.”


Sam grinned. “Perfect.” He stepped away, clearly in a hurry to go where he needed to be, but waved before he turned and strode down the path toward the visitors’ car park.


 


 


“WHAT about him?”


Aidan looked toward the dance floor. “Which one?” He really wasn’t in the mood tonight. He checked his phone again. It was after nine, and he still hadn’t heard from Sam. The man had said he would call when he could, and Aidan had to believe he meant what he said. That meant that something bad had happened and Sam was still on the job. Aidan sighed and turned back to his friend, not at all sure why Baxter needed to drag him here on a Wednesday. Ah. That’s why. Right on the edge of the dance floor, clearly visible to half the patrons in the club, must be what Baxter wanted him to see. Aidan glanced at his best friend. Baxter was a solicitor and he only ever went for cops, firemen, or soldiers. Aidan had become expert in picking them over the years. This guy was different. He was big and beefy but didn’t stand with the same control police or army personnel did. He didn’t look like someone used to mindlessly following orders.


“Okay, I’ll play. He’s not your usual.” Aidan tilted his head, trying to hide the fact he really didn’t have a clue. As he stared at the man from behind, he let his gaze wander slowly downward as the crowd ebbed and flowed, giving him glimpses of more of his body. He spied what looked like a ragged tuft of grass sticking out from under the leather work boots, and the man’s hands were broad and sturdy. His watch was expensive and he wore a T-shirt with what looked like a university motto on the back. “He works outdoors a lot at physical labor, but he earns a reasonable income and is probably well-educated.” He shrugged, going with his best guess. “I’d say something with natural resources or forestry.”


“How do you do that?” Baxter thumped Aidan’s arm, making the drink cradled in his hand slosh. “It doesn’t matter who I show you, you know what they do.”


“How well do you know him?” His idiot friend had no gaydar to speak of, and Aidan often spent his nights off rescuing him from homophobic bastards who knew how to fight. Aidan’s gaydar wasn’t much better, but he was more cautious than Baxter. Aidan checked Baxter’s face carefully. No new bruises tonight. There hadn’t been for a while, and Aidan hoped that meant his friend was becoming more discerning when choosing pickups.


Baxter shrugged. “We’ve shagged a few times over the last few months.”


At least he’s gay. Baxter was still staring at the man near the dance floor. It was obvious he was going to try to hook up with the guy again, and Aidan didn’t want to hang around and watch it happen.


“I’m only going to stay for another drink or so, Bax, so don’t worry about me.” Aidan patted his friend’s shoulder. “Go have fun.”


Baxter turned to him and dragged him into a hug. “Thanks, Aidan.”


Aidan made sure he smiled as Baxter wove his way toward the dance floor and sidled up next to the outdoor guy. The crowd still hid more than it showed of the man, but he seemed accepting of Bax’s presence. Once Aidan had made sure Baxter wasn’t likely to get hit, he turned back to the bar, set his warm drink down and signaled to the bartender for another, then checked his silent phone again. The wistful yearning he was feeling would soon drown in the beer.


“You get abandoned?” The voice beside him was deep and resonated within Aidan, but he nearly snorted his new drink when he turned to look at the man. His nose was long and pointed, casting a shadow on a thick, dark-blond moustache. Large protruding eyes focused on Aidan and reminded him so much of a rat he’d owned as a teenager, he had to bite back a laugh. Aidan shook his head. “Nah. He’s cool.”


“He certainly is.”


Aidan rolled his eyes. Some days it really was too much to hope that anyone would find Aidan’s slim physique and unassuming looks more appealing than Baxter’s classic beauty. “Don’t worry about the Neanderthal with him—try him if you like.”


“You reckon?” Aidan had to swallow a laugh at the liquid hopefulness in the man’s voice. Poor guy must be desperate but not even realize it yet.


“Go for it.” He thumped him on the shoulder. “What’s the worst that can happen, hey?”


The goggle-eyes widened in alarm, but Aidan didn’t stay to see what he did. He moved quickly, weaving in amongst the patrons to make sure he left goggle-eyes, the outdoorsman, and Baxter all far behind.


The air outside was fresh and cool after the afternoon storm. Aidan breathed deeply, shoved his hands into his pockets, and sauntered out into the car park. His comfortable stroll was interrupted by his phone ringing. He quickly fished it out of his pocket, an unexpected sigh of relief escaping him when he realized it was Sam.


“Aidan, I’m sorry I didn’t call earlier.” Sam’s voice was quiet and apologetic. Aidan could hear the din of a busy bullpen in the background, even though it was clear Sam had moved away from it.


“I figured whatever made you leave in such a hurry was worse than you thought it would be. It’s a murder?” Aidan had worked cases with the police before. He knew how important the first seventy-two hours in a murder investigation were.


“Yeah. A bad one. We have some solid leads, but it’s still going to take time to track them all down.”


Aidan decided to jump in with both feet. “So are you telling me instead of dinner, you’re more likely to turn up at my place for breakfast?”


Sam’s breath left him in a swoosh clearly audible over Aidan’s phone. “Can I take a rain check on dinner?” was all the detective said.


At least the big man wasn’t blowing Aidan off completely, although the almost nonresponse had Aidan backpedaling a bit. “Of course. Call when you’re free.”


“Yeah. I’m sorry, Aidan.” Then the call was disconnected and Aidan was left wondering exactly what Sam was sorry about.


The relative silence in the car park washed Aidan’s tension away, and he was smiling gently by the time he reached his car and started for home. If Sam said he would call, he would.


The traffic was easy, too late for the workers and too early for the clubs. Aidan parked in his driveway, whistling softly as he locked the car and walked up the path. The evening wasn’t as bad as he thought it would be. Sam had rung and said he’d call again, he’d only had to stay an hour with Baxter, and he wasn’t going to have to deal with a hangover.


 


 


“DR. MARKHAM, if I could have a word.”


Aidan stopped and turned in the corridor, repressing his irritation at the interruption. He hated being late for class. “Of course, Director; how can I help?”


The director gestured down the hallway. “I know you’re on your way to class. I’ll walk with you.”


They were both silent for a few minutes, Aidan wondering what was so urgent it had caused the director to seek him out personally. When they were within sight of the lecture hall, the director stopped.


“There’s another request from the police.” He all but whispered the statement, his eyes darting suspiciously around them. Aidan always wondered why the man didn’t just call Aidan to his office if he wanted it kept secret. “Apparently their profilers are busy with other cases and they’d like you to become involved with one.”


Aidan’s heartbeat increased. Sam hadn’t wasted any time getting things moving. A flutter low in Aidan’s belly told him exactly how excited he was at the prospect of working with the man again. The detective had the worst dress sense Aidan had ever seen, but there was something about him that brought out every adolescent fantasy Aidan had ever had. Sam exuded an appealing mixture of rough sex and gentle caring that almost brought Aidan to his knees every time the man smiled. He took a deep breath and forced himself to think past the man to the case.


The nightmares caused by the last murder had only just faded from Aidan’s memories. He hoped this case wouldn’t bring more, particularly since he didn’t even have the counseling information Sam had promised him yet. He would never refuse to help, though. It was the most practical use of his qualifications and knowledge he would ever find, and he felt good knowing he was working to bring criminals to justice. In his own small way, Aidan was a superhero, just like Batman or the Phantom. He swiftly swallowed the giggle that imagining himself in purple tights brought out. “Of course, Director. Do you have the number of the officer in charge of the case? I’ll call as soon as I finish my lecture.”


The director pursed his lips, obviously thinking the giggle was frivolous or a sign of madness, but handed over the slip of paper with the details. “Try not to let this case interrupt your responsibilities with the university, Markham. I remember last time, several lectures had to be rescheduled.”


“Of course not, sir, although this will add to the research I’ve been doing for my next paper.”


The director brightened at that. “Excellent. Excellent. Carry on then, Dr. Markham.” He strode away, leaving Aidan shaking his head at the idea that publication in a dusty academic journal could be more important than helping to keep people safe.


Aidan grinned as the director turned a corner and disappeared from sight. He wasn’t sure if the grin was at the thought of working with Sam again, or if he simply loved the challenge of using his skills and knowledge, proving that theory had a practical application in society. It took him a few minutes to reorient his head and bring his focus back to the first year university students battling to understand how identity is formed. He slipped the director’s paper into his pocket and entered the lecture hall.




Chapter Two


 


THE next morning grew warm before breakfast, but that was fine. Hot days were good. Aidan skipped down the few stairs from his porch to his front path and flew straight into an exuberant jog down the tree-lined street. In three hours he’d be at the police station, meeting Sam again. Aidan wondered if his handshake would feel the same as before. Would the detective’s large, square hand engulf his own slender one with warmth and comfort, like it did last time? Would Aidan still be as affected by it, ready to melt into an adoring puddle at the man’s feet? He hoped Sam hadn’t noticed his reaction. That would be way beyond embarrassing.


An hour later, Aidan returned, swinging the gate open and slamming it behind him.


And froze.


Shit. It was staring at him. He was sure of it.


Aidan moved his foot back a few centimeters but froze again when it moved.


What the fuck was it? A snake, obviously. But was it poisonous? If he moved, would it attack him?


He slid his hand around behind him. Good, it stayed still. Gingerly he lifted his phone from his pocket and dialed information. Within seconds he had a number and was listening to it ring.


And ring.


And ring.


“Fuck, will you pick up the fucking phone.”


“Excuse me?”


Aidan gulped. “Sorry. It’s just there’s a fucking snake right in front of me that’s following every move I make.”


“What sort of snake is it?” The voice was dark and rough. Drowsy. That didn’t help Aidan’s patience.


“How the fucking hell do I know? There’s a bloody great snake curled up on my doorstep in the middle of the fucking day, watching every move I make.”
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