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      The small island private investigators thought their cases would be cheating husbands and lost dogs. Until the cheating husband turns up dead and the dog had its own agenda.

      

      Gay and newly married, Skandik and Owens discover there's a need for their services. Gay men need private investigators too. Skandik and Owens can help, even if they aren’t Poirot in Tighty-Wighties.

      

      When a client begs Skandik and Owens for help, they never expect to find him sitting on his bed next to a dead body. Olaf is ready to turn the job away. But the man is Jace Comerford, the successful billionaire who provides them with most of their work.

      Comerford woke up beside the dead body of his cheating ex-husband and he doesn’t have a clue how the body got there. Now he’s been arrested for murder, and he needs Skandik & Owens to find out what really happened.

      Olaf thinks they’re not ready for a murder case. His husband, business partner, pain in the ass, and love of his life disagrees. Who’s going to win this battle of wills?

      Olaf longs for a simple cheating spouse case. Paul points out the cheating spouse is now dead. It’s up to Skandik and Owens to clear Jace’s name.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Friday Night

        

      

    

    
      “COMERFORD.”

      Jace Comerford turned to see the keen-eyed businessman smiling at him.

      “I didn’t expect to see you here.” The blond-haired man in a Hugo Boss suit almost purred his pleasure.

      “It was a last-minute decision,” Jace explained.

      He’d planned to work all week in his Portsmouth offices near the Spinnaker Tower, but when his assistant reminded him of the decision to accept the invitation to the Isle of Wight Chamber of Commerce business dinner that Friday, Jace jumped at the chance to cross the short distance to the island and spend a few days in his hideaway near the Botanic Gardens, just outside Ventnor. Jace called it his bolthole. Few knew about it, even less were invited, especially now.

      “The dinner is just about to start,” the man said, steering Jace towards the function room of the restaurant, one arm placed familiarly across his shoulders.

      What was his name? Tristan something? Smith? No, Smithers. Tristan Smithers, that was it. A director of an investment firm from Manchester. That was about all Jace could remember. He’d met him at other business meetings in Portsmouth. The man knew his business, Jace remembered that much. But Tristan was a shark, gazing at him as if he were a juicy steak, and Jace was left raw by the events of the past few months.

      Tristan was handsome, no doubt about that. His ice blue, knowing eyes and too-bright smile reminded Jace of his ex-husband. But Tristan was insistent and Jace let himself be charmed by his obvious attraction. It was one night. He could let down his guard for a few hours.

      The dinner was better than expected, and Tristan—call me Tris—gave him his full attention. Between the free-flowing wine and the conversation which turned into X-rated whispers in his ear when no one else was listening, Jace relaxed for the first time in months. He managed to do some networking which would please his sales consultants, although really, he was more interested by the man at his side.

      But despite Tris’s attention, as the evening wore on, Jace flagged. Tris was just as demanding as his ex-husband had been. Jace had forgotten how wearing it was to have to focus on one person. He just wanted his own bed—alone. He discreetly sent a text to his driver.

      “I have to go,” Jace lied when his phone pinged, cutting off a heated description of what Tris could do with his tongue. Even that hadn’t aroused Jace at all. It was time to leave before this just became annoying. “I’m sorry, I have an early meeting tomorrow.”

      “You could come back to my hotel room,” Tris breathed in his ear.

      “Not tonight. Another time, maybe.” Jace tried not to sound irritated.

      Tris followed him to the car park to make one last attempt, but Jace kissed him to cut him off.

      “Good night, Tris.”

      Tris gave him a resigned sigh but left him with a last heated kiss to show him what he was missing in the shadows of the car park, then vanished back into the restaurant. Jace watched him go. Maybe he should have accepted the invite, the chance for a mindless hook-up was rare enough, but the relief he felt when he was in the car, affirmed he’d made the right decision.

      His driver took him home, mainly in silence. Not for the first time, Jace was thankful Ronny was attuned to his moods. Some men worked in the car. Jace used it as downtime, a chance to collect his thoughts. He didn’t bother to bring his own car across on the ferry. He rarely went anywhere. Ronny knew the island and that’s all Jace needed.

      Tonight, though, he spent the journey convincing himself that he didn’t need to hurl. He’d drunk more alcohol than usual at the dinner because his attention had been on the man and not his glass. Now his head and stomach were protesting. He should have been more careful. It didn’t help that the road home was closed with temporary roadworks, and they had to take the coast road which took longer.

      When the Mercedes finally stopped outside his home, Jace opened the door with a sigh of relief and sucked in fresh air. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Ronny.”

      Ronny grinned at him. “See you tomorrow, Mr Comerford. Say hello to Tomsk for me.” He chuckled at Jace’s growl and drove away silently in the electric car.

      Tomsk was a shaggy old grey tomcat who had moved in one day when Jace was away. His housekeeper thought Jace had adopted the cat and got offended when Jace asked her if she was high. But Tomsk stayed, shedding his hair all over Jace’s bed, and Jace didn’t get a say in the matter. Tomsk hated Jace, but he adored Ronny. Jace had suggested Ronny take the cat. His driver just laughed and driven away.

      Much like now. Leaving Jace to face an empty house aside from a crotchety moggy. Jace staggered into the bedroom, stripping off his clothes, and was about to collapse face down on the bed when he noticed a familiar dark shadow on his pillow.

      “Go and find your own bed, Tomsk.”

      Tomsk hissed when Jace shoved him off his pillow. He jumped off the bed and stalked out of the bedroom in disgust. Jace turned the pillow over, he wasn’t getting a mouthful of hair again, and fell facedown. It took him a while to relax enough to sleep, but eventually he fell into an alcohol-induced haze which was good enough.

      It didn’t last. Jace woke up, smacked his lips together, grimacing at the taste in his mouth. He really should have stopped drinking at least two hours before he did and then he wouldn’t feel like he’d been gargling dead mice. But he was drinking to forget and that was always a mistake. He looked at his clock.

      2:43.

      He’d only been asleep for just over an hour, but those mice weren’t going anywhere, and he needed to hydrate. Jace staggered to the bathroom and poured himself a large glass of water. He downed one glass and refilled it before he returned to his bedroom.

      Jace put the glass on the bedside table and sat on the bed. Something nudged his arse, and he pushed it away, thinking it was Tomsk sneaking back into bed. It took a while to penetrate his wine-soaked brain.

      It didn’t feel like the hairy cat. It felt like…a hand.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Saturday Morning

        

      

    

    
      PAUL did not want to be woken up. He was a private detective/investigator, whatever, but this was his honeymoon. Dead bodies weren’t on Paul Owens’s things-to-do list. This was the one glorious week he’d had free from work in forever. They’d had to postpone their honeymoon because they were so busy, and the only thing Paul was planning on doing was his husband, Olaf Skandik. Yes, it was crass and basic, but Paul was a crass and basic kind of guy, even more now he wasn’t a police officer. He was also asleep because it was the middle of the night and they’d been busy the previous evening. See the things-to-do list.

      “Phone,” his new husband mumbled in his ear, his Wisconsin accent more pronounced as he was sleepy.

      “Let it ring,” Paul grumbled, irritated at being disturbed by anything except Olaf.

      “It’s the work cell.” Olaf rolled away from him to grab the phone and switch on the bedside light.

      “I know that, idiot. But we’re on our honeymoon,” Paul said pointedly, sitting up in bed, because sleeping wasn’t going to happen now. “Why the hell is the phone even on? Our office manager is meant to be fielding the calls—in office hours.”

      Liam, their office manager, also American, also their brother-in-law as he was married to Paul’s brother, had agreed to keep working for the week they were away, as they had ongoing cases which couldn’t wait.

      They’d decided to save money by staying on the island and hiding away in their home. Money wasn’t tight, but as partners in a new business, they were trying to squirrel away every penny they could in case they went through a dry spell. Spending the week in his husband’s arms suited Paul just fine, apart from the fact Olaf kept trying to drag him out for walks on the cliffs. Paul hated walking at the best of times, but it was December! Winter was made for staying in bed, in the warm.

      “Sorry,” Olaf said as he picked up the phone. “I checked something yesterday and forgot to turn it off. “Skandik and Owens, private inves—Jace? What’s wrong?”

      Paul facepalmed because of course it was Jace Comerford, their primary client, and of course Olaf wasn’t going to tell him to get lost, even on their honeymoon at three in the morning, because the man accounted for eighty per cent of their present income. Skandik and Owens did a lot of the legwork investigating businesses Jace was thinking of acquiring, before he made a commitment. But that was in office hours, not the middle of the night. Why on earth was he calling them now?

      “We’re on our way,” Olaf said, scrambling out of bed and beckoning to Paul.

      Paul squinted at Olaf because that was his ‘Detective Skandik’ voice. He hadn’t heard that particular tone in a long time.

      “Okay. Yeah, just stay put. We’ll be there as soon as possible.” Olaf threw the phone on the bed and looked around. “Where are my clothes?”

      “In the hamper, in the bathroom, where you put them last night. There are clean clothes in the chest.”

      Olaf vanished out of the bedroom to the spare room, which housed their clothes and Olaf’s gym equipment. Their bedroom was dominated by the largest bed that would fit. Olaf was American and used to everything big. To be fair, he was well over six feet tall and Paul was six two, so the huge bed made sense. Everything else had to go in the spare room.

      “What’s going on?” Paul demanded as he got out of bed and stretched.

      “Jace is upset and he needs us. That’s all I know. That’s all he’ll tell me.”

      “Okay,” Paul said slowly as he joined Olaf by the chest, “and he wants us to go to Portsmouth? Because it’s the middle of the night, there are no ferries, and I can’t swim that far.”

      “No, he’s in the Bolthole.” Olaf’s voice was muffled as he pulled a T-shirt over his head. “He had a business dinner in Newport last night.”

      “I won’t ask how you know that.”

      “Sam told me.”

      Paul grunted. His brother knew all the gossip, but why had he told Olaf and not him? Anyway, Paul was pleased that finally he’d get to see the Bolthole.

      Jace Comerford had homes all over the world, but Paul knew his favourite place was a small—by Jace’s standards—house in Ventnor. Few knew it existed. Paul had never been there. Olaf had, once, when he’d taken the picture that had ended Jace’s marriage. But Jace protected his privacy fiercely and his Bolthole was one of the few places where he could relax. Which made it all the more worrying that Jace wanted them there.

      Olaf sat down on the day bed and laced up his old combat boots. He was a former Marine and his boots had followed him across the world. He also wore them when he was troubled. It was a tell he didn’t know he had, but Paul did.

      Paul pulled on a T-shirt, hoodie, and jeans, and ran a brush through his hair. He shoved his feet into his favourite Chelsea boots and followed Olaf down the stairs into the kitchen. “Have we got time for tea?”

      He expected a smartarse remark from Olaf, but his husband just shook his head. “Not now. He needs us. Whatever this is, it’s bad.”

      Paul sucked in a breath. Nothing more to be said. They were out of the door in five minutes.

      There was little traffic as they drove through the Isle of Wight in the middle of the night. Dawn was some hours away. Olaf took advantage of the empty roads to put his foot down and they blasted down the Military Road, a straight road edging the coast, which Paul said was just right for men driving their mid-life crises sports car to get a speeding ticket.

      “And what if there’s a cop car along here?” Paul asked.

      “At three in the morning?” Olaf scoffed and speeded up a little.

      “You’re so predictable, you know that?”

      Olaf grinned and it eased the tension that had built steadily in the car as they headed towards problems unknown. For Jace to call them, he had to be in a desperate situation.

      Olaf had to slow as they reached the end of the road and drove through the villages to eventually turn right onto the road towards Jace’s home.

      “You know, I’ve never been here,” Olaf said as they went past the Botanic Garden. “We can do that tomorrow.”

      “Or we could just stay in bed,” Paul suggested.

      Olaf snorted as he slowed down despite the empty road, crawling as he studied the houses that lined one side. “Who’s predictable now? I’m not sure which house it is,” he confessed.

      Paul rolled his eyes, a gesture lost in the darkness. But then Olaf grunted, and he made a sudden turn up a steep driveway to the house at the top.

      “I did not expect this.” Paul whistled at the modern house, all glass, reflected in the headlights.

      Olaf looked at him. “Jace demolished the old bungalow and replaced it with an energy efficient house.”

      “Of course he did. He sells them.”

      Jace Comerford had an array of businesses, and energy efficient housing was one of his pet projects.

      “I like it,” Olaf said with a shrug. “I wish we could afford one.”

      Paul patted his thigh. “One day, lover. When we have our hi-tech firm.” He laughed at Olaf’s grunt.

      It was a sore point with Olaf that they were a small operation above a seaside family restaurant in Sandown, rather than in a glossy building with access to many resources. As Paul told him frequently, they had to walk before they could fly. Olaf assured him he’d got the saying wrong. Paul said he didn’t care.

      Olaf frowned as he studied the house. “Is the front door open?”

      Paul squinted in the darkness. “Yeah, a bit. Maybe he opened it for us.”

      “All the lights are off.”

      “On the ground floor, yes, but there’s a light on upstairs.” He pointed to the far window on the first floor.

      “That’s his bedroom,” Olaf said.

      They headed into the house which was eerily silent. Then Paul laughed at himself. It was nearly four in the morning. What did he expect it to be?

      Olaf called out Jace’s name. Nothing. He headed straight for the stairs, taking them two at a time. Paul followed, taking time to notice his surroundings. The silence made the hair stand up on the back of his neck. Olaf reached the room with the light on, the door partially open. Paul nearly collided with his husband as Olaf pushed open the door and stopped dead.

      “Hey,” Paul protested.

      “Oh fuck,” Olaf muttered, then stepped to one side.

      Paul looked in to see Jace sitting on the bed in a blood-soaked T-shirt and boxer briefs. For a moment all Paul could think was how odd it was not to see the handsome man in a suit, then he registered what he was looking at and smelling. Jace was covered in blood.

      “Jace,” he said gently, trying not to breathe too deeply. “What’s happened?”

      Jace looked at them as if he’d just noticed they were there, but his face was expressionless. “I think I killed my ex-husband, Paul.”

      “Behind him,” Olaf murmured.

      Even in the dim light, Paul could make out the shape of someone else laying behind Jace. He let out a long breath.

      “Jace, have you called the police?”

      “No.”

      “What about Thomas?”

      That was Jace’s very expensive lawyer, Thomas Lorrimer.

      Jace shook his head. “No. Just you.”

      “We’re in deep trouble,” Olaf murmured.

      They were indeed. They’d just trampled over a crime scene.

      “I’m going to call the cops,” Paul said. “You go look at the body—Grant. And Jace. Don’t touch anything.”

      Olaf glared at him. He’d been a detective for nearly twenty years. He didn’t appreciate the lecture. “We should leave. Now.”

      “No.” Paul shook his head. “We’ve already disturbed the scene. This is the only chance we’re going to get to see the evidence.”

      “You’ve got to be joking,” Olaf said.

      Paul didn’t like it any more than Olaf, but he also knew what would happen next. “You know the minute the police arrive, we’ll be shut out. You’re the detective, not me. You’ll see things I won’t. Do it now.”

      “We’re going to talk about this,” Olaf insisted.

      “We are, but not now. Because Jace needs us.”

      Paul nodded at the man who was clearly in shock. He hadn’t spoken again, and Paul was betting he hadn’t stirred since he called them.

      Olaf moved into the room and walked around the edge until he reached the bed. “Jace, just stay where you are. I know you’re in shock, but I’ll be here until they arrive. I want to look at Grant and you, but I won’t touch anything.”

      “Okay,” Jace murmured. He sounded flat and out of it, so unlike the man they knew.

      Paul backed out of the room and pulled out his phone. He should have dialled 999. Instead he rang through to the one number he knew by heart, thanks to having an island detective boyfriend for five years.

      “Detective Sergeant Biggs.”

      The voice was tired. Paul breathed a sigh of relief that it was someone he knew.

      “Biggsy, I need you to listen.”

      “Sir, I mean Owens, what’s the matter?”

      Paul grinned at Biggsy’s automatic response, but now was not the time to take the piss. “I’m at a crime scene. A dead body.”

      “It’s too early, Owens,” Biggsy growled. “How much have you had to drink?”

      “I’m not drunk. I’m at Jace Comerford’s house in Ventnor and he’s sitting next to the body of his ex-husband. Now are you coming here, or do I call 999?”

      “Shit.”

      “Yeah,” Paul agreed.

      “Get out of there.”

      Good old Biggsy, trying to protect him even now.

      “I can’t. It’s too late. We didn’t know about the body before we arrived. We’ll stay with him until you get here.”

      “Is Skandi there?”

      Paul snorted at Olaf’s nickname. It was so unoriginal. “Yeah.”

      There was a short pause, then, “Okay, uniform and SOCO are on the way. I’ll be there as soon as possible.”

      “Thanks, Biggsy.”

      “Don’t thank me yet,” Biggsy said grimly. “You haven’t met DI Dailey. Don’t go near the body and don’t touch anything.”

      Paul grunted.

      “I mean it.”

      “Just get here now.” Paul disconnected the call before Biggsy could bark out more orders he’d ignore, then he made another one.

      “Hello?”

      Sleepy voice. At least someone was where they were meant to be.

      “Mr Lorrimer, it’s Paul Owens.”

      Paul heard rustling then another sleepy male voice saying, “Who is it, Tommy?”

      He grinned at the thought of the buttoned up and buttoned down, prissy lawyer being called Tommy. And he was gay? Paul hadn’t realised that. It figured though. Comerford surrounded himself with gay men he trusted.

      “It’s the annoying one of Comerford’s pet dicks. I’ll get rid of him.”

      Paul grimaced. Nice.

      “Tommy!” Whoever shared Lorrimer’s bed chided him.

      “Shit.” There was a pause, then “I guess you heard that,” Lorrimer said sheepishly.

      “I did.”

      “I’m sorry, I’m not awake yet. Why are you calling me at this hour?”

      “You’d better wake up, Mr Lorrimer,” Paul said crisply. “Your client’s about to be arrested for murder.”

      “What the⁠—?”

      Something cracked and Paul heard a yelp. He hoped it was Lorrimer’s head.

      “Did I hear you say murder?” Lorrimer queried. “Danny, get Michael on the phone. We’ll meet him at the office.”

      Paul tapped his foot, waiting for him to finish his other conversation. He could hear Olaf talking quietly to Jace, but he wasn’t sure if he was getting any response. He poked his head into the room to discover Olaf studying the body intently while Jace stared at his hands. Olaf looked up and shook his head. Paul wasn’t sure what that meant.

      “Who’s been murdered?”

      Lorrimer’s question drew him back to the phone conversation.

      “It’s his ex-husband, Grant. He’s in Jace’s bed.”

      “Where are you?”

      “In Ventnor. His Bolthole.”

      “I’ll be over as soon as I can get to the ferry.” Lorrimer sounded muffled, as if he were getting dressed and had something over his head.

      “He’ll be taken to Newport nick.”

      “Tell him not to say anything until I’ve spoken to him.”

      “I don’t think that’s going to be a problem,” Paul said dryly.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Lorrimer demanded.

      “He’s in shock. He’s barely spoken two words since we got here, except to confess to murdering Grant.”

      “Tell him to say nothing. No more random confessions,” Lorrimer snapped. “I’m on my way.” Then he disconnected the call.

      Paul poked his tongue out at the phone. He stood in the doorway. Jace hadn’t moved. “Jace.”

      Jace raised his head. “Yes?”

      “Lorrimer says to keep quiet.”

      “Okay,” Jace said absently.

      Paul wondered if he’d taken any drugs, he seemed so out of it.

      “Jace.” Paul felt as if he were talking to a dog, continually using his name, but he wasn’t sure Jace would respond to anything else.

      “Yes?”

      “Are you drunk?”

      “Some,” Jace acknowledged. “I had more to drink than usual.”

      “Did you take anything else?”

      Jace shook his head.

      Olaf mouthed “Reeks of booze,” over Jace’s head.

      Jace was one of the most controlled men Paul had ever met. It wasn’t like him to get drunk. Even through the messy divorce he rarely touched alcohol.

      Paul looked at Olaf who was still studying the body. “The police will be here soon.” Even as he spoke blue flashing lights filled the room. Olaf stood and Paul took a deep breath. “Let battle commence,” he muttered.

      He didn’t know the two police officers in uniform who climbed the stairs. Paul realised they must have left the door open when they came in.

      The older officer, a stern-looking woman in her forties, her hair pulled back in a harsh bun, gave him a professional smile. “I’m PC Karen Hartley, this is PC Sean Mathers.”

      Mathers nodded at them. He was maybe thirty, with a mop of strawberry-blond hair and a ginger scruff which Paul itched to order him to shave off. He didn’t like beards at work. Too many arseholes pulled on them.

      “I’m…” Paul paused. Sometimes he had to remind himself he wasn’t Inspector Owens anymore. “Paul Owens. In there is the owner of the house, Jace Comerford, and my partner, Olaf Skandik.” He saw a blink in her eyes at Skandik’s name. Mathers didn’t react. “There is a body on the bed. His name is Grant Dixon. He used to be married to Mr Comerford. They were divorced last year.”

      Mathers looked in the bedroom and blanched. “Christ.”

      “You checked Mr Dixon is dead?” Hartley asked brusquely. She managed to control her emotions better than her partner.

      “I did,” Olaf said, from across the room. “I think he’s been stabbed. There’s a tear in his T-shirt, but I didn’t touch it.”

      “Thank heaven you did something right,” she grumbled.

      “He’s recently deceased,” Olaf said, ignoring her. “Rigor hasn’t set in yet.”

      “Before you make a crack about watching too many TV detectives,” Paul muttered, “we’re both ex-cops. He worked here and I’m ex-Met.”

      In other words, don’t fuck with us. Paul was damn sure he and Olaf had seen more dead bodies than these two.

      “I know who he is. So why are you both trampling over a crime scene?” Mathers snapped, because posturing was essential.

      “Because we didn’t know about the death until we arrived here. Jace just told us he needed our help.”

      Hartley raised a thin eyebrow. “And you dropped everything in the middle of the night to drive over here?”

      “Yes,” Paul said, and left it at that, because he could be an arsehole at times, and he was suffering from that moment when he realised what he had given up. He wasn’t the top dog in the room.

      “You should have stayed out of the bedroom.”

      “I did,” Paul said. “I stayed here, and Olaf looked after Jace, but he hasn’t touched him. You’ll have his DNA on file. He was a detective here until last year.”

      “I stayed at the edge of the room,” Olaf added, showing the path he’d taken.

      Hartley grunted. She wasn’t going to give them credit for anything.

      More blue flashing lights. Paul snorted as he understood he and Olaf weren’t going anywhere as they were totally boxed in by police cars. They would have to call someone to pick them up.

      Now it was SOCO’s turn to stomp up the stairs. One of the white-suited people squinted at Paul and then looked in the bedroom.

      “Skandi, what are you doing here? I thought you’d left all this behind. Taking your boyfriend on a hot date?”

      Olaf grinned at him. “Morning, Russell. I see the wife let you out today.”

      “Anything to get away from the kids,” Russell said cheerfully.

      It was getting crowded, and Hartley obviously thought so too, because she suggested Paul join them in the kitchen. By suggested, she meant ordered, but Paul wasn’t in the mood to argue now. He followed the two officers downstairs into the kitchen.

      The room was a line of gleaming stainless-steel units more suited to a restaurant. Paul found it cold and soulless and wondered if Jace ever cooked for himself. He opened a few cabinets until he found what he was looking for. Tea, coffee, and milk. The coffee machine was beyond him at this time in the morning, but he almost whooped at the sight of Yorkshire teabags.

      “I’m making drinks,” he announced. “What do you want?”

      “Nothing for us,” Hartley said before Mathers could open his mouth.

      He looked disappointed but she tilted her head to the door. They vanished into the hallway and Paul heard them muttering to each other. He shrugged and made himself a cup
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