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      To my readers who patiently waited for Olaf and Paul to get their Happy Ever After!

    

  


  
    
      Skandik and Owens, private detectives. Can they find a man who vanished over thirty years ago? Or will their first case break them apart?

      With a new job as a private detective on a small island, Olaf has everything he’s dreamed of. A life as an openly gay man, a partner who adores every fuzzy hair on his body, and his adopted family and friends who love him. So why does he feel something is still missing?

      With a promotion that’s his for the taking, Paul has everything he never dreamed of. His closeted cop is finally in the same country as him. His interfering family and friends are happy for him. So why isn’t he satisfied?

      Then on his first day of business Olaf gets the worst possible case. To discover whether a sixteen-year-old gay boy who disappeared thirty-five years ago is alive or dead. As they delve into the dark history of the boy’s family, both Olaf and Paul are forced to confront their relationship.

      Will Paul take the promotion? Will Olaf walk away if he does? Or will they face the fact that their relationship is more important than anything else?
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      There are three references in here that I want to acknowledge. Tell me if you spot the lines from the Princess Bride, The Doctor Dances by Doctor Who (Nine), and Twisted and Tied (Marshals Book 4), by Mary Calmes.
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      Detective Olaf Skandik watched with resignation as the teenager hurled the open carton of meat, vegetables, and sauce straight at him.

      What a waste of food.

      He stared at the mess on his shirt and jacket as the kids cackled like hyenas, and even his co-workers snickered as they arrested the perpetrator.

      “I’m resigning,” he announced.

      “Sure you are, Skandi,” Sergeant Biggs agreed cheerfully, and the other police officers gave him the same tired, cynical grins.

      Olaf gritted his teeth. He had never convinced his co-workers to quit calling him Skandi and he wasn’t surprised no one believed him. They all threatened it at least twice a week. But watching the Chinese food drip onto the floor, Olaf meant it. He’d had enough. After eighteen years of being a cop, some asshole kid’s takeout was the least of it, but it was the straw that broke the camel’s back. He was done.

      He finished his shift and drove to his empty house, stripped off his ruined suit and shirt, then dressed in a hoodie and old jeans.

      His fiancé was back in London, on his own shift as a Met inspector. Olaf desperately wanted to talk to him, but he knew Paul wouldn’t be free for hours. He sent Paul a message.

      “Love you.”

      Then he called the next best thing.

      “Hey, Olaf.”

      The American accent, even muted after years on the island, was like a piece of home. Tears prickled the back of Olaf’s eyes.

      He forced a smile before he answered. “Hi, Liam.”

      “What’s wrong? Is Paul okay?”

      “He’s fine—I think.” Olaf hesitated, then he said, “Could I come over?”

      “Of course. Do you want to eat? We were thinking Chinese.”

      Unseen, Olaf gave a wry smile. “I think I’ve had enough Chinese for one day. I’ll figure it out myself.”

      “Okay. See you later.”

      Olaf crashed on the sofa and closed his eyes. He needed to eat, but it could wait until later. The smell of the Chinese food lingered in his nostrils.

      

      Liam and his husband, Sam, lived in a small one story in a cul-de-sac. It was tiny and still had the same shabby appearance it had when Sam’s grandmother lived there, but Olaf liked it. He was going to beg if he could sleep on the couch tonight. He needed to get hammered.

      He knocked at the door, unsurprised to hear Liam call out that he would answer it. The door swung open, and a grey-haired man smiled at him, then the smile faded into a frown.

      “You look like shit,” Liam announced.

      Olaf leaned against the door frame. “Thanks.”

      Liam eyed the beer in Olaf’s hands. “Come on in. Was it a bad shift?”

      He stood back to let Olaf in through the door. Liam was one of Olaf’s closest friends. Both American, they were a similar age. Both in love with an impossible Owens boy. The first time Olaf had met him, Liam had been lying in a hospital bed in a coma, barely recognisable. Olaf had also met the man who would change his life forever. If he’d known what he was getting into when he agreed to meet two English guys looking for a missing boyfriend…he would probably have run in the opposite direction.

      “I quit,” Olaf blurted out before Liam had shut the door.

      “Bloody hell, Skandik. What the hell did you do that for?” Sam, Liam’s husband, appeared in the kitchen doorway.

      As ever, Olaf felt the desperate need for Paul when he saw Sam. The two brothers looked more alike than ever as they grew older, with dark blond hair and deep brown eyes. Now in their mid-thirties, Sam looked less like a hippie surfer and Paul less like an eighties reject. On the quiet, Olaf and Liam confessed to each other they both missed those early days.

      “A kid threw a carton of noodles at me.”

      “You quit your job because a kid threw food at you?” Liam asked cautiously.

      Olaf sighed. It sounded stupid, but, “Yeah.”

      Liam wrapped an arm around his shoulders and led him into the living room, pushing him into what used to be Rose’s armchair. They’d decorated all the rooms since they’d lived there, but neither of them had felt it was right to get rid of her chair.

      “Sit down, drink a beer, and talk,” Liam said.

      Olaf stared at the can of beer and wondered what he could say that would make any sense. It wasn’t helped by Liam and Sam sat opposite him, curled around each other like puppies in a pile. Once again, Olaf’s heart ached with loneliness.

      “Olaf?” Liam prompted.

      He sighed and looked at his friends. “It wasn’t just the food. I’ve been thinking about it for a while. Since I got residency.” When confirmation came through that he could stay in the country, it was as if a switch had been flicked in his head. He didn’t want to be a cop anymore. But he’d carried on because leaving the police force was one thing, but what the hell else could he do? He didn’t want to end up dependent on Paul for money. Not that he had to, because he had savings and his family was wealthy, but he hadn’t asked them for help in years.

      “What are you going to do?” Liam asked as if he’d read Olaf’s mind.

      “I want to be a PI.”

      The idea came like a bolt out of the blue.

      Sam wrinkled his brow. “A private investigator? But isn’t that what you’re doing now?”

      “I want to be able to choose my cases and the hours I work.” Olaf grimaced as he admitted something he’d never said out loud before. “I’m forty-five. I’m not going to get promoted now. I was thinking of leaving the police when I first met you, as my partner was retiring, but she stayed on. And then I needed a job that would allow me to be over here while Paul and I decided what we were gonna do. I’ve been in the military and the police. Now I want a slower pace.”

      Sam didn’t look convinced. “But this is the Isle of Wight, Olaf. You’re going to be finding lost dogs and chasing cheating husbands.”

      “Unless you’re going up to London. There’ll be more work up there,” Liam suggested.

      Olaf knew that, but he really didn’t want to live in London. He and Paul spent weekends at each other’s homes, but Paul preferred to come to the island, and Olaf was fine with that. “I can start here, and if I get no work, then maybe I’ll move to London.”

      “Have you spoken to Paul about it?” Sam asked.

      “No.” Olaf ran a hand over his short-cropped hair. “I haven’t seen him for months because of the lockdown. And when I talk to him, we’re—” he coughed “—otherwise engaged.”

      Liam sighed. “Olaf, you’ve got to try talking occasionally.”

      Olaf blushed, but Sam chuckled. “They are talking. Just not with their mouths.”

      “Gross.” Liam pulled a face.

      “But he’s right,” Olaf admitted. “Talking isn’t the main thing on our minds.”

      “This is your chance to live with Paul,” Liam said gently.

      “But I love it here. I hate Paul’s apartment. I can’t breathe there. And there’s you guys. You’re my friends.”

      “Are we more important than Paul?”

      “Stab me in the heart, why don’t you?” Olaf growled.

      “You’re both so stubborn,” Sam muttered. “One of you is going to have to compromise.”

      “And you think that should be me—again.”

      “I think you need to decide what’s more important to you,” Liam said.

      “You think Paul isn’t important to me? I travelled halfway around the world to be with him.”

      “Except you aren’t, are you?” Sam pointed out. “You live here, and he lives in London. And you both hate it.”

      “What did he compromise on?” Olaf snarled.

      Sam’s eyes narrowed, but he said calmly, “Paul never touched another man or woman after he met you. My brother was a manwhore. But he thought you were worth it.”

      This was so frustrating. Olaf hated the fact they were right. He rubbed his temples, feeling the pressure headache start to build. Maybe he should go home before he said something he’d regret.

      Sam got to his feet. “I’ll make tea.”

      He vanished into the kitchen, leaving Liam staring worriedly at Olaf.

      “He’s going to call Paul, isn’t he?” Olaf asked, resigned to an Owens family intervention.

      “Paul, Mattie, Cam, and Nick,” Liam agreed. “Or maybe Logan.”

      “I don’t need a shrink,” Olaf growled.

      Liam frowned at him. “You need friends. That’s what we are.”

      “What do I do?” Olaf knew he sounded pathetic. Then his phone buzzed in his pocket, and he pulled it out and looked at the screen.

      “CALL ME NOW!”

      “Shit! What did Sam say to him?”

      “I’ll go and help Sam.” Liam scurried out of the room.

      Coward.

      Olaf tapped in Paul’s number.

      “What the hell have you just done?” Paul barked.

      “Sam called you.”

      “Sam. Tea. Biggsy. Howler. Roper. Jonesy… I’ve got fifteen messages on my phone just from your colleagues. You’ve freaked out the entire nick. Even the inspector called me. What’s going on?”

      “I resigned,” Olaf said.

      “I know that, babe,” Paul said, his voice calmer now. “But why?”

      “A kid threw Chinese food on me.” It still sounded pathetic when Olaf said it out loud.

      “You resigned because a kid threw food at you.”

      “Yes. No. Kinda.”

      Paul huffed in his ear. “Olaf, do you even know why you resigned?”

      “I’ve been thinking about it for a while,” he admitted.

      He could feel Paul’s hurt even through the phone.

      “You didn’t say anything to me.”

      “I know.”

      “Why not?”

      Olaf sighed. “Because my head’s a mess and we spend so little time together, I didn’t want to waste time asking you to deal with my shit.”

      Paul gave a bark of laughter. “So instead you wait for a flying kebab to hit you before you resign.”

      “Chinese,” Olaf corrected.

      “Whatever.” Paul obviously dismissed it as unimportant.

      “I need a beer.”

      Olaf stood and went into the kitchen to find Liam and Sam leaning against the kitchen counter, kissing. And not the peck on the cheek you’d give your auntie. He suddenly remembered Paul moaning about them when he first met them all.

      “Is this a kissing book?” he muttered and backed out of the kitchen.

      “What?” Paul sounded confused.

      “Never mind. Have you finished your shift?”

      “Not yet. I’m covering for someone for a couple of hours. I ought to go.”

      Olaf suddenly felt exhausted, needing to go home. “Call me when you get home?”

      “It’ll be late,” Paul warned.

      “I don’t care. I just want to say goodnight to you.”

      “I’ll call you,” Paul promised. “Olaf?”

      “Hmm?”

      “What are you going to do?”

      Olaf could hear the tension in Paul’s voice.

      “I want to become a private investigator.”

      “On the island?”

      “I think so,” Olaf admitted.

      “You’re not flying home?” Paul asked.

      “I am home, babe. I don’t want to live anywhere else.”

      “Thank God.”

      Now the relief was obvious. Olaf smiled to himself. They may still be a hundred miles and a ferry ride apart, but they were still partners-in-crime.

      “Guv, you’re needed in the custody suite.”

      Not Paul’s voice, but Paul sighed. “I’ve—”

      “Got to go. I know. I’ll talk to you later.”

      Olaf stared at his phone after they disconnected. He should have spoken to Paul sooner.

      “Is he still talking to you?” Liam asked.

      He and Sam stood in the doorway, mouths puffy and eyes glazed.

      Olaf really needed to go home. He could still drive. He smiled at them, trying not to let his heartache show. They deserved their happiness. “He is. I need to sleep. Keep the beer.”

      Liam came forwards and wrapped his arms around Olaf. “You’ll be a great PI.”

      Sam smirked at them both. “How many dick jokes is Paul going to find?”

      Olaf groaned. He hadn’t thought of that. “Maybe he’ll miss the joke.”

      “This is Paul we’re talking about. My little brother. He’s always going to find a dick joke.”

      “Good point,” Olaf said glumly.
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      “Look at my man. A Private Dick.”

      Paul Owens smirked as he studied the door.

      Olaf Skandik.

      Private Investigator.

      Olaf rolled his eyes. “You had to get a dick joke in there somewhere, didn’t you?”

      “Well duh. Did you expect anything different?”

      “I expected it sooner,” Olaf admitted, admiring his name on the door.

      Paul raised his eyebrow. “Are you going to open the door or are we going to spend all day staring at the sign?”

      Olaf huffed as he fumbled with the key. His hands shook as he made a second attempt to get the key in the lock.

      “Let me do it,” Paul suggested.

      But rather than taking the key from him, Paul placed his hands over Olaf’s and guided the key in. It turned like a charm.

      “I don’t know why I’m so nervous,” Olaf admitted.

      Paul pushed the door open. “This is the start of your new life, babe. Olaf Skandik, private detective. Finder of lost dogs and cheating husbands.”

      Olaf had a horrible feeling he was right.

      They surveyed the small office, barely large enough for a desk and a chair.

      “It’s…compact,” Paul said diplomatically.

      “It’s all I can afford at the moment.”

      He’d been lucky that the offices were still empty above the Blue Lagoon restaurant. He wasn’t sure about having Wig and Nibs as his friends and landlords, but at least there was an endless supply of coffee downstairs.

      “You know you can never complain about my flat again,” Paul said with undisguised glee.

      Olaf gave a resigned sigh. “I know.”

      He’d contemplated working from home, but he didn’t want clients knowing where he lived. This office, barely larger than a shoebox, was all he could afford until he was established, unless he asked his parents for money. Which was never going to happen.

      “It’s very beige.”

      His landlords, Wig and Nibs had decorated the room in neutral colours, but Paul was right. It was beige.

      “But it’s all yours.”

      Olaf turned to see Paul grinning at him, and the warmth of his smile sent a message straight to his dick. He pushed the door shut with one foot and raised an eyebrow.

      “Bend over the desk,” he ordered.

      Paul’s smile went from warm and happy to heated need. “You want to christen the desk?”

      He was head down, ass up, before Olaf had time to say, “I do.”

      Olaf grinned. His boy never mucked about.

      He slid his hands under Paul’s sweater, tugging at the T-shirt so he could reach the warm skin beneath.

      Paul flinched. “Christ, you could have warmed your hands up, you bastard.”

      “I am warming them up. On your back,” Olaf pointed out, totally unrepentant for the goosebumps under his fingertips.

      “It’s a good thing I like you,” Paul grumbled.

      Olaf bent over him to whisper in his ear. “Oh, I think you do more than like me, Mr Owens.”

      Paul scoffed in the back of his throat, but the shiver told a different story. “Get on with it. I haven’t got all day.”

      Olaf grinned. His boy was all mouth. For a man with no patience, he could be reduced to a boneless heap when Olaf took things slow. They’d been together for eight years—on and off, and, okay, maybe more off than on in the earlier stages—but they’d always come together with clashing need. Making love to Paul Owens was still at the top of Olaf’s things-to-do list.

      “Earth to Olaf. Are you on the same planet as me?”

      Olaf blinked and smiled apologetically at his lover. “Uh…yeah. Sorry. I was thinking.”

      Paul sighed, turning so he could sit on the desk. “Is it the new job?”

      “What?”

      “You’ve been quiet all day. Are you worried about the new job?”

      Olaf shook his head. “No.” At Paul’s frankly sceptical look, he said, “Maybe a little, but it was time, you know? I’ve been a police officer for nearly twenty years. I was a Marine before that. Now it’s time for something different.”

      He knew Paul wasn’t worried about Olaf’s change in career. They’d discussed it long and hard. Olaf had residency now, and he’d worked out his finances with Paul’s brother, Sam, who despite being a soppy bastard (Paul’s words), was a kick-ass accountant. Olaf had made sure he was covered financially for a year before he’d handed in his resignation to the island police force. He’d dotted the i’s and crossed the t’s.

      “So what’s wrong?” Paul asked.

      “I love you,” Olaf blurted out.

      “I know that.” Paul looked pleased, but still confused. “I love you too.”

      Olaf drew Paul into his embrace and held him tight. All the words he couldn’t say were like a blockage in his throat.

      “You’re starting to freak me out,” Paul said, his mouth pressed against Olaf’s Adam’s apple.

      In truth, Olaf was starting to freak himself out.

      Paul tugged Olaf down so that they were staring into each other’s face. “Just say whatever it is that’s bothering you. We can sort it. You know that.”

      “Why won’t you marry me?”

      The second the words were out, Olaf wished he’d kept his mouth shut. He felt Paul still and pull away from him.

      “Not this again.”

      “This again.” All Olaf wanted was a straight answer. All he got was deflection.

      Paul huffed. “You know why.”

      “That’s the problem. I don’t,” Olaf said. “We’ve been engaged for five years. I thought we’d eventually tie the knot.”

      “Why is it so important to you?” Paul demanded.

      “Because I love you and want to call you my husband.”

      Paul’s frustrated expression eased for a second. “It’ll happen someday. Can’t you be happy with that?”

      “Paul, we’re not
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