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Dedication

If you’re reading this then please know that you are awesome, amazing and truly special – and yes, I’m talking to you. 

LOVE WINS
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Chapter One
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“Hey, boss. I’ve just finished putting the gearbox in the Carsons’ car.”

Malik sighed, poking his head out from under the hood of the truck he was working on, scowling at his young mechanic. “Ian. What have I said about calling me boss? I have a name. Use it.”

“Me mam says it’s not polite to call you by your first name, because you sign my paycheck. You don’t have a last name, and the last time I called you Mr. Malik you threw an oil bottle at me.” 

“It was empty, and you ducked.” Malik straightened up, taking care not to hit his head. Ian was a gangly lad in his early twenties, his bright ginger hair peeking out from under the cap he’d smushed on his head. His face was streaked with grease, and his ankles were showing from where he’d gotten too tall for his overalls. “Did the Carsons’ car check out okay?”

“That gearbox was as dry as a bone, and it’s a wonder it worked at all. But yep, nothing broke and it’s all running smoothly now. Did you want me to give you a hand with the truck?” That was another thing about Ian’s face – his ever-present smile. 

Glancing outside, Malik noted the darkening skies. “It’s getting late. Your mam will have my hide if you’re not home before dark. Get off with you, and if I don’t get this done tonight, we’ll both work on it first thing tomorrow.” 

“Sure thing, but I’m betting on your magical gremlins doing it while we sleep.” Ian sauntered over to where he’d hung his jacket. “We both know there’re times a day-long job is finished by the time I get in the next day, and I’m pretty sure you have to sleep sometime.” 

“Oh, it’s magical gremlins now, is it?” Malik leaned against the truck, folding his arms across his chest. “Last week it was aliens, and the week before that it was self-propelled robots that were doing the work you thought needed doing. Did it ever cross your mind that sometimes a job on a vehicle is not as complicated as you first thought, so it gets done quicker? Or...maybe I get more work done when you and our customers aren’t bothering me every five minutes?”

“Nah.” Ian burst out laughing as he readjusted his cap, so the brim faced forward. “I tell you, there’s something magical about this place and me mam thinks so, too. Why do you think she lets me work here? This place is in the worst area of town. You can’t even leave your car on the street at night, or it’ll be stripped for parts in the time it takes you to have a piss in the alley. But this business has a steady stream of customers from all over town, and no one has ever tried to break into this workshop.” He flung up his hands. “What does that tell you? Magical gremlins, that’s what.” 

Malik chuckled. “Your mam subjected me to an interview when you applied here – it was over an hour long.”

“My mam cares about me, doesn’t she.” Ian’s cheeks went bright red. “She brought cookies with her – homemade – and she sends along a tin of them every Monday.”

“Why do you think you got the job?” Malik laughed. It was an old joke between them. Ian was really talented for his age and could get most old motors – the only ones Malik allowed in his workshop – to purr no matter what they sounded like when they limped in. 

“Get on with you. Straight home and don’t dawdle. You know your mam will be blowing up my phone if you’re not there for dinner.” 

“Yes, Boss. It wouldn’t do you any harm to get out of here once in a while, either, you know. It has to be boring staying here after hours on your own. See you bright and early.” 

Ian sauntered out, and Malik followed him, standing out on the cracked pavement watching him walk briskly down the road. His eyesight from his animal side wasn’t as vivid as a wolf’s, for example, but it was still sharper than most. He’d noted the group of four men standing in the shadows on the opposite side of the road three blocks down. Malik watched them and Ian, until Ian reached the lights of more brightly lit areas of town five blocks away.

He should be safe now. Malik gave a sharp nod in the direction of the would-be hoodlums and grabbed hold of the chains that operated his large double roller door. He lowered the heavy metal until it hit the concrete floor with a clang before securing the heavy bolts on both sides of the door that held it shut. 

“Gremlins. Ian’s the one who should get out more.” Malik shook his head as he turned his radio on and flicked on extra overhead lights. Moving over to the truck he was working on, Malik unhooked the lid of the hood – he’d already undone the bolts holding it. Placing the hood carefully on the floor, Malik rubbed his hands together as he considered the engine. It had come in with an oil leak.

I could get on my roller, go underneath this darn thing, squish my chest, and risk getting dripping oil all over my face. The car was on a hoist. The chest crushing thought was an exaggeration. But given Malik’s height, he would still need to be crouched under the darn engine, reaching above himself to work in a fiddly position. 

Or I could take advantage of the bolts I’ve already removed and make the job so much easier. 

Reaching in, one hand on each side of the engine, Malik smirked as he got a good hold and lifted. It was something he did at least three times a week, so it wasn’t as though it was difficult for him. He just couldn’t do it in front of Ian. A human wouldn’t understand if he mentioned his inner rhino was the one lending him the strength. But hey, I bet a gremlin can’t do this.  

Carrying the engine over to his reinforced workbench, Malik could see where the gasket had let go. Humming along to the eighties tunes playing in the background, Malik quickly replaced the gasket before carrying the engine back to where the truck was waiting. Another twenty minutes attaching all the hoses, pipes, transmission, and the gearbox, and the job was done. 

“And that’s why I love these older engines,” Malik muttered fondly as he quickly reattached the hood lid. Job done, he lowered the truck down from the hoist, checked the oil levels, reconnected the battery, and ran the engine for a few minutes to make sure it still started. He would run it for longer in the morning when the garage doors were open. 

“Definitely gremlins.” Malik wiped his finger marks off the hood with the cloth he always kept tucked in his back pocket. “Ian’s going to have a field day with that in the morning.” 

Stretching out his arms wide, easing the muscles in his shoulders, Malik looked up at the windows that ran along to the top of the walls – far too high for anyone to see in. It was fully dark out, and he caught the faint glimmers of stars. His rhino rumbled under his skin. “I know my friend,” he said softly. “But that’s what the weekends are for. We’ll go out for a graze then.” 

Making his way to the far back corner of the workshop, Malik clicked out the lights and the switch for the radio, leaving just one small light on in the front office. The door to his private quarters was partially hidden by four metal lockers and with one last glance around the workshop, Malik let himself into his home, taking off his boots by the door. 

There were a few advantages to having a workshop in the toughest part of town. The building next to Malik’s workshop was vacant when he bought his space, and it wasn’t difficult to pick up the entire building for very little cash. From the outside, the windows were boarded up, and apart from a lick of paint, Malik had done nothing obvious to the exterior. Anyone walking past would just assume it was one of many abandoned buildings in the area, and as it didn’t look easy to get into, most people left it alone. 

The inside was like walking into another world. The lights came on automatically as Malik made his way through his wide open-space living room to the bathroom. The rugs on brightly shining wooden floors were thick and plush and felt warm under his socks. He smiled at the huge abstract painting, which shone as a burst of color on a pristine white painted wall. But Malik kept walking. His first stop after work was always the shower. 

In the bathroom, which was also double sized and had walls coated with wide white tiles, Malik stripped off his overalls and dropped them and his muscle shirt into the handy hamper. The water streaming from the showerhead was instantly hot and he groaned as the warmth soaked over his shoulders and ran down his body. It’s always the simple things, he thought contentedly as he reached for the body wash, tipping some into his hands and rubbing it over his bald head. 

Exactly five minutes later, he stepped out of the water, refreshed and relaxed. Wrapping and knotting a large blanket towel around his middle, he padded through to his kitchen, where his crockpot was waiting for him. Lifting the lid, Malik sniffed appreciatively, quickly serving himself a huge bowl of stew. A couple of slabs of bread smothered in butter and a large mug of tea completed his meal prep. Malik headed to the couch for a night of food and television. It might be a boring life to some, he thought as he settled his butt into a well-worn hollow in his giant couch, but it’s my life, and I have everything I need. 
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“Are you sure that taxicab dropped us off at the right spot?” Tynan put the piece of paper almost up to his nose, trying to see the scribbles. It wasn’t helpful. Giving up, he looked around at the dark alleyways, unlit shops, and boarded-up windows. A place like this gives “bleak” a bad name. 

“Sparky, can you see anything? Are we in the right place?”

There was a flutter of raven wings as Sparky landed on his shoulder. “I’ve looked,” he said with a disgruntled chirp. “There’s nothing there. There’s nothing but darkness for miles if you keep going the way you are.” 

“The driver said we were only three blocks from our destination.” Tynan looked back the way he came. He’d been walking at least half an hour – the neighborhood getting more depressing with every step. 

“The taxi driver also said he wouldn’t come into this area after dark,” Sparky’s feathers tickled the hair covering Tynan’s ear. “For good reason if you ask me. Either the driver was talking shit, or your informant was.” 

“I can’t believe this place is so abandoned. It’s as if everyone’s deserted this entire side of town for some reason. It’s ridiculous for someplace that is essentially within city boundaries.” Tynan rubbed his hands up and down the sleeves of his coat. A chill was cutting through to his bones, even though the night air wasn’t cold. It was him – he felt unsettled, uneasy, and uncertain. 

“We should turn back.” Tynan half turned, glancing at the lights of the less electricity-challenged areas that he could see in the distance. “It’s been more than half an hour since the cab dropped us off. I haven’t seen one single street sign, let alone one that says, Cloister Way or whatever it’s meant to be. The informant definitely said it was his house I was supposed to go to. There are no houses here. It’s all abandoned warehouses and the occasional business.” 

Tynan got a peck on his ear. “You know my opinion on people who insist on meeting after dark at random locations. Remember what happened to you last time? That was...”

“You promised me that would never be mentioned again.” Tynan shrugged his shoulders, trying to get the raven to move. “Leave my ears alone, you know I’m self-conscious about them. That situation was not my fault. And neither is this.”

“But if you end up with a knife to your guts in one of those disgusting, smelly alleys around here, then who the heck is going to feed me fruitcake in the morning?”

“I’m sure you can survive without fruitcake. In fact, I’m almost certain ravens aren’t meant to have fruitcake.” Another sigh – it was turning out to be that sort of night. One where Tynan didn’t achieve anything and spent his time arguing with a raven instead. “I really don’t know what to do. I mean, what if the address is just another couple of blocks away? Then I could’ve missed the chance of cracking this case, all because I’m nervous about a few bumps in the night.” 

That was part of the issue. Tynan couldn’t see anyone, but the streets weren’t silent. His boots made a noise, admittedly, but despite them, he could hear scuffles in the shadows. He had no idea if it was a cat, a rat, or a purple yeti. But he definitely got the impression the shadows were alive. 

At any other time, Tynan wouldn’t have worried. He was over six feet, and while he was slim, he was confident he could protect himself if necessary. Unfortunately, his silver hair seemed to pick up even the faintest hint of starlight, making him stand out like a lighthouse in a sea of dark – a target, in other words. 

“We should just go back,” he said, turning to face the lights he could see dimly on the horizon. 

“I thought you were determined to help Mrs. Cooper.”

“I am.” Tynan went to take a step and then didn’t. Should I? Shouldn’t I? “Think about it,” he said, glad in one way that there wasn’t anyone around. He was talking to a bird. “What information am I going to find out about her daughter here? There’s nothing here.” 

“There is a light,” Sparky said, his head turned the other way. “That way, about three blocks down. Finally, a light in the darkness. We’re saved.” 

“That’s nowhere near as poetic as you probably think it sounds.” Tynan turned around again, squinting as he spotted the light his raven indicated. “I’ll walk as far as the light, although there’s no guarantee it was left on for me. At least then if I can’t find anything, I can say I tried.”

He started walking again – his boots sounding uncommonly loud now that he was conscious of them. “You know I don’t like letting people down, but I’m starting to think Mrs. Cooper’s daughter probably left home of her own accord. I mean, she was an adult, wasn’t she? Nineteen, twenty, or something like that?”

“I don’t know how you’d remember any of your case notes if it wasn’t for me. She’s twenty-one and you don’t say ‘was’ to refer to her unless you know she’s dead.” 

“There you go. Twenty-one. She’s probably found a significant other, or the chance of a good time, and ran off to somewhere that’s not here.” Tynan shivered as another chill ran down his spine. 

“I can’t see Mrs. Cooper paying your bill if you can’t prove that.” Unfortunately, the bird was right. “I, for one, would like to be kept in fruitcake.” 

“Then maybe you should learn to cook it yourself.” Tynan was not in the mood to be placating his only companion. 

He worked as a private investigator because he felt a need to give back to the community. Nobody seemed to appreciate his talents, which, okay, were mediocre at the best of times, but Tynan poured his heart and soul into everything he did. 

Mrs. Cooper, her hands dripping with diamonds and giant pearls around her neck, could have helped Tynan establish himself. Since moving into the city six months before, it was all he dreamed of. Not only that, but she used all the right words that stirred Tynan’s empathy. No one should lose a child, no matter what age. 

Tynan made do – it wasn’t like he needed much. But after spending a lifetime being made a mockery of because of his erratic magic – which was how it was described by those who looked down their nose at him – Tynan was determined to prove he could make a life for himself. One where he was valued for who he was as a person, rather than someone who could solve all life’s problems with a wave of their magical hand. All Tynan got when he tried that sort of thing was a firework show.  

“According to the video I watched this morning, you should be working smarter, not harder.” Tynan could do without Sparky’s commentary as well. But that never stopped the raven. 

“If you’d put a picture up of Mrs. Cooper’s daughter on that social media platform place people talk about all the time, then apparently other people will find your person for you. You could’ve been sitting at your desk, your feet up, feeding me fruitcake, while everyone else was running around looking for Mrs. Cooper’s daughter just because... Well, I don’t know why they would, but apparently, it’s that easy. I could be eating fruitcake right now.” 

“You’d get fat.” Mrs. Cooper had mentioned her daughter hadn’t used her social media for the past six weeks, so apparently, there was no point in looking on there. Tynan readily agreed because he still wasn’t a hundred percent sure what social media was, or where to access the bit where people could find other people. “We do not splash photos of the people we’re looking for all over the social medias, and I can’t see why anyone would go looking for someone they didn’t know.”

“You mean people like you, wandering around dark alleys looking for a man you met for all of two minutes.” 

As far as Tynan was concerned, that didn’t need a response. He kept his eyes on the light - the only one on the street advertising a presence at night. 

“I don’t know how people can live in this place,” he said with another shiver. Out of the corner of his eye, he thought he saw a shape moving in the shadows on the other side of the road. A human-sized shape. “I’m not sure that anyone does. In fact, this whole situation is getting more ridiculous by the second. I need my head examined.”

“I told you that last Tuesday when you tried to use magic to change a light bulb instead of climbing onto your desk,” Sparky said. “Honestly, if anything happens to you down here...”

“So, you’re feeling it too?” Tynan hesitated, but they were only one block away from the light. “I’m going to take one quick look, and then I’m going to immediately turn around and leave.” Feeling better with a decision made, he quickened his steps. “I mean, this... Whoever this informant was... How did we end up listening to him in the first place?”

“Why are you using ‘we’ in that statement? You were asking questions at the bar where this woman that you’re looking for was last seen. Some guy passes you a scrap of paper and tells you to be at a specific address the following night at eleven o’clock - just before witching hour. Can’t you see this is a horror flick setting up for the bad shit that’s just about to happen? If people were watching this on the big screens, they’d be screaming, ‘don’t go down that alley, don’t go down that alley.’” 

“I’m not in an alley,” Tynan said firmly. “Believe it or not, despite there being no streetlights or other lights on, this is actually a road, a main road, where people drive up and down to get to places. I am walking on the pavement, cracked as it is, that runs alongside that road.” 

Although Tynan hadn’t seen a car since the taxi dropped him off. “There must be people living here somewhere. Why else would the man tell us to meet him here?”

“He didn’t tell us,” Sparky said with another ruffle of his feathers. “He told you. And out of some misguided loyalty, now I’m stuck following you. I’m telling you, this is the worst opening for a horror movie I’ve ever seen.”

When Sparky went off on a tangent, he could stay there for days. In the meantime, they’d reached the light. Tynan’s heart sank. It was clearly a workshop of some kind. Perhaps one that fixed cars. But if that was the case, then the owner must’ve given up fixing them because there was no sign of life apart from the light. 

Tynan even rested his hand on the glass of the one large window and peered into it. All he could see was an office desk, a counter, and then beyond that, some shapes in the murky shadows beyond, which could be cars, tanks, or elephants for all he knew. 

“This is just the stupidest plan we’ve ever had.” He moved back from the window with a sigh. 

“There you go with all that ‘we’ nonsense. Don’t rope me into your next madcap disaster. This was all on you. In fact, I’m sure you only keep me around so you can blame me for your stupid mistakes. Watch... Fuck!” 

Sparky suddenly took off in a flutter of feathers and squawks as Tynan felt a huge thump on the back of his head. His knees buckled, and he fell to the pavement, trying to slap away rough hands that gripped his coat and started dragging him across the concrete in their efforts to get his coat off. 

“Help! Someone help me, please,” he screamed as someone started kicking at his chest and legs. 
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“Oh, my gods.” Malik’s laughter bounced off his walls as he slapped his knee before pointing at the television. “That is so funny.” The cute little minions marching across the screen, a different expression on each individual face, tickled his funny bone every time he saw it. Malik sighed happily as the credits started to roll across the screen, glancing down at his phone screen. “Eleven. Ian will be banging on the door before the sun’s had their first coffee.” 

He clicked his remote in the direction of the screen, the lively tunes from the television being swallowed by the sudden silence. Malik was used to it. He’d lived alone for most of his life. Standing, he stretched his arms out as he yawned, before twisting his neck one way and then the other. The couch was comfortable, but it was also getting older and not supporting his weight as well as it used to. There was also the little fact that Malik had been lifting an engine only hours earlier. 

Clapping his hands, Malik let his eyes adjust as the overhead lights went out. His rhino stirred unexpectedly as Malik made his way to his bedroom. He halted in the hallway, tilting his head. What the heck is that noise? He could hear persistent tapping, and it sounded like it was coming from the workshop. 

I’m certain I didn’t leave anything on that shouldn’t be. But Malik still headed for the door leading through to his workshop. The tapping was ongoing. It wasn’t deliberate knocking – a person sort of knocking. No one living locally was silly enough to disturb Malik after dark. A few tough-guy wannabes had tried their shakedown tactics when Malik first bought the buildings and set up his business. They seemed to think Malik should pay protection money so that his business would stay safe. Malik soon showed them why he didn’t need anyone protecting him or his business. The result was a respect of sorts – both sides leaving each other alone. 

The tapping Malik was hearing was more like a woodpecker intent on giving himself a headache which was a worry because he hadn’t seen a woodpecker in decades. Moving into the workshop, it was clear that the noise was coming from outside. Everything in the garage was switched off, the way it was meant to be, and the only light shining was the one he’d left on in the front office. Tilting his head again, the tapping was coming from the metal roller door at the front of the building, but now that he was closer, he could also pick out noises coming from the back. Noises Malik was familiar with. 

Opening the front door would be too loud and take too long. Malik crept quietly to his back door. It was rarely used, but Malik kept the hinges and locks well-oiled. He had the door open before the two thugs, or their victim were aware that anything was happening. 

“Look at those ears. They must be stuck on. Hey, freak. Did you forget to take your ear tips off after Halloween? I’ve got a knife. Let’s help you get them off.” 

“Yeah, we’d be doing you a favor.”

Ears? Malik thought they were after the man’s coat, but as he quickly checked out the victim, he mentally groaned and his rhino started to stomp – severely agitated and wanting to break free. That is one clueless paranormal. 

Moving quickly, Malik grabbed both men by the backs of their necks – the one with the knife and the other one with the big mouth, slamming them up against the wall. Malik had seen them both before although he didn’t know their names. The insignia on their jackets was recognizable, though. Scowling, he showed his teeth as he said, “What the fuck do you think you’re doing in my alley? Didn’t your boss tell you anything about keeping your shit away from here?”

“M-M-M-M-Malik.” The one with the knife dropped it with a clatter, his face white. “It was him...him...” he tried pointing around Malik’s bulk. “He’s the one intruding. We’re just doing you a favor. That freak had no right to be walking around here.”

“That’s what he was doing? The sum total of his crimes? He was walking?” Malik made a show of looking around then quickly let go of the man’s collar, slapped him around the ears, and then grabbed his shoulder again. “Did you buy this street? Is the local council selling off roads, pavements, and walkways now, and I didn’t hear about it? When did this happen? I paid my taxes last week, and I know for a fucking fact your name wasn’t on the letterhead of the bills I paid.”

“It’s the way things are done around here, right? Tell him, Arty. We own these streets, and anyone who walks around at night has to pay the toll, right? It’s the way things are.” The other man had found his voice. Malik was still waiting to be impressed. 

“You run with Grok’s crew, right?” Malik flicked a finger at the men’s patches. Two hurried nods were the only response. “You’re going to go and see Grok. You’re going to tell him you met me. More specifically, you’re going to give him a message from me. You two disturbed my sleep. He now owes me restitution. What do you think he’s going to say about that?”

Malik could hear the paranormal behind him was starting to stir, and knew he had to be quick. 

“What’s restitution?” Big Mouth asked.

“Ask Grok. Now get the hell out and don’t let me see you within four blocks of this alley again. And before you think of tucking your tails between your legs, disappearing into those damn shadows, and not telling Grok about this?” 

Malik pointed up to the top of his workshop roof, where a red light was blinking. “I’ve recorded everything you two did. Me and Grok have a deal. You two just broke it. If I don’t get my restitution by lunchtime, I’m taking the afternoon off, and I’ll go tell Grok about this myself. You just messed with the wrong guy.” He gave them both a shake for good measure. “Now piss off.” 

“Be fair, Malik,” Knife Guy said as Malik let them go. “You have to admit those ears make that guy weird.”

“I don’t care if he has two dicks and horns. You had no right mugging fucking innocents in my alley. Piss off and make sure you go straight to Grok’s.” 

Malik watched, arms folded across his chest, until the two men ran away. Taking a deep breath, Malik let it out slowly. His rhino was still pacing and wanting to break out and run after them. Images of the two men skewed on his horns weren’t helpful in retaining his zen. 

Once he was sure his rhino wouldn’t do anything stupid, like scare a man who’d already had a rough night, Malik turned around. The innocent was sitting upright, leaning against the alley wall. He looked so otherworldly that it took Malik’s breath away. Perfectly sculpted eyebrows, brilliant green eyes, just enough scruff to edge pretty into sexy, and waves of bright silver hair tumbling over his shoulders – he was Malik’s dream man if Malik had ever imagined a man like that could exist. 

“Are you badly hurt? Did something happen to your glamor?”

“Glamor?” The man reached up, patting his face, looking confused. “What do you mean glamor? I don’t feel any different. I always look like this.”

WTF? Malik moved forward. “You’re a fae, aren’t you?” He kept his voice low, although his rhino let him know there were no humans around. He resisted getting too close. He didn’t want the beautiful fae to feel overwhelmed. He was suddenly conscious of his bare chest and low-slung sweats which were all he was wearing. Thank the Fates I changed out of that towel. 

“I can tell what you are from your ears.” He hurried to explain. “Most fae glamor their appearance when they’re on Earth, so they don’t walk into situations like you did tonight.”

“I didn’t walk into this situation. It crept up on me and caught me unawares.” The fae looked around. “Where’s Sparky. What happened to Sparky?”

“Sparky?” Malik looked around automatically, although he already knew there wasn’t anyone else around. “There’s no one else here. Who’s Sparky?”

“Not a who exactly, more of a what.” The fae scrambled to his feet, looking up into the sky. “Sparky. Sparky? Where are you? Are you all right? Did you get hit?”

“Er...” Malik glanced at the sky, but he couldn’t see anything. “Did you get hit, around the head perhaps?” 

“Yes, but it’s fine. Sparky!”

“There’s no need to yell.” Malik’s eyes widened as a flutter of feathers suddenly erupted from his workshop roof. “I was trying to work out if a raven could drool seeing your handsome hero flex his chest muscles. One of us had to be looking, and it wasn’t you.” 

A raven landed on the fae’s shoulder. “Hi, hunky man. I’m Sparky, and this is Tynan, a clueless fae who keeps dragging me into unsafe situations. I hate to say this, but apparently ravens can’t drool. Believe me, if I could, I would. You deserve to have someone drooling over you. What’s your name, big guy?” 

“Er...Malik. You’re a talking raven?” Malik felt silly just saying it, but he hadn’t come across a Sparky before. “Are you a shifter?”

“Like you, you mean.” Sparky shook his head. Malik noticed Tynan was looking particularly uncomfortable. “No, alas, I don’t suddenly turn into a tall streak of cluelessness like our Tynan here. My speech ability is more a question of magical misadventure. You see...”

“Sparky, that’s enough,” Tynan said sharply. “I’m sure Mr. Malik has better things to do than stand around, getting chilly, listening to the next fabrication you come up with. Mr. Malik...” 

“It’s just Malik,” he said gruffly. “No Mister required.” 

“Malik then.” Tynan’s Adam’s apple bobbled up and down as if he had to swallow down whatever it was he actually wanted to say. “I hate to presume on your generosity, but you’re clearly local here. Could you possibly point me in the right direction so I could get a cab? The most direct route. I feel like I’ve been wandering around this place with no lights for hours and while I know there were some glimmers of light on the horizon that way” - he waved in the direction of town – “I’d really prefer no more detours.” 

“What brought you down here anyway?” Malik indicated Tynan should follow him out of the alley. As much as he wanted to touch the fae...take his arm...wrap his arm around his waist...take him inside his own place - his rhino thought that was the best idea ever - Malik knew Tynan had been traumatized and wanting to go home was perfectly logical. 

“I’m a private investigator. I thought I was meeting an informant to help on a case I’m working on.” As they rounded the corner, Tynan pulled a piece of torn paper from his coat pocket. “Cloister Way, I think it says,” he added, holding the paper out for Malik to see. “It’s not easy to see with the scribble.” 

“Can I...?” Malik held out his hand, taking the paper and peering at it, aided by the light from his office window. “Fucking Grok.” He stabbed at the paper that was signed with a G. “This is a scam. You were scammed. It was Grok’s men who attacked you tonight. How did you even end up on this side of town in the first place? Cloister Way is a street on the other side of town.” 

“This is where the taxi driver dropped us off.” Tynan looked down at his feet. “Well, not here exactly. He wouldn’t come into the area where the lights go out. But when he dropped me off, he said it was only about three blocks down the road.”

“This road?” Malik could still see the lights from the business district on the horizon. 

“No.” Tynan shook his head, his silver hair sparkling in the lights. “Six blocks over that way...I think. I’m not sure. We came from that way.”

“Cluster Way.” Malik checked the piece of paper again. “It’s not Cloister, it’s Cluster. That must’ve been what the taxi driver assumed. And yes, there is a street called that down this way, but it’s full of warehouses, not houses, and most of those warehouses are abandoned and boarded up.” 

“A bit like this place.” Tynan shivered, and as much as Malik wanted to keep talking to the intriguing man a bit longer, he knew that wasn’t fair. 

“There are more businesses here than you might think in the light of day,” he said gently. “But look, town is just down that way. Five blocks. I can...” He glanced down at his bare chest and feet. “I was going to offer to escort you, but I’ll stand here and watch until you get to a better lit area – make sure you’re not followed again. You should find a cab once you hit the business district. Have you still got your wallet?”

Tynan tapped over his coat and eventually pulled out a coin purse. “Yes. Phew.” He reached into his other pocket and pulled out a phone. “That’s good. Right then.” He stuffed the items back into his pockets and then held out his hand. “Thank you. Honestly. I truly appreciate it, thank you for saving me.” 

Paranormals rarely shook hands, but Malik knew it would be rude to refuse. Stepping closer, he slid his palm against Tynan’s, his breath hitching as their skin touched. His cock filled, and his rhino rumbled in pleasure. “You... You are...” he murmured when suddenly the air between them was filled with purple glitter. “What the...?”

“Oh, my goodness, I’m so sorry. Now you can see why my ears are still showing. I can’t even thank you without messing things up.” Before Malik had a chance to react, Tynan had dropped his hand, whirled around, and was running toward the lights of town. The raven, Sparky, clearly didn’t expect Tynan to move that quickly and took to the air, circling for a moment before flying alongside him. 

Go after him! 
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