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Deacon has served as Captain of the Guard of Clan Mordred since he was young—too young, everyone said, though none of them rushed in to help a boy who'd just inherited the role from a mother murdered in cold blood.

It's given him little chance to do anything else with his life, and at just past forty, he'd like a break. Unfortunately, just as he's on the verge of requesting one, a problem he can neither ignore nor delegate arrives at his door: a whole lot of missing people, and all signs point to goblins.

When he goes to the local sorcerer for assistance, however, it's to learn he's out of town and the only help on offer is Wyatt, the strange kid with a knack for alchemy, a penchant for trouble, and eyes that leave Deacon haunted and longing…
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To everyone who struggles with inner demons

With deep gratitude and abiding thanks to Alex Jones for her help with the Muslim elements of this story. Everything right is credit her, anything still wrong is on me.




Fresh Meat

Deacon buried his mother at nineteen. Hunted down her killer and gutted him. Fought goblins. Draugr. Helped out some Ojibwe friends with a Wendigo that had fled onto clan territory. Dealt with Syndicate goons in two countries. That was just the tip of what he'd faced over the years. Much like his mother, his hair had gone gray well before he reached thirty. Very little intimidated or frightened him anymore.

So why in the world was he finding it so hard to approach Amr and ask if he could take a few months off? Mordred was well-settled. Deacon had people who could run the guards just fine without him—his cousin Heather chief among them; she already practically ran the field teams all on her own. When she wasn't able to handle something, for whatever reason, there was Ken, the Mordred Steward, who had essentially been bred to handle anything involving violence and mayhem.

There was absolutely no reason he couldn't ask for a break, and Amr would grant it without hesitation. He was a good friend and a great leader. He wanted his people happy and healthy, and would probably be the first to agree that Deacon deserved a vacation.

All Deacon had to do was ask. Instead he was sitting alone in his office fretting about it and stalling on heading home.

At his feet, Pentacle growled mockingly. Deacon nudged him with one booted foot, but he may as well have been trying to nudge a rock. In human and dragon form, Pentacle was a tank. He'd been particularly dangerous in the pits, according to former pit fighters, because everyone looked at his size and assumed it meant he sacrificed speed, but Pentacle could move like the wind, and his teeth and tail finished what sheer power didn't, never mind that he was a quad-black, which gave him a formidable range of elemental attacks. In drills, he had no problem holding his own against the steel dragons. He was magnificent, and Deacon would never stop being awed that Pentacle had chosen him.

Pentacle growled again, affection and amusement in their bond, then went back to gnawing on the chunk of mutton Deacon had bought him as a treat from the usual cow and bison.

Deacon looked away, queasy as ever at the sight of meat—especially raw meat. A travesty in a knight, but not an infrequent result of dealing with goblins. Several of his guards who'd been involved in that incident had turned vegetarian in the aftermath. At least Deacon wasn't so put off he couldn't feed Pentacle himself, instead of needing someone else to do it.

And brooding about that wasn't really fixing the matter of his vacation, which he wouldn't get if he didn't ask for it. Deacon sighed. Whatever, at this point it was a problem for tomorrow, when he went to see Amr and Ken to give them the weekly update on the guards and all they knew about the city. He set to tidying up his desk and contemplating what to get for dinner on the way home. Chinese? Falafel? Tacos? Burger? The diner close to Mordred headquarters made the best black bean burger in existence; even the vegetarian place he'd favored back in Montréal hadn't been able to hold a candle to it.

The door creaked open, and Heather stepped in, looking her usual beautiful, deadly self, clothes stained with blood in a couple of places and who knew what else in others. At her side was her dragon, a large, beautiful steel with a nasty scar cutting across her face, right through her left eye. She was from the former Pellinore clan, which had been cursed by Prince Avalon and forbidden to go near dragons ever again. Most of them had been folded into Mordred, but some had gone with the newly formed Clan St. George.

Pentacle rumbled at them in greeting and growled inquisitively about the blood but didn't rise from his place on the floor. Allah forbid.

"What?" Deacon asked, body tensing, dread settling into his gut like a bad meal. "I don't like the look on your face. I'm hungry and I want to go home." He groaned. "Please, Heather, don't ruin my night like I think you're about to."

"Sorry, Asim," Heather replied, expression just growing even wearier and more somber. It must be really bad if she was using his real name. "You know all those missing people?"

"Be hard to forget." Over the past few weeks, people had been vanishing. Could have been for months, but it was hard to say. They were being taken with meticulous slowness—one here, one there. By the time they'd noticed, there was no telling how long it had been going on, or how many were actually missing. They were mostly syndicate reluctant to join Mordred or downright hostile about it. Some were homeless the clan had been steadily helping. Other so-called riff-raff that slipped through societal cracks. The kind of people that were easy to miss, easy to shrug off, easy to stop caring about—if anyone had ever cared at all.

Deacon cared. He cared a great deal. As much as he complained, if Heather finally had a lead for them to follow, he'd track it until he fell over.

"We found one tonight. Renlo." She looked for a bare moment like she was going to cry. "Rather, we found what was left of him. If I had to guess, I'd say he got jumped and didn't go down as easily as they anticipated."


"Yeah, people like to underestimate Renlo." Kid was quiet and shy, kept to himself, and was easily over three hundred pounds. He wasn't homeless, exactly, but he didn't have much of a home life either, and had refused all attempts to help him. People mistook him for a meek, fat pushover, when really he was just a guy who wanted to be left alone and could, when pushed, snap spines like they were dry twigs. "Still, if they managed to get him in the end anyway…"

"There was also a whole hell of a lot of non-human blood at the scene. I gave most of it to the lab to verify, but honestly it's pretty damn obvious." She set a plastic bag on his desk. Inside was a dishtowel or something soaked in black-red blood that was already turning true black at the edges.

Bile rose up to burn Deacon's throat. No, not this. Not again. "We have goblins. " Deacon tried to avoid cussing, but right then he really wanted to let loose with a few choice expletives. He sat back in his chair, grateful when Pentacle rose and settled his ponderous head in his lap. Deacon stroked his black, faintly opalescent scales, soothed by their slick warmth. Pentacle rumbled reassuringly, and Deacon's heart trip-trapped. Because he'd dealt with goblins before, but he'd been alone then. Now he had Pentacle, the fiercest, most beautiful dragon alive.

"It gets worse," Heather said. "You'll probably want to go see it for yourself, so I have the area sealed off and under guard, but I took pictures." She pulled them up, then set the phone on the desk, spun it, and slid it.

Deacon caught it deftly and frowned as he thumbed through roughly a dozen photos, all of them showing closeups of what looked to be some sort of spell circle. "So they've got a witch or something working with them."

"Probably a sorcerer," Heather said. "Witches… not really their style."

"No, I suppose not." Any magic-using human was dangerous, but witches were the ones who went off half-cocked and pulled crazy stunts without thinking about it first. They trusted to the magic, instead of focusing it precisely like sorcerers and alchemists. Ken was the epitome of a witch if ever Deacon had seen one, in stark contrast to Amr, who was a sorcerer born. If Deacon's hair wasn't already gray, Ken would turn it so. He might yet turn it white.

Deacon sighed and gave her phone back. "Text those to me. I'll take them to Jackie, see what he thinks, so I don't have to bother Amr so late." No one who wanted to continue breathing bothered Amr once he and Ken were alone in their rooms for the night, and despite his job, Deacon didn't actually have a death wish. "I'll see what else we can figure out, and then compile a report to have ready for Amr first thing in the morning." He scrubbed at his face, dread and weariness running through him.

The last time he'd had dealt with goblins like this—the kind that slunk around, kidnapped, tried to stay out of awareness of the rest of the territory—he'd lost two men and found them expertly butchered, along with twenty other humans and a few things not human. Deacon normally had a strong stomach, but seeing people, especially people he knew, turned into roasts and lunch meat was more than he'd been able to take.

He'd never had the heart to tell their families that was how they'd ended and had just gone with died in the line of duty. The worst part had been not having bodies to give them for burial; they'd burned the entire nightmare down and done the best they could. That such a thing wasn't unusual in the paranormal world was of no real comfort. There should always be a body to bury. The living and the dead both deserved that much.

"Are you okay, Dee?"

Deacon waved a hand in the air. "I could use a break, but it can wait until this mess is dealt with. I'm not going on vacation when there are goblins picking away at us like cows for slaughter." There was no way he would foist such a miserable, scarring job off on his subordinates while he went off to relax and have fun.

She nodded. "I'm gonna check in with the lab and add this to our map. I'll text you, if there's anything to text."

Deacon nodded and bid her farewell. Then he went to his gun safe and retrieved the Glock 19 he'd just put away, along with his sap gloves and other weapons, and shrugged into his corduroy jacket. "Come on, Pen, you can visit the girls and your friends while I talk to Jackie."


Which meant he'd probably also have to deal with Wyatt, Jackie's weird, nosy assistant who had to insert himself into everything. Why Jackie insisted on having a kid on his team, Deacon didn't know, but it also wasn't any of his business. It was clear Jackie had a soft spot for Wyatt, and Deacon certainly wasn't going to tell someone else how to run their own family, even if that family included a pushy, know-it-all brat who seemed to go looking for trouble.

They headed across town, Pentacle gleefully enjoying the falling snow, occasionally snapping at flakes or thwacking shoveled piles with his tail like some overgrown toddler instead of a deadly weapon that looked like a cross between an ancient crocodile and a sabretooth tiger.

Deacon loved him so much, some days it felt like his heart would pop. He'd just assumed, like everyone else in the clan, that he'd be one more generation of Mordreds who lived and died without ever bonding to dragons.

But here they were, reinstated and a primary clan, and Pentacle had chosen him, the washed up, overworked, perpetually exhausted Captain of the Guard. Deacon had always wanted his own family, but one lover after another just got fed up with him. Long days, late nights, things he wouldn't and couldn't talk about, always exhausted, frequently wounded… Deacon had never blamed them; he was a lot to put up with. He settled for being the cool uncle to his sister's kids instead.

Now, though, now he had someone all his own who loved him unconditionally, whom he loved just as fiercely. Pentacle might not be the lover, the spouse, he wanted, but he went a long way toward making Deacon feel less lonely.

About twenty minutes later, they reached Club Heaven, a strip club that was really more of a hangout where some of the staff happened to pole dance. Not the kind of place where sorcerers usually hung out, let alone lived above, but Jackie and his crew were unusual even for abnormals. A sorcerer who fought with alchemical revolvers; an alchemist with skills far beyond his age; a scarred and scorned vampire; a strange, rune-covered demon; and a guardian angel. It was about as weird as weird could get.

They stepped inside, bass thumping in Deacon's chest, the familiar smells of booze, sweat, and perfume washing over him. Various people lifted hands in greeting from around the large main room, and Deacon returned them before skimming around for the person he sought.

"Hey, Captain," said Lenora, stopping with a drink-loaded tray expertly balanced on one arm. She tossed her long red hair back, baring her scantily clad breasts and winking at him.

Deacon smiled in greeting, but then kept his eyes averted, though it was always a bit tricky to find something that was wasn't mostly-naked women to focus on in the club.

"Didn't expect to see you tonight. Come looking for something?"

"Working, unfortunately," he said, enjoying the smell of sweat and night jasmine cologne that wafted over him. She'd offered to play with him once, and Deacon couldn't say he wasn't tempted the tiniest bit, but Pentacle was his first and last amorous companion unless he found a partner. "Have you seen Jackie?"

"Out of town. Don't know more than that. But Wyatt is at the bar."

Of course he was. Of course Jackie was out of town and his only immediate option was Wyatt. Deacon stifled a sigh. "Thanks, I'll go see him."

"Hope whatever's wrong gets fixed quickly and easily." She bustled off and Deacon headed for the bar.

Even in the dim light and bustling crowd, it was easy to pick out Wyatt. Part of that was his youth. He was loud, brash, animated—alive in a way most abnormals weren't, that shine rubbed off quickly by the brutal world they lived in. They all became reserved and jaded, Deacon included. It had turned his hair gray fast. But Wyatt had somehow managed to retain his shine.

Unfortunately, it was also Wyatt's beauty that made him easy to spot. Deacon hated himself for noticing. He was forty-two. If Wyatt was over twenty, he'd die of shock. He shouldn't be noticing Wyatt was breathtakingly gorgeous and ridiculously sexy. Yet here Deacon was, admiring the lines of him as he drank a beer he probably wasn't old enough for—not that normal laws mattered much to abnormals—and chatting with Candi, one of the bartenders.

Wyatt could have been a model, he was that pretty. He was on the shorter end of average height, with the slender build of someone who was always burning energy. He had strawberry blond hair that hung around his head in a perpetual mess, blue eyes as clear as a summer lake, and skin so white he probably burned after just two minutes in the sun. He also seemed to turn red over every little thing. Deacon would find it adorable if it wasn't so vexing, since it seemed to come with a flustered, stumbling manner that meant Wyatt struggled to get his words out. Unless he was mad. Wyatt on a tear had plenty to say, at volume.

There was also something about Wyatt that just nagged at Deacon, like there was something right in front of his face that he wasn't seeing. He'd tried and tried to puzzle it out, but all it did was leave him flummoxed and annoyed. Wyatt seemed to have a talent for that.

Well, staring wasn't going to get much done, so praying to a divine he didn't entirely believe in most days, much to the displeasure of his late, devout Muslim mother, Deacon pressed on through the crowd and called out, "Hey, Wyatt. I need a word."

Wyatt jolted, nearly toppling off his bar stool. Candi saved his beer before it could fall across the bar. Giving Wyatt an amused look he didn't notice, she rolled her eyes and faded off.

"Uh. You do? With me?" He stared at Deacon wide-eyed, cheeks flushing the color of his hair. "What's up?"

"It's a lot to explain, but I need you to examine a spell circle for me."

Wyatt smiled in that bright, always happy way of his, but Deacon didn't think he'd imagined the disappointment that had filled his face for a moment. "Sure, I can do that. Come on, we'll go somewhere we don't have to practically shout to be heard." He slid off his stool and led the way through the building, eventually up to the apartments where he, Jackie, and Ned lived, with the others close by.

In the quiet of the little kitchen-dining area at the back of the apartment, they sat at the table and Deacon showed him the photos Heather had forwarded on. "We think a sorcerer might be involved, but we have no idea how exactly, or what this circle is intended to do."

He didn't like at all the way Wyatt's expression darkened to something sharp and angry as he scrolled through the pictures. "You're close—this is alchemy, not sorcery."

"Really? How can you tell? All spell circles look the same to me." Deacon's knowledge of magic was limited, for all that Clan Mordred was one of only three clans that had ever heavily engaged in magic, the other two being Pendragon and le Fay. Amr's family excelled at magic, but Deacon's line had always been pretty dull on that point. He knew drips and drabs, the stuff any paranormal knew, but not much else.

"Supplemental runes," Wyatt said. "These here are a few of them. All magic requires sacrifice, right?"

"Right," Deacon agreed slowly. "That's why witches and all get tired so quickly—they're sacrificing their own energy to power the spell."

Wyatt nodded. "Precisely. It's also why demons and imps are nearly impossible to stop—they have near-limitless energy. Demons from their territory, imps from their horns. Alchemists, though, we don't have the natural well of energy that sorcerers and witches possess. We have to supplement it, usually from our surroundings, but sometimes from items we have on us or gather specifically for whatever spell we're casting. These runes do that—the alchemist they hired is casting spells and using energy from his surroundings, or possibly the victims themselves, to make up for what they inherently lack. You'd never see these runes on a circle drawn by other magic users, unless they were doing a blood sacrifice or something like that."

Deacon just kept feeling more and more tired. "So we've got an alchemist helping goblins kidnap and butcher people."

"Basically."

"Wonderful." It was sickening and infuriating. Goblins were murdering humans for food they didn't actually need, just really liked, and now there was a human helping them do it. Deacon wasn't certain which disgusted him more. "I don't suppose you'd be willing to come and take a closer look at the circle, tell me what else you can figure out?"

The way Wyatt's face lit up made Deacon's chest ache, though heck if he could say why. "You want me to come help you?"

Why in the world did he say it that way? "Is that weird?"

Wyatt's too-beautiful face closed up. "I mean, you don't like me. It's weird you'd ask for my help and not just put up with me tagging along with Jackie. If you want me to call him, I can. He'd understand wanting help with goblins like this."

"No, we can manage fine. It's not like we're doing much right now anyway—just going to inspect the spell circle." Deacon frowned. "I've never said I don't like you."

Strangely, that just got him a bittersweet smile that was gone in the next breath. "I'll get my stuff!"

Deacon rubbed his temples. "What in the world is going on?"

Pentacle growled, partly in concern but mostly in amusement.

"That's not a helpful answer, dragon," Deacon replied. "What am I being obtuse about?"

Pentacle, naturally, didn't deign to elaborate. Deacon lifted his eyes to the ceiling and texted Heather an update.

By the time he was done, Wyatt had reappeared, now in dark jeans and a dark blue, long sleeved t-shirt that did wicked, delightful things to his stupidly pretty eyes. He shrugged into a gray hoody with dark blue bands up the arms and tucked little boxes, bottles, and more into various pockets, including some pouches attached to his belt. He also wore some serious boots, the kind that could do some real damage with little effort. At least he didn't have a gun. The thought of Wyatt with a gun was terrifying. He'd probably shoot everything except his target. "All set, Captain."

"You can call me Deacon."

Wyatt grinned. "If I keep calling Jackie 'Sheriff' despite his orders, what makes you think I'll listen to you?"

"You really just like being trouble, don't you?"

Wyatt shrugged. "Not really. Just seems to find me. In the blood, I guess." For a moment, he seemed tired, but it was gone in the blink of any eye. Kid was more mercurial than spring weather.

Deacon pushed to his feet and followed Wyatt out.

"Which way?" Wyatt asked. "Do you mind if we stop for coffee?"

"I never complain about coffee," Deacon said. "The body—what was left of it, anyway—was found just off Ivanhoe Street, down an alleyway next to the laundromat. Know it?"

Wyatt scoffed, as though offended by the question, then turned sharply and headed down the block, turned right, and walked most of another block before pushing into a quaint, friendly little coffee shop. The baristas greeted him with enthusiasm, and Wyatt chatted animatedly, the way Deacon normally only saw him do with Jackie and the rest of their team, and the women in the club.

Deacon hung back, feeling suddenly old and out of place. Pentacle growled low and gave him a hard shove from behind, sending Deacon nearly toppling right into the nearby food display case. He spun around, ignoring the looks he could feel from everyone else in the shop. "Dragon! Behave!"

Pentacle simply prowled up to his side and stared inside the case. Deacon didn't have to look to know the object of his fascination. He'd met Pentacle when he was delivering groceries to one of his guards who'd been laid up recovering from a nasty curse. She'd been spending the downtime watching over several dragons whose worthless masters had been killed or run off.

Deacon had only just started putting the groceries away when a bag of marshmallows went not so subtly sliding off the island counter. He'd gone around the island to playfully reprimand the mischievous thief and found himself with a dragon. It was one of the precious few days in his career that he'd called off work. He'd taken Pentacle home and let his dragon claim him. It had been quite the night, acquiring dragon and his first lover all at once, when he'd assumed he'd never have either.


He might never have the partner and kids he'd always wanted, but he had a dragon, and that was more than any Mordred had ever dreamed of.

Along the length of his back, cutting from the right shoulder to the left cheek, Pentacle's clinging mark seemed to tingle, and nearby Pentacle rumbled fondly.

While Wyatt was waiting for his coffee, Deacon ordered an Americano with cinnamon and two of the marshmallow rice squares. He gave one of them over, then tucked the other away for later, smiling as Pentacle happily devoured the treat.

Wyatt rejoined them a couple of minutes later, and Deacon eyed his drink, which smelled of sugar, cardamom, and vanilla. "What in the world is that? I thought you were getting coffee."

Wyatt's face lit up. "It's called a vanilla spice latte! It's espresso, vanilla, and cardamom. They're the best. Did you want to try it?"

"No, I'm not much for sweet. But thanks."

"At least you didn't tell me I drink shitty fake coffee."

"Heather lives off something that is bright pink and smells like sugar, but she swears it has white coffee or something in it. People like what they like." He sighed. "I just wish goblins didn't like eating humans."

Wyatt only shrugged one shoulder. "At least they use them for food. There's an honesty in that, even if it's a grisly one."

Deacon blinked. Stared. "What in the world does that mean?"

"It means there's worse out there than goblins," Wyatt said, then gave another one of his blinding smiles, reverting back to reckless, crazy kid. "Let's get going, huh?"

"…Yeah." Deacon followed him out, and they walked side by side in silence as they crossed the city. Pentacle prowled ahead of them, sometimes playing, sometimes sniffing and inspecting.

Ivanhoe Street was guarded by four pairs of knights and dragons—two knight dragons, one tri-black, and one red. Deacon's favorite thing about his clan was that they accepted all dragons. As they should, since they'd helped create the elemental dragons. But the other clans should have done more over the years, instead of letting the problem fester into the syndicates.

But whatever, Mordred was back, and they accepted everyone.

He bid the knights good evening, and they replied congenially—then spied Wyatt and started chatting a mile a minute. Why did Wyatt talk-talk-talk to everyone else, but their whole walk together here, he'd barely said two words to Deacon?

Then again, Wyatt had said he thought Deacon didn't like him. Nor had Deacon tried to break the ice, so he didn't have room to talk. He was forty-two going on fifteen tonight. Who the heck cared whether or not Wyatt talked to him?

When they reached the alleyway after bidding the knights good evening, two more pairs stood at the mouth of it. They saluted as they saw Deacon, then smiled when they spotted Wyatt. "Hey, Thorne. Still on for Friday?" the leftmost one, Muhammed, asked.

"You know it."

"Dare I ask?" Deacon asked, squashing an irrational burst of annoyance that apparently his entire team was buddies with Wyatt.

"Pool," Muhammed replied. "We're 3-3 right now."

Deacon cast him an amused look. "Does your mother know you're gambling?"

Muhammed scoffed. "I would never gamble. We're just having fun, seeing who can win best of twenty. Anyway, betting and tournaments and such would be pointless, since nobody in this city—or out of it—can beat Ned. That demon is eerily good at pool."

"I see," Deacon replied. "Anything unusual happen since you got here?"

The men straightened, snapping back to work mode. The second guard, Richie, replied, "Everything's been quiet. The only ruckus was a couple of cats fighting over a scrap of something I didn't look too closely at, though I think it was a chicken nugget."

"Okay. You can all head on home. Once we're done here, I'll have Wyatt ward the place so no one can mess with it." He looked to Wyatt for confirmation and got a shrug of 'duh, easy.'

The guards hesitated, but when Deacon jerked his head, departed, already calling the other guards to let them know what was up.

"Why did you want them gone?" Wyatt asked, pulling off his wool gloves and stuffing them into a pocket from which he pulled a second pair. They were black, soft-looking leather with an open back, and seemed to fit him like a second skin. Smooth, supple, and unreasonably distracting as he flexed his fingers.

"—Deacon?"

"Huh? Sorry, got lost in thought." Of those hands. In those gloves. Touching him.

"I asked why you sent your guys home?"

"They're already spooked, and whatever we find here will make it worse. I've gone up against goblins like this before." His stomach churned with the memory and threatened to dump its contents. "I shouldn't even be including you. Are you sure you're okay with this?"

He expected one of Wyatt's usual indignant, cocky replies. Instead, he a got a strange, sickly smile that sent shivers down his spine. "I can handle goblins, Captain. I might look like a kid or some twit pretty boy only fit for the cover of a glossy magazine, but death and gore aren't new to me. I told you, there's worse than goblins out there. Now let's get to work."

He stepped past Deacon into the alleyway, the darkness swallowing him up—no, that wasn't right. It was more like the darkness seemed to wrap around him like a lover.

Then the air thrummed softly with magic, and two floating orbs of golden light banished the night—and revealed a nightmare.

There was blood everywhere: the ground, the walls, the garbage, and other refuse scattered about. Deacon spied a few teeth in the mess, and other stuff he didn't want to look too closely at unless he had absolutely no other choice.

In the middle of the mess was a spell circle, blindingly white in the gloom and shimmering. That was more than a little strange, since nearly all circles were drawn with chalk.

Wyatt crouched down and gingerly touched it. He rubbed residue from the shimmery white substance between his gloved fingers, frowning intently, a furrow between his eyes. He muttered quietly to himself, occasionally jotting things in a notebook as he wandered all over the spell circle, examining it with single-minded thoroughness.

Shame ran through Deacon, as cold and miserable as the wind that occasionally kicked up. Jackie had told him once that Wyatt was more than he seemed and not remotely a kid, not really. But Deacon hadn't listened, then or since.


But the young man in front of him moved and acted with ease, unaffected by the grisliness of his surroundings, clearly knowledgeable regarding the circle, and used to working in unpleasant conditions. No wonder he always got so upset at constantly being dismissed as a kid, if he was this impressive so far.

Deacon let him work and motioned for Pentacle to do his own exploring, see what his senses could pick up. Deacon, meanwhile, remained at the mouth of the alleyway, taking up the role of guard, his gun at the ready in his right hand, with other weapons for close combat, including knives and the sap gloves he currently wore. If anything came at them, hopefully he'd see it in time to stop it, or at least slow it down enough for Pentacle to come and finish the job.

Wyatt stood, and Deacon turned slightly more toward him, though he still kept one eye on the mouth of the alleyway. It was highly unlikely the goblins would come back, but better safe than sorry. "So what have you figured out?"

"That whoever we're messing with is a good alchemist," Wyatt said, flipping through his notebook. "Nowhere near as good as me, but probably worth whatever they're being paid."

"Not as good as you, huh?" There was the expected cockiness. "Why do you say that?"

"Because if I had done this circle, I could have done it with a third less runes. They don't build and combine properly; there are too many simple runes where they should be using complex runes. It's amateurish, even if the end results are impressive."

"I see." That much, he really did. There were base runes, the original twenty-one. Simple runes, which were runes built from one or two of those base runes—like inverting 'life' or combining 'life' and 'need' into one of the parts of a healing spell. Complex runes were built from three or more. Master runes were well-established super-complex runes often used as anchors and such in spell work. "So what is this spell circle meant to do?"

"Hard to tell entirely right off the bat," Wyatt said, eyes still on his notes. "But I think, examining all the anchors and a few other key runes, and the fact it's a three-layered, interlocked circle, that it's meant to kill, preserve, and transport all at once. But those are a lot of things to combine in one circle, and I'm only skimming it right now. I can tell you for sure in a few days, once I can break down some of these rune chains. At least he's making it easy for me by using all these simple runes."

"That would certainly fit, if it's goblins. It would also explain how they've been snatching people so easily, if all they're doing is slinking around with an alchemist to lay traps. So what happened here that there's goblin blood all over the place?"

"Don't know, but I suspect that the unfortunate person they tried to take tonight was less human than everyone involved expected, and that messed with the spell somehow. From there, it just turned into an ugly fight," Wyatt said. "I also wonder if whatever was used to draw the spell might have contributed. It's chalk mixed with something, but I can't puzzle it what. I've got samples collected, though, so I'll figure it out soon."

"Heather didn't mention anything about it, so get some samples for us too."

Wyatt rolled his eyes but moved to comply—and froze as Pentacle growled softly, low and mean.

Deacon snapped to attention. "Get back. Pentacle, to me."

Wyatt looked like he wanted to argue, but he doused his lights and slipped into the shadows. Deacon did the same, tucking his gun away in its shoulder holster because this was clearly going to be a close-combat venture and a gun would just cause problems.

Pentacle took up position in front of him in a defensive crouch that could swiftly turn offensive.

Voices slowly trickled in, indistinct at first but rapidly sharpening.

"Stop your bitching," said a querulous tenor. "I need to know what went wrong, unless you want to bring those cultists down on all our heads."

Deacon swore he heard a soft 'shit' from the furthest corner of the alleyway, but before he could figure out how to tell Wyatt to shut up, the mouth of the alleyway was overtaken by four figures: three goblins and a human in a puffy winter coat who was panting loudly from the walk. He shone a thin, useless penlight over the circle as he approached it.

One of the goblins said, "I smell dragon. Fresh. Someone was just here."

They all stilled, and Deacon swore silently. Now was his chance to possibly nip this whole thing in the bud, but a close fight with this many people in a narrow alleyway was a fool's game even with a dragon. And killing them wouldn't lead him to the rest.

"Great," said the alchemist. "I told you we should have come here sooner, cleaned the whole damn mess up."

"Walking around in daylight is guaranteed to draw Mordred's attention," snapped one of the other goblins. "Just hurry the hell up."

"Yeah, yeah," the alchemist groused. "God, this is gross. It smells like ass."

"It smells like bad blood," replied the third goblin. "Whatever went wrong, it had to do with that human. He wasn't just human. But I don't recognize the smell, only that it's bad. Not good meat. Pity, he was of a good size, would have gotten plenty of cuts from him."

The alchemist just grunted, while the goblins stood watch and muttered amongst themselves, slipping out of the English that most paranormals in the States used and into their own language.

Deacon weighed his options. He could attack now, maybe capture one or two of them—but it was the alchemist he needed most, and there was little chance he'd get to him before one of the goblins got him away. These guys were long, lean, and mean, clearly a protection detail. They wouldn't win against Pentacle, but they'd go down hard. And they might take a fight with Mordred as a sign to pack up and move elsewhere, which meant this problem would just continue.

But when was he likely to get such a good chance at getting information?

It was a miracle the goblins hadn't sniffed them out. They weren't good for much more than smelling meat that was already dead, at which point they were the kings of the carrion eaters, but if they got curious enough, it wouldn't take them long to find Deacon, Pentacle, and Wyatt.

There was a sharp, small burst of dazzling light, then the alchemist screeched in pain and jerked back, stumbling over his own feet, tripping, and landing in a pile of rancid-smelling garbage bags.

"What the hell was that?" one of the goblins hissed.

"Somebody booby-trapped my circle," the alchemist snarled. "I know this trap. That bitchy little psychopath was here. Thorne. I'll kill him when I find him. Nobody told me he was in town." He lifted his burned left hand, scowling at it. Deacon's brow rose: the second two fingers were missing, and from the looks of it, they'd been neatly cut away. Not surgical precision, which would make more sense; no, this looked like someone or something had chopped the fingers right off.

A shudder ran down Deacon's spine.

"Shit," one of the other goblins muttered. "You mean Wyatt Thorne?"

"You know any other Thornes that are crazy alchemists?" the alchemist snapped.

The goblins shared a looked, and one of them said, "He works for Black, who works for Mordred. It's time to go."

"But I'm not done," the alchemist whined.

"Too bad." The nearest goblin grabbed him, and then they were gone, fleeing down the street.

Wyatt unfolded from his shadows and rejoined Deacon and Pentacle.

Deacon didn't even know where to start. "The next time you plant a trap, you tell me," he hissed. "What if it had been me or Pentacle that tripped it? What if we'd been near it when it tripped?"

"It was rigged for the casting alchemist only; the light side effect wouldn't have hurt you."

"That's not the point!" Deacon bellowed, no longer caring about caution. "The light could have distracted us long enough for someone to get a kill in! It could have caused friendly fire! The point is that you communicate with your team, instead of doing your own thing like we don't matter enough to be kept apprised!"

Wyatt stared wide-eyed. "Okay. I'm sorry. It wasn't like that. I set it and meant to tell you, then got distracted by other things. By the time I realized I'd forgotten, it was too late. I'm sorry."

Deacon bit back a snarl because it was purely frustration and fear at that point. "Fine." He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. "What was all that about you? Why did that alchemist spook when he realized you were the one who set it? Why did he call you a psychopath?"

One corner of Wyatt's mouth tipped up in a crooked little grin that made Deacon want to kiss him senseless. Ya Allah, he needed a vacation. "His name is Caiman, as in the alligatorid, and he called me a bitchy little psychopath, Captain. Because that's what I am."

"You're a cocky brat who needs to work on his communication skills, but I don't get a psychopath vibe from you."

The stupid hot grin collapsed. "Trust me, he's not wrong. As to how we know each other: alchemy is a small circle, and I'm memorable for my unique combination of acumen, age, and being really annoying. He and I have butted heads before. Once, when he and some others tried to steal some of my books—that's how he knows my traps—and again when I helped stop him and some syndicate goons from trafficking selkies and merfolk. I left him with a warning that he'd better not do this kind of shit again, but Caiman never had much in the way of sense."

"You really get around."

Wyatt shrugged. "When you've got nowhere to be, you've got everywhere to go."

The words were said idly, like a simple statement of fact, but Deacon's heart broke all the same. From the way Wyatt chatted with literally everyone he came across—except Deacon—he liked people, being part of a group. He obviously was thriving being part of Jackie's team and living in Mordred territory. If Deacon hadn't known better, he'd swear Wyatt had grown up in the city, he knew it that well already. So why did it seem like he'd spent so much of his life alone? Where was his family? Didn't he have any childhood friends?

But those weren't his questions to ask, so Deacon squashed them. "Is it going to be a problem that he knows you?"

"I warned him, and he clearly is choosing not to heed that warning," Wyatt said flatly. "If he wants to be stupid enough to test me a third time, let him. He knows what will happen to him. I should have killed him last time, but…" He shrugged irritably and looked away.

Deacon almost asked but decided to let it lie. "Come on, I think we're done here for the night, especially now they know we're on to them."

"Let me get that second sample for your people real quick."

Minutes later, they were walking back across the city, silence once more falling between them.

Pentacle thwacked the back of Deacon's thighs lightly and growled when Deacon cast him a warning look. Deacon glanced at Wyatt, who jerked away when he was caught staring. Why had he been staring? Deacon decided he didn't want to know; the answer probably wasn't a good one. "So how did you and Jackie meet? Don't often see sorcerers and alchemists keeping company the way you two do."

"What way is that?"

"Father and son, more than anything," Deacon said.

Wyatt lit up at that, and Deacon bet his face had gone red again. "Really? Don't tell him that. He's already vexed enough by the whole 'sheriff and deputy' thing. I've never met such a loner, except maybe me."

"You? A loner? You talk to my guards more than I do, and everyone else we cross paths with."

"People like to talk," Wyatt said with a shrug. "Most never get a chance."

Deacon had a lot to say to that, but let it go. "So tell me how you met."

Wyatt looked embarrassed, even ashamed. "I was passing through here one night, met this hot witch who wanted to consult with me on something and then have some fun afterwards." His mouth twisted. "Then his lover showed up, beaten to hell and badly injured."

"Jackie. Had a lover. Who cheated on him. With you." Deacon stared, completely and utterly boggled.

"Yeah. I left, we crossed paths briefly a short time later, then again a few months after that, and have been working together pretty much ever since."

Deacon was still trying to comprehend that anyone would be stupid enough to cheat on a man like Jackie. Stupid enough to treat Wyatt that way. Let alone manage to mistreat both of them at the same time. "I assume this cheating scum is long dead?"

"Roman? No, he's still alive, though barely, after Howler nearly got him."

"That sounds like a story for another day. We both need sleep."

Wyatt scoffed—then looked suddenly excited. "Oh! I can get more coffee."

"What?" But Deacon was left standing on the sidewalk as Wyatt bolted into the coffee shop and came out just a couple of minutes later with another of his vanilla monstrosities. "More caffeine?"

"Not enough to matter," Wyatt said, happily sipping his drink. "I love these things."

"You're like a dragon with a fixation, I swear." A jolt ran down Deacon's spine. That. That was it. That was what bugged him about Wyatt. How the heck had it taken him this long to notice?

"You okay?

"Huh?" Deacon shook himself. "I'm fine. Thoughts jumped. Happens to me a lot. Come on, let's get you home."

"I don't need an escort," Wyatt said, casting him an amused look over the curls of steam coming from his cup.

Deacon snorted. "Yes, you do, or you'll find some new trouble to get into."

That got him a grin that did terrible things to his thoughts and libido. Ya Allah, this kid was going to be the death of him.

No, not a kid. He needed to stop doing that, because it was just a way to hide from the fact he wanted to push Wyatt up against the nearest wall and make him scream. Wanted all that cockiness stripped away, that brattiness focused wholly on him.

The last of the walk to the club was an endless agony. And over much too soon.

Wyatt made a show of batting his eyes. "Thank you for escorting me home. But next date, I'd like to see some actual body parts."

"You're a brat," Deacon said.

Wyatt grinned. "So I've heard." He hesitated, grin slipping, then said, "So you don't hate me?"

"No. There are very few people in this world who ever merited my hate, and most of them are dead. I don't hate you. But you're young, cocky, and reckless. In my world, that's a trifecta for trouble, the kind that gets people killed. Now get some rest before you explode from all that caffeine and sugar."

Wyatt batted his eyes again. "Goodnight, Captain."

Deacon rolled his eyes, and exhaustion washed over him as Wyatt vanished, taking all the energy with him.

Pentacle rumbled and growled, tail playfully thwacking the surrounding snow.

"Shut up," Deacon muttered. "I'm twice his age, and until just now he thought I hated him. Nobody lusts after somebody who hates them." Pentacle chittered. "Didn't I tell you to shut up?" Deacon gave him a playful shove with one booted foot, the dragon moving only because he felt like it. "Let's go home. I get the feeling tomorrow is going to be a long day."

Thankfully it was only a few more blocks to the skyscraper Mordred called home, and a short elevator ride to the ridiculously huge apartment he'd been allotted as Captain of the Guard. Three bedrooms, a full kitchen, living area, office area, dining area. Two full baths, a balcony, and Deacon had splurged on a fancy hot tub that Pentacle rarely left. He hadn't had half this much in Montréal.

It made the loneliness more acute, but it also gave Pentacle a lot of room, which was something he'd never had before and enjoyed immensely.

Deacon headed straight for his shower, stripping as he hit the bedroom. He set the water to full boil and simply stood under it for several minutes, letting the water and steam clear away all the physical and mental aches of the day.

Unfortunately, washing away all the stress left plenty of room in his mind for illicit thoughts of Wyatt. Deacon groaned in frustration and braced one arm against the shower wall, resting his head against it, focusing on the water pounding against his back and striving to ignore his stupid brain and stupider cock.

But then a long, hard body pressed up against him from behind, one arm wrapping around his waist, the other taking firm hold of his cock. Sharp teeth scored and nibbled at his throat, happy rumbles thrumming through Deacon's body.

Pentacle was one of those dragons that preferred to be in dragon form and shifted very rarely. There were nights he didn't bother to shift even for things like this. When he did shift, it was usually because he wanted to speak, instead of simply letting Deacon pick up on his thoughts. Which meant it was important to him.

"Dragon—" Deacon gasped out as he pulled roughly at Deacon's cock, giving him no mercy whatsoever.

Pentacle growled, then turned him around and gave him a toothy kiss that left his lips sore and throbbing. "Want blood and vanilla."

"Blood and vanilla?" Deacon blinked water from his eyes. "You mean Wyatt? Why blood?"

"Smells like blood. Lots of it. Feral."

Deacon shivered, a chill going down his spine. "Wyatt isn't feral. He's just cocky and therefore dangerous."

"Feral!" Pentacle insisted and kissed him hard again.

Deacon clung tightly, relishing the heat of him, the hot water and steam all around them. He hated being cold, had never gotten used to it despite a lifetime of enduring it. At least here wasn't as miserable as Montréal. "Come on, dragon, give me what I need and then you can yell and whine all you want."

Pentacle obeyed with a happy rumble, prepping him quick and dirty with the lube they kept in the shower before sliding into him with a sure, hard thrust that left Deacon moaning. In human form, Pentacle was a wall, with brown skin and hair that spoke to Latino ancestry, though when Deacon had asked about it all he'd gotten was a typical dragon rumble of disinterest.

By the time Pentacle finished and let him come, the water was cold, and Deacon felt like a wet rag. Pentacle shuffled him into the bedroom, dried him off, and tumbled him into the bed before taking care of the lights and locking up.

When he finally crawled into bed, Deacon was more asleep than awake.

"Feral," Pentacle said, dragging Deacon in to sprawl on and against him, letting him soak up all that lovely heat. "Want here."

That woke Deacon some. "You want Wyatt here? Why?"

"Where should be. You want."

"Yes, I want him. No I am not going to approach him. He's half my age, Pen."

"Pen too."

Deacon groaned. "Shut up. You're a dragon, it's different."

That got him the chittering he deserved. Deacon thwacked him half-heartedly with a pillow. "Dragon, I'm tired. How about a compromise? We'll go see Wyatt after work tomorrow, all right?"

Pentacle grumbled but acquiesced. Deacon had no doubt there would be mischief tomorrow night that would leave him ten kinds of embarrassed.

Allah save him from brats.

*~*~*

Despite himself, Deacon headed into work the next morning already looking forward to seeing Wyatt later that night. He had no idea what reason he'd give for dropping by or what to say after that, but he was stupidly, way overexcited about it. Darn it, why were dragons always right?

He was also super curious why Pentacle insisted on calling Wyatt feral. That wasn't a word used lightly amongst clan. Every now and then, a dragon did go feral and had to be killed. It was the sort of thing that left the whole clan anguished and depressed.


There was no way Wyatt was feral. And yet that alchemist had called him a psychopath.

There was also the way Wyatt loved those ridiculous vanilla coffees; it smacked of a dragon with a fixation. But he was also an exceptional alchemist, which spoke against dragon, unless he was below the percentile at which change was recommended. He needed to get Wyatt tested, but how to do it?

Problem for later, though. If he was right, Wyatt shouldn't be changed anyway. Maybe he'd—

Deacon's thoughts stopped cold as he spied the object left on the stoop of his office building, which had been taken over from the sorry excuse for law enforcement run by the Rust Syndicate. His office was tucked up on the second floor, where he could get some actual work done sometimes.

This early, no one else was in. Deacon had given strict orders that nobody started before nine unless it had been ordered or cleared by him. He didn't want his people turning into the lonely workaholic he'd become.

He also hoped to avoid things like this: anyone else finding a human thigh, wrapped in butcher paper, sitting on the stoop, with a note affixed addressed to him. To judge by the hint of tattoo he could see on the upper part of the thigh, they'd killed Esther.

Anger, pain, and fear rolled through him all at once. Pentacle roared at his side, but at a silent admonishment, settled for angry tail lashing.

Deacon whispered a soft prayer for her—Jewish, because that was what she was—and then gently scooped the leg up and carried it inside. He carried it down to the morgue, left a note for Raquel, and took the note with his name on it up to his office. Setting it on his blotter, he pulled out his phone and hit the speed dial for Heather.

"Dee?"

"There's no easy way to say this, I'm sorry. Someone murdered Esther and left her butchered leg for me to find."

Heather's breath hitched, but she only said, "I'll do a role call and report back."

"Thank you."

Now he just had to explain how this was all his fault because he hadn't stopped those monsters last night.

But the rational part of him knew that wouldn't have made a difference. Even if he had killed them all, that still would have alerted whoever else was involved, and it still would have come to this, or some version of it anyway.

He made a cup of coffee at the little one-cup machine he kept in his office, drank it down, and fixed a second, and then finally faced the note.

It was brief and to the point.

Stay out of it this time.

The words turned Deacon's blood to ice. This time. So these goblins were connected to the ones in Montréal? What were the odds of that?

Better than he liked to think about. They'd done their best to kill all of them, but they'd always worried some of them had gotten away, and a place of violence and tumult like the former Rust Syndicate was the perfect place to set up operations.

So not only was he dealing with goblins, he was dealing with goblins who had a personal grudge. Marvelous.

Deacon sighed and stared at his phone. He'd been planning on reporting to Amr later than morning, but it was going to have to happen sooner. First, though, he needed help. This was what he got for thinking he could have fun once in a while.

Wyatt picked up on the second ring. "Hello?"

"Wyatt, it's Deacon."

"How'd you get my number?"

"Jackie gave it to me should I ever need it for emergencies. Remember that comment you made about next time wanting a body part?"

There was silence, and then Wyatt said, "I'm sorry. That was a shitty joke to make, given one was bound to turn up eventually."

"A thigh turned up this morning. One of my guards. I have to go report to Amr, but I've put the leg in the morgue and left word you're to have access to it. Locker six."

"I'm on my way. I'll call you the second I have anything useful."

"Thank you." Deacon hung up, tucked the note into his jacket, and headed off.

When he arrived, he was waved up immediately, and Ken was waiting for him in the living room. "We don't usually see you this early." Both of his dragons were sprawled at his feet, though their fanned ears said they were anything but idle. Ken was much the same: deceptively casual to the untrained eye, but a weapon tensed to strike at any moment to the wiser. Deacon didn't know a whole lot about him, but he knew Ken had been kidnapped as a child and forced into the pits alongside one of the dragons at his feet. He'd met Amr while taking down two syndicates and had been Steward of Clan Mordred ever since. Sometime during the dust up with yet another syndicate, he'd bonded with a second dragon. That was rare enough, a phenomenon known as Lancelot's Blessing, but one dragon was male, the other female, which made him even more unusual. On top of all of that, his steward bond with Amr had made him a witch.

He was, in short, no one to mess with, a lesson a lot of people tended to learn too late.

"Wish I was anywhere else, honestly," Deacon replied. "I've come bearing bad news—really bad news."

Amr came from the back rooms then, a near-spitting image of his ancestor, the eponymous Medraut who'd given Clan Mordred their name. At his side was Cameron, the Holy Pendragon who'd chosen Amr as his knight and with that simple decision had given dragons back to Clan Mordred. "What's wrong?"

As concisely as he could, without sacrificing information, Deacon reported everything, from Heather showing up in his office to the grisly package that morning and the alarming note that had accompanied it.

When he was done, Amr looked grief-stricken and Ken looked ready to start killing people.

"I will speak with Esther's family. It's a pity you weren't able to kill or capture them, but I think you made the right call," Amr said.

Ken snorted. "Yeah, who the hell knows what they would have done if you'd taken out their alchemist. Might've made them run but seems way more likely to me that they have, or would have, hired others and we'd have an uglier mess on our hands."


"Given that these are apparently the same, or related to, the goblins in Montréal, it certainly might have acerbated their hostility," Amr said. "Who knows how many more people might be dead right now."

Something in Deacon uncoiled to hear their assessments. He was hardly new to his job, but that didn't make him infallible. The day he started thinking it did was the day he resigned. "Thank you. Doesn't really make me feel better about her death, but thank you. I've contacted Wyatt. He's going to look over the leg and wait for me at the office, and we'll go from there."

Amr nodded, stroking Cameron' eye ridges. "Keep us apprised, Deacon. Above all, be careful. I'm sorry you have to deal with this again."

"It comes with the job," Deacon replied, and touched his fingers to his temple in a casual salute. Once upon a time, Captain of the Guard had been precisely that—in charge of the guards that protected Clan land and went to battle as necessary. Deacon still did essentially that, but he also did a lot of police-like work.

He bid them farewell and headed out, making his way quickly back across town.

"That mouthy brat is waiting in your office," said one of his guards as he stepped inside the building. "Acts like he's been deputized or something."

Deacon laughed. "Strictly speaking, he is Jackie's deputy. Hasn't caused too much trouble, has he?"

"Not really." He smiled faintly and cast Deacon a sideways glance. "Had some opinions on our wards that the sorcerers didn't like, but they haven't tried to kill him. Yet."

"I see." Deacon clapped him on the shoulder, then headed upstairs.

Sure enough, Wyatt was in his office—poking around like it was his, not Deacon's, of course, instead of sitting and waiting. Deacon leaned against the doorjamb and watched him riffle through a filing cabinet, admiring despite himself how well the black jeans fit, how well the soft-looking blue, woolly cardigan hugged his arms and would probably make his eyes pop.

"Are you supposed to be doing that?" he finally asked.

Wyatt didn't even jump, sadly, just turned after idly closing the cabinet. "I was bored, and I wanted to see what information you had on that robbery problem in Hyde."

Deacon was right: the cardigan made his eyes pop. He'd worn it over a long-sleeved white tee-shirt that hugged his lines. The sleeves of the cardigan were just a bit too long, somehow making him seem younger and slightly fragile. A sharp, sudden longing to reel him in, hold him close, and keep him safe punched Deacon in the chest.

Wyatt was going to break what little brain Deacon had left.

"Well, next time ask. Those files are private, and you're not cleared."

Wyatt shrugged and leaned against Deacon's desk. "The leg didn't turn up much, sadly. Expertly butchered. Looks like they exsanguinated properly, had a def hand where they flayed most—"

"Stop, please," Deacon said, eyes pinching shut. "I don't need to know her leg was properly prepared for being cut into steaks. I already knew that, much to my eternal regret."

Shame filled Wyatt's face. "Sorry."

"It's okay." It was also patently clear that one of them was way more used to this sort of thing than the other, and somehow that person wasn't Deacon. He thought about asking, then decided he didn't want to know the answer. Not now, possibly not ever. "Was there anything useful?"

"Yeah, I was going to say, I think I'm right about what that spell circle was for. She was killed recently, likely within the last eight or so hours, but showed signs of being completely frozen and rapidly thawed. In a standard commercial freezer, it takes approximately twelve hours for a body to freeze, and just as long to defrost it. So they captured, froze, thawed, butchered, and delivered her all in a matter of hours, instead of the two to three days it should have taken. What's curious is that they bothered to freeze it at all, if they were just going to immediately thaw and butcher her to send a message. The only reason they would is if freezing the victims is part of the spell circle they didn't bother, or more like forgot, to strip out. So they had to immediately thaw her, instead of leaving her frozen as they probably would have if she'd just been an ordinary kill."

"Why freeze them at all?" Deacon asked.

"Export, I'd imagine. They're not just kidnapping for local use; they're exporting the meat—probably all over the country, or at least this corner of it."

Deacon dropped into his seat, feeling suddenly, overwhelmingly tired. "Why Esther?" Deacon opened his laptop and pulled up the timesheet program, but that only showed she'd come and gone at her usual times. "If they're so pissed off with me, why not just come after me?"

"They're pissed off with you?"

"Yeah," Deacon replied, and explained as briefly as he could get away with his run in with the goblins back in Canada, and the note left with Esther's body.

"I doubt they cared about Esther in particular, in that case," Wyatt said. "They cared about getting someone who worked for you, but that's as far as it went. She was a random snatch after that. They probably followed us, then stuck with you, and then found her walking home late or something. That's how these things usually go. There's rarely as much planning as people think."

"One of the three of us should have noticed we were being followed."

Wyatt shook his head, pulling a pen from the holder on the corner of the desk and deftly flipping and turning it in one hand. He really did possess the most elegant, dexterous hands Deacon had ever seen. If the conversation weren't so grim, he'd admire them more. "Goblins are predators, above all else, and significantly above humans and even dragons in that particular pecking order."

"Dragons aren't predators; they're weapons. But I get your point." Deacon was going to be sick. How many more times was he going to screw up before this nightmare came to an end? Fear and dread had already led him right into the kind of screw ups that were going to cause the very problems he was dreading. Time to get his act together so there were no more Esthers.

"Stop beating yourself up," Wyatt said. "You're a good man going up against cruel, murderous, bloodthirsty creeps. But I'm here, and I'm an old hand at dealing with this sort." He smiled then, dark and strange, his eyes full of shadows. Deacon shivered. "That being said, you should be careful, even more careful than usual."

"Nobody is going to get me," Deacon snapped. "They want to take me to their slaughterhouse, fine. See what it gets them. I'll still manage to do my job."

Wyatt slid off the desk, grabbed him up, and slammed him into the wall. Deacon was too shocked by the display of strength to do more than gasp. "No. That's the sort of cocky shit everyone is always yelling at me for. You aren't getting it. These goblins don't see you as people. They see you as meat. Possibly—probably—as entertainment. I know this type, better than I want. Take this threat seriously and don't let them get you. I don't want—" Wyatt swallowed, abruptly let him go and stepped back. "Sorry. I just. I don't want to see you wind up like—like Esther."

Deacon would bet everything he owned that it wasn't Esther's name he'd intended to say. "What in the world have you been through?"

"Too much," Wyatt said, looking away. "It doesn't matter. Just be careful. Now come on, I may have a starting point for us."

Nodding, still not quite certain what to say about the outburst and manhandling, Deacon followed him out of the office.

"Your file said that so far at twenty-seven people have definitely gone missing, but that you think it's probably higher."

"Yeah," Deacon said. "The more I learn, the more I fear I'm right."

"Given how long you think it's been going on and how careful these guys have been, I'd say the actual number is significantly higher—in the hundreds. It's possible—likely in fact—that they've been entrenched since before you guys took down the Rust Syndicate, in which case the number could be in the thousands."

"There's no way that many people can go missing in a single city without it being noticed."

Wyatt gave him a pitying look. "Transients would make up the greatest numbers. Homeless, which the syndicate wouldn't have cared about, would be a close second. Also your list only contains adults; no one has looked into missing children. I bet orphanages around here have higher than usual numbers of runaways."

Deacon pressed the back of his hand to his mouth to ward off the bile that rose up. Thank Allah he hadn't gotten around to eating breakfast yet.

"There's also nursing homes, assisted living, things like that. Old people don't make the greatest steaks, but meat is meat. There's always a way to use it. Then there's psych wards and stuff. A lot of families are more than happy to not ask a lot of questions when their 'crazy' son or brother or mother suddenly goes missing. Let's not forget, either, that the syndicate had a sad excuse for law enforcement, so you can add criminals to the list. Plenty of meat to go around, and the herd so big nobody notices a few of the stragglers getting picked off."

That was it. Deacon was never eating anything again, period. "How can you be so… so casual about all this? I thought my stomach was hardened by my last venture with goblins of this sort, but I'm about to vomit."

Wyatt shrugged, but his eyes had filled with shadows again. "Everyone's got a past. Telling you mine won't help anything. Just know I'm the best possible help you could have right now."

"Then I'm glad to have you aboard, thank you," Deacon replied. "I mean it. This is horrible. I'm glad to have someone who can handle it."

That got him a shy, sweet smile that was like nothing he'd seen from Wyatt before. Deacon had never wanted to kiss him so badly, despite the grisly topic of conversation.

Pentacle growled at his side, and Deacon shot him a warning look. Now was not the time to do something impulsive, stupid, and likely unwanted. That just got him a loud huff.

"What's wrong with Pentacle?"

"He's being a brat. I seem to be surrounded by those."

Wyatt grinned. "Guess brats just have a thing for you." He jerked to a stop and went apple red, covering his mouth with his hands. From behind them, half-garbled but still comprehensible, he said, "I mean—sorry—"

Deacon drew up short, staring in shock, while Pentacle rumbled smugly.

Wyatt looked like he wanted to sink into the ground, hands slowly falling away. "Ignore me."

"That is, in my albeit limited experience, impossible to do," Deacon said slowly. "You can't be serious. I'm boring as anything, at least twice your age, and apparently you've spent all this time thinking I hate you."

Wyatt looked everywhere but at him, clearly desperate for some distraction or excuse to flee the conversation. Finally he looked at Deacon, flushed anew, and stared at the sidewalk. "Of course I'm serious," he muttered. "You're not boring. Age is stupid. Everybody hates me, I'm used to it. Doesn't keep me from noticing you're rock-steady, admired by everybody, and hot as hell."

Deacon wasn't often left poleaxed, but heck if that didn't do it. Pentacle rumbled at his side, smug satisfaction filling the bond. All he could remember was Pentacle's words from the last night, how much he'd insisted that Wyatt belonged with them.

Four decades of waiting and longing, years of struggling to accept that maybe there was no partner destined to enter his life, and now here was Wyatt, the kid who was not a kid, and drove him absolutely crazy, and clearly had a past that no doubt stress Deacon out.

Looking utterly wretched, Wyatt rubbed the back of his neck and started to turn away. "I can go home if you want, but I promise I won't say anymore stupid shit or try anything. Believe me, that's not my style at all."

Deacon's brows rose. "How in the world did you hook up with the likes of Roman, but you're about to bolt like a scared cat right now?"

That finally got Wyatt to look at him, his usual cocky derision returning as he scoffed. "Roman? He just really wanted information, and I wanted the same. We were using each other. That's usually why I hook up with people—easiest way to get what I really want. You'd be surprised what people are willing to say, do, or let me do, all because I'm pretty and can, with very little effort, look sixteen instead of twenty-three."

Deacon had a sudden, vicious, violent urge to hunt some people down and smash their faces in.

Wyatt, of all things, laughed. "You don't have to worry about me, Captain. They all got what they deserved. I'm no pushover, for all I look it."

Deacon hesitated a beat, then threw all sense and caution to the wind. Pentacle rumbled soft approval as he said, "What you are is a brat who needs to be reined in."

Wyatt opened his mouth, then snapped it shut, cheeks going pink again.

It was Deacon's turn to grin.

That got him an adorable scowl-pout. "You set me up."

"Maybe."

Wyatt narrowed his eyes. "What are you playing at?"

"It's called flirting, Wyatt, and hopefully it'll lead to kissing sometime soon." That got him a look of open, naked shock that Deacon would remember for years. He laughed in delight, grabbed Wyatt's wrist, and reeled him in close. He stroked one of those fine cheekbones with his thumb, loving the delicate shivers and hitched breath that resulted.

What a strange world, to go his whole life waiting for the One (or more), and then get a dragon and a lover in the span of just a couple of years. His heart drummed in his ears, drowning out every thought but one. "So can I kiss you, brat?"

"Please," Wyatt said, the word barely above a whisper.

Deacon did so, finally and at last.  Kissing Wyatt was nothing like kissing Pentacle, save that it was equally wonderful. Wyatt's lips were as soft as they'd always looked, warm and supple beneath his. As they parted, Deacon slipped his tongue past them, tasting Wyatt for the first time and nearly groaning from it. He tasted like his ridiculous coffee, but also like the metallic bite of magic and ever so faintly of blood. His hair was silky, clinging to the callouses of Deacon's fingers.

Wyatt wrapped around him and matched the kiss with fervor, groaning into it and shuddering like all his tension was finally draining away. Deacon shifted to twine his arms around Wyatt's waist, lifting him up to bring them level. Wyatt moaned something that sounded like his name, arms tight around his neck, clinging like a drowning man to a life ring.

It was humbling. Intoxicating. It also woke all of Deacon's possessive, protective instincts. Wyatt was only the second person he'd ever kissed, and he wanted fiercely for the counting to stop right there, forever.

The honking of a car horn and several lewd suggestions finally tore him away from Wyatt's delectable mouth. "I can't believe you have me making out on a street corner like some teenager."

Wyatt stared at him wide-eyed, touching his fingertips to his lips. "I can't believe you kissed me."

"I'll do that and more when we get the chance," Deacon said, heart tripping at the idea, at his own brazen determination. "For now, though, we really need to focus on work."



"Yeah, of course." But Wyatt gave him that shy smile again before he slipped fully back into work mode. "As many bodies as they must be moving, they'd need a large place to do it. The old syndicate warehouses are out because you guys have those locked down. There's a few other places that are of the right size, but they lack the refrigeration that would be necessary to keep the bodies preserved."


"So we're looking for a large, isolated building that can handle a really messy job, sanitation nightmares, refrigeration, and… transport." Deacon frowned. "Maybe one of the old factories? But we have those pretty closely watched too. We're rezoning everything for commercial and residential use; Amr is hoping to start on the construction middle of next year. So what does that leave? Nothing comes to mind, let alone right in the middle of the city."

Wyatt said nothing, only continued walking. A few minutes later, they turned a corner and all of a sudden Deacon got it. In retrospect, it should have occurred to him. Rust had never taken much care of the city, and a lot of businesses had up and left. One of the many victims of Rust's apathy was a small retail center inside an old skyscraper once owned by the city to house the mayor and other such offices. It had long ago turned into offices for lawyers, accountants, and the like, along with retail shops, and then shut down one business at a time, until only the rats were left. But amongst the shops and offices, there were restaurants. Lots and lots of restaurants, from cheap grab'n'go all the way up to high-end, formal dress only places.

Amr had just ordered it shut down, with the guards to run a circuit of the perimeter on their patrols. The building was so rundown, he'd just added it to the bottom of his list of things to tackle.

How long had the goblins been using it as their own private processing plant? "Come on, we should make sure I'm not about to waste time and endanger people before I call in a raid. I just can't believe it'd be this easy."

"The best hiding place is in plain sight," Wyatt replied.

Deacon cast him a look. "You don't have to come with me. I'm just going to take a quick look and then get the heck out of there."

That got him the withering look he expected. "You're not going in alone."

"Fine," Deacon said with a sigh. "But if you get hurt, Jackie is going to kill me, so don't get hurt."

Wyatt grinned, a little shy but a lot bold. "Do I get prize for behaving?"

"You'll have to find out," Deacon said, and drew his Glock. "Come on, let's get this over with." He unlocked the chain link fence that circled the building and slipped inside, Wyatt close behind but not so close they'd get in each other's way. Pentacle ventured further ahead, a long, deadly shadow.

"I smell blood," Wyatt said as they slipped into the underground parking garage, the easy way into the building and the least likely to draw attention. "Old, likely from early days before they refined the process, or from some sort of altercation."

Deacon grunted but didn't otherwise reply. He found the stairs and took them to the lobby, where thankfully there was a large map behind glass. "Seventh floor is almost entirely food. We'll look there."

"I can smell it," Wyatt said, and Pentacle growled.

"What?" Deacon asked.

"Fresh meat."

Deacon's stomach churned. "I thought they froze everything."

"Probably not all of it. Aren't there always places who demand fresh only? Goblins can't be that different. Probably local stuff, and the frozen is shipped out."

"If I hadn't already been put off meat by my first encounter with goblins, this would do it," Deacon said. "Come on." They returned to the stairs and hiked steadily up to the seventh floor.

"Lights," he said softly, pointing at the sliver of it peeking out from under a door that definitely was not up to code. He pressed an ear to it, listening intently, but all he heard was his own pounding heart. He looked to Pentacle, who gave a soft click that all was clear. Deacon slowly pushed the door open, bring his gun up and sweeping the room as he stepped inside.

But it was deserted. This stairwell opened by some restrooms at one end of a half-circle that overlooked a food court below. A glance around showed what had once been fancy boutiques.

Pentacle growled, low and mean, and prowled to where fresh blood was smeared across the cracked, broken tiles. Wyatt joined him, crouching down and dipping his gloved fingers in the blood. Then, to Deacon's complete and utter horror, he licked the barest bit of it.

"What do you think you're doing?" he hissed. "That's exactly the kind of stupid thing I told you not to do!"

"Blood can't hurt me, unless it's got some really good poisons in it, and diseases don't count," Wyatt said dismissively. "This is human blood."

Deacon stared at him. "How could you possibly know that?"

Wyatt didn't reply, just wiped the blood off on his jeans and kept moving.

That was getting discussed later, though if it was true normal blood-borne illnesses weren't a problem for Wyatt, that only strengthened the theory that he had dragon potential. It was only one of the circumstantial markers for dragon potential, however, as dragon weren't the only ones with immunity to the illnesses suffered by normals.

"Looks like they broke camp," Deacon said. "Though it's troubling they were able to move out so quickly. But I guess anything is possible, especially when facing certain death."

Wyatt didn't reply, just kept looking around, eyes moving, nostrils flaring, a weird look in his eyes. "Something isn't right. I think we should go."

Deacon nodded. "I've seen enough anyway." They heel-turned and headed back for the stairs, but when Deacon grabbed the handle, it wouldn't give. "We're locked in."

"Like hell we are." Wyatt nudged him out of the way, withdrew a small, cheap spray bottle, and covered the handle and door around it with whatever substance was in it. Then he pulled out chalk and drew quickly, but deftly, all around the handle.

It broke away to nothing a moment later as he spoke the activating words, and Wyatt yanked the door open—only to be met by a fist to the face that sent him crashing into Deacon, whose gun went skittering away across the tiles.

Pentacle roared, and Deacon turned to see that goblins were pouring out of the various shops. How had Pentacle not smelled them? But that probably had something to do with the talismans they wore.

In seconds, the goblins had them surrounded.

"Pentacle, kill."

Roaring loud enough to shake the walls, Pentacle barreled into the crowd, spewing fire as he went, tail swinging with deadly precision and force, claws raking. Deacon slammed a weighted fist into the face of the nearest goblin, then turned to help Wyatt—but he was already on his feet and lobbing strange little orbs at goblins, sending them reeling back in flashes of fire and noxious smoke.

Someone grabbed Deacon around the throat from behind. He slammed his head back, drove his elbow into their gut, then turned and broke their nose, shoving them into another pair coming toward him.

Pentacle bellowed as he took out three more, leaving them bleeding out and scorched on the floor.

But they just kept coming. Why so many? Even with a dragon, they could only handle so much. This was overkill.

Deacon fought to get to his gun, but there were just too many. Pentacle snarled and took out two more—but then another fired a weird looking gun right at him. "Pen!" Deacon screamed, and it was all the distraction three of them needed to pin him to the ground. He watched helplessly as two more got hold of Wyatt, and Pentacle went down in a tangle of netting that seemed made of metal and reinforced with some sort of paralyzing magic.

"I was promised more of a fight," said the biggest, meanest looking of them. He had charcoal gray skin, long, sharp teeth meant for holding on to prey, and claws meant for eviscerating.

Wyatt jerked and twisted in the arms of the goblins holding him—who actually struggled to hold on to him. "I'll show you a fight."

 "You're the one our alchemist is scared of. I don't see why." The big goblin backhanded him. "Stun him, just to be safe."

Wyatt tried to reply, but one of the goblins pressed something to his neck, and Wyatt screamed in agony, twitching and jerking in their hold—and then went slack.

The goblin turned to face Deacon, motioning to the men who held him. "Let's get this done."

Deacon almost asked what, but the question was answered for him as two more appeared carrying a meat saw and medical equipment "No! Stop! Why—" Someone clapped a wet rag over his mouth, and the world went heavy and dull.

He could hear Wyatt, but his voice was shaky and thready and seemed to come from far away.

They strapped Deacon down, talking in low, guttural voices, the words incomprehensible. They clapped the rag over his mouth again, and a few minutes later—or maybe an eternity—came the pain. The grinding, sawing sensation. It was all far away and right there at the same time. Deacon screamed, but his sounds were muffled by the heavy cloth, the firm hand holding it in place.

One agonizing grind of the blade at a time, they sawed most of his right arm away. He was dizzy from the fumes of whatever they were drugging him with, out of his mind from the horror of it, but that wasn't enough to block sensation entirely: the slicing of muscle and tendon, the ripping of ligaments, the grinding through bone, the blood loss and severed flesh. He didn't know if he wanted to scream, throw up, or simply die. All he could do was silently recite prayers he hadn't bothered with for a long time.

Finally the agony stopped, but in its place was a horrific drop in weight as the arm came free and was carried away. He got a glimpse of it before it was out of sight, and then everything simply became too much.

He must have only blacked out a couple of minutes, though, because when he came to, not much had changed.

"I'll kill you," Wyatt said, and though the world was still heavy and dull, it seemed to Deacon that he was recovering from whatever they'd stunned him with. "I'll kill all of you, right here, right now."

The big goblin laughed, a mean, ugly sound that made Deacon want to throw up. "You? I was warned you were dangerous, but all I see is a child in over his head. You thought you could fight predators and lost exactly as expected."

Wyatt laughed then, a sound that made everyone stop and spiked the terror that Deacon thought had abated. He'd never heard a laugh that was really, truly chilling before. "You honestly think you're the only predators in this room? I held back before, and I have to live with that mistake, but I'm not holding back anymore. I'll show you predator."

He abruptly went limp, the sudden shift in weight causing his captors to nearly drop him.

What happened next, Deacon couldn't follow, but two goblins lay dead, their innards spilling out over the already-bloody floor. Black-red goblin blood was spattered and smeared across Wyatt's face, and his beautiful eyes were almost completely black. He wiped the blood from his lips with the back of one hand, in which he held a long, wicked-looking knife. It was like some combination of an old-fashioned carving knife and a hunting knife, with a gleaming handle that Deacon thought might be bone.

The big goblin stared at his dead men, then at Wyatt. "What the—"

The words ended in a wet, sucking sound as Wyatt drove the knife into his gut. "You hunt for food. I kill for the simple delight of it, when the opportunity presents," Wyatt said, a dark, hungry thrill in his voice that left Deacon shivering. "I feed on the pain twisting your face, the shock in your eyes, the hot blood spilling over my hands, and the way your guts will soon splatter across the floor. Maybe I'll step on them, just to enjoy the way they'll squish." He yanked, and the goblin's viscera spilled out onto the floor as promised. He dropped to his knees, and Wyatt kicked him the rest of the way over and then ground one booted foot into what might have been a kidney. The other goblins stared—then some fled and others decided to attack.

Wyatt cut down two of them, stabbing the throat of the first one, then tackling the other and driving the knife into his right eye. Rolling off the body, he went and cut Pentacle free, and together the two of them faced the remaining goblins.

Deacon closed his eyes, unable to take anymore between the pain, the drugging, and the unfathomable violence in front of him. But Wyatt's chilling laughter and the goblin's dying screams chased him, leaving him unable to escape, trapped yet again in a nightmare he'd never fully escape.

The goblins who'd been holding him let him fall to the ground like so much garbage. Deacon screamed at the impact against his bandaged arm, barely quelling an urge to vomit. He lay on the floor, crying and praying desperately for any sort of respite.

Then someone was gently lifting him up, cradling him close. Deacon dragged his eyes open, though it felt like trying to lift two hundred pounds of lead, and stared into Wyatt's blue eyes, roamed over his blood-spattered face.

On his other side, Pentacle whined and rumbled, nosing him gently and offering what comfort he could through their bond.

"I'm sorry," Wyatt said, tears running down his cheeks, smearing the tacky blood. "I should have just done this to begin with, instead of holding back because I didn't—it doesn't matter. I'm sorry. I've called for help. But they ran off with your arm."

"It's not your fault," Deacon managed, and then passed out again.

Thankfully, this time he stayed that way.

*~*~*

Deacon woke in an unfamiliar room, large and handsome, with soft light glowing on either nightstand, easy on his eyes. Pentacle was stretched out beside him, taking up most of the spacious bed.

He groaned, tried to sit up—and fell right back down when his arm wasn't where he expected it to be. Tears stung Deacon's eyes as everything that'd happened came rushing back. The ambush. His arm. Wyatt… He drew a shuddery breath. No wonder Wyatt never seemed afraid of anything, if that was what he was capable of. Every strange thing he'd ever said came rushing back. There's worse than goblins out there.

Deacon swallowed. How in the world had he wound up infatuated with—kissing—a man infinitely worse than any goblin? He drew a deep breath and let it out on a shuddering sigh. The violence Wyatt had meted out, the way he'd laughed… but Deacon couldn't forget that kiss, the shy smiles, how happy Wyatt could be over something as simple as a sugary coffee or someone chatting with him.

He pushed the roiling thoughts away to deal with later. This time using his left arm, Deacon sat up in bed. Pentacle rumbled—then jerked awake, tail lashing across the blankets and tangling them hopelessly. He whined and cried as he rested his head in Deacon's lap, radiating remorse, shame, and sorrow.

"Oh, Pen, it's not your fault. We walked right into a trap. If anyone is to blame here, it's me. I should have just called for backup. I love you, silly dragon, and right now I need you, so stop blaming yourself."

"You could stand to take your own advice," Amr said quietly from the doorway. "That ambush wasn't your fault either."

Deacon swallowed the stupid rock that didn't seem to want to leave his throat. "I thought it would be easy: check the building, ascertain it was the base of operations for the goblins, and leave. I've done it a hundred times." He covered his eyes with his hand, trying to will away the tears that escaped anyway. All he could see was blood. His arm being carried away. Wyatt grinning and laughing as he sliced and diced the goblins, treated them like toys and seemed not to care he was covered head to foot in their blood.

So much for not thinking about it. But as tumultuous as his thoughts were, there was no denying he also felt like more of him was missing than just an arm, however crazy that thought felt.

He wiped his face and cleared his throat. "Where's Wyatt? What's—"

Amr held up a hand. "Wyatt is… being taken care of. He's fine, physically, but racked with guilt about 'letting' this happen to you. Jackie is tending him. The rest can wait. You need to recover. This wasn't just a mission gone wrong—this is trauma. You need rest, not work. I am sorry you've suffered so much."

"It's part of the job," Deacon said, though his hand trembled, and he wanted to scream for no good reason at all. He wanted to see Wyatt, but clearly that was going to have to wait. "Where's my family?"

"I made them go get some rest. They came the moment I called and wouldn't leave your side. Your sister was praying practically nonstop."

Warmth filled Deacon's chest. He and his sister didn't see each other often, as they were both so busy, but they were always there for each other.

The bed shifted as Amr sat beside him, curling an arm across his shoulders. "Deacon, I'm sorry. We'll get you an arm. I'll commission the best alchemist I can find."

"Wyatt is the best alchemist you'll ever find," Deacon replied, pressing the heel of his hand to his forehead in an effort to banish the memories of blood and violence and gleeful laughter. And yet, the way he'd cried after it was over, when he'd held Deacon close, filled with remorse and shame… "I'm not sure…"

Amr tilted his head, worry etching lines in his face, but his expression calm, accepting. "Not sure of…?"

Deacon laughed shakily. "Anything, really. He's never what I expect, and definitely the fight in the mall took me by surprise. But I kissed him, and I don't want to take that back. Though if he's holed up and hasn't been to see me, maybe it doesn't matter. After what my mistakes forced him to do to get us out of there alive, I can't really blame him for not wanting to see me."

Shock filled Amr's face. "Not wanting to see you? Deacon, we could barely get him away from you. Only Jackie could manage it, and it took him well over an hour. Wyatt is in pieces over you. Like I said, he blames himself. I don't know what the hell happened in that old mall, but it clearly traumatized all three of you. I'll notify your family and Wyatt that you're awake. We've kept you asleep for a few days to let the healing spells work unhindered, but the spell lapsed last night, so we were expecting you to wake today."

Deacon just nodded, too discombobulated to comment. His mind was fractured, and the pieces refused to come together. All he could see was the nightmare. All he could feel was the empty place where his arm should be.

When Amr was gone, he drew a ragged breath and let it out slowly. Did it a few more times before he was finally able to drag his eyes to his… wound? Injury? Loss.

They'd severed it a few inches above the elbow. Would Wyatt say it was a good piece of work? Deacon laughed, but after a moment it cracked and turned into sobbing.

Pentacle growled and rose to wrap around him, long neck and tail holding him securely. He rumbled steadily, like a giant, scaly purring cat.

Part of Deacon felt stupid for crying over a situation that could have been a thousand times worse. Over sobbing like some child. Part of him realized this was a reasonable and healthy response to a horrific situation, no different than when he'd found his mother's body, and when he'd finally killed her murderer. Most of him just wanted his arm back.

He smelled his sister's cooking and heard her voice well before his family spilled into his borrowed room. Pentacle barely moved out of the way in time before Sadia was wrapped around him, asking questions, yelling at him, praying for him, and comforting him all at once.

Nearby, his father and brother-in-law looked on in their quiet, somber way.

Drawing back, Sadia wiped her eyes and said, "Is there anything we can do, Asim?"

"I wouldn't mind some of that food I smelled."

Sadia hugged him, kissed his cheek, and bolted off to get it.

"If she's too much right now, I can go tell her to stop," Kashif, his brother-in-law, said.

Deacon shook his head. "No, it's fine."

"I am sorry this happened to you," Samir, his father, said. Unlike the rest of them, he had skin light enough in tone that he was often mistaken for white, with black hair and pale hazel eyes. "If there were any of them left, I'd kill them myself."

Deacon shared a smile with them because his father was capable of much, but he couldn't kill so much as a housefly without feeling terrible about it for days. The entire clan had been shocked his fierce warrior mother had chosen the village bookworm for her husband. They'd been shocked all over again when it was the son, not the daughter, who followed in her footsteps. But his sister had always been happiest making a house a home and adored her three children more than anything else in the world.

Sadia came bustling back in carrying a tray loaded with enough food for twelve.

"Beloved, there is no way—"

"Hush," Sadia said, and Kashif obeyed with a huff and smile.

Ken and Amr came in with some chairs and departed as silently as they'd come.

Surrounded by his family, the goblin attack far away and unable to reach him for the moment, Deacon was warm and safe. It wouldn't last, but for now, it was enough.

*~*~*

It was the better part of a week before they let him wander around Amr's flat, and he was starting to think it'd be a hundred years before they let him leave it, nevermind the building.

"I'm fine," he said for what felt like the thousandth time. "I'm not going to heal or recover or whatever by being cooped up all the time. Can't I at least return to my own place?"

Amr ignored him, save for a warning look about bringing this subject up yet again.

Deacon sighed and went back to staring out the floor-to-ceiling windows that lined one side of Amr's penthouse, watching the snow-covered city far below. A few days wasn't enough time to get used to his lack of arm, or for the nightmares to cease, he wasn't going to argue that. But being caged here was just making him antsier.

He reached up reflexively to touch where his arm now ended. What frustrated him most was that they'd taken his right arm. He was ambidextrous, his mother had made certain of that, but he'd still been more inclined to use his right than his left.

Darn it, he wanted to be doing something. Well, almost anything. As much as he hated being benched, he had no desire to resume pursuit of the goblins. If their goal had been to mess him up for life, they'd succeeded.

But sitting around here with nothing but time wasn't helping. All he did was brood, sulk, worry, and try desperately not to wonder what had become of his arm. Deacon pinched his eyes shut and tried not to puke as he pictured his arm being turned into a hamburger or stew meat.  "How long are you going to keep me caged here?"

"Until we've dealt with the bastards who did this," Amr said. "I know you hate it, and I'm sorry, but they're angry their operation is threatened, and they have a personal vendetta against you. Until further notice, I want you right here where I know you're safe."

Deacon's mouth flattened. "I'm fairly certain they're done with me at this point. They were waiting, prepared. The entire goal of that debacle was to take my arm."

"I don't think it was," Amr said. "I think you have it backwards, so to speak."

Deacon turned to look at him, brow furrowing. "What do you mean?"

Amr set down the pen he was holding and pushed away the papers he'd been reading over, regarding him somberly. "I mean, I think their goal was to take you and send your arm to Mordred as some sort of statement or warning."

"Oh," Deacon said, voice cracking. He closed his eyes again, trying not to scream or vomit. "I suppose I should have realized that."

"You have far more important things to deal with right now," Amr said. "I know you hate being here with nothing to do, but I am deathly afraid they will come for you to finish what they started, and as secure as Mordred Tower is, I prefer you right here in my penthouse. It's the only place that's as close to impossible to breach as we can get."

Deacon nodded. "Can I at least have something to do? I'm tired of sitting here feeling sorry for myself. I can only do my physical therapy so many times a day."

"You could try the other kind of therapist."

"No," Deacon said flatly.

Amr lifted his eyes to the ceiling. "You and Ken. There's nothing wrong with therapy. Clan Mordred has excellent resources in that respect, and if you don't feel comfortable with someone within the clan I can find another elsewhere."

"Just drop it. I don't want a therapist. If I change my mind, I'll let you know. For now, if you want to help me, then give me something to do."

"All right." Amr motioned for Deacon to join him at the table, poured him a cup of the chai he'd made earlier, then shuffled his papers and presented them. "Rust had a massive private estate outside the city—thousands of acres. We're hoping to turn into a facility for training, recovery, that kind of thing. There's a manmade lake on it, tons of forest, hiking trails and campsites, and it butts up against a state park."

"Why does one person need this much land?"

Amr shrugged. "Even the world is never enough for some people. But we can put it to use. He actually purchased a whole lot of land all over the place, but I've returned or sold all of that to various groups: Natives, Draculas, and so forth. Tell me what you think, see what further ideas you might have. We were going to present it as a surprise to you next month, but no harm in showing you early."

Deacon pulled the papers—notes, rough plans, forms, and more—closer to examine thoroughly. He smiled, the first time he'd really felt like doing so since waking up minus an arm, as he took it all in. "This is everything I used to talk about in Montréal."

Amr echoed his smile. "Yes. Ken found your proposals amongst all our papers when I was trying to sort them out one day, after they got completely scattered and disorganized in the move, and brought it up at the last meeting. The land was also on the agenda, and the two came together."

"This is wonderful. It's got the training grounds, the medical facilities…" And everything had been modified to include dragons, a dream none of them had dared believe in. "When do you start work on it?"

"Not for a few months yet. There's still paperwork going through, for permits and such. Also we wanted you to see it firsthand, see what you thought after that, any further ideas and such."

"I could do that now," Deacon said, and held up a hand when Amr immediately scowled. "It's not like anyone but you and a couple of trusted others would know where I was. It's remote and out of the way, far away from work, which even I admit I need a break from. Ironically, I was going to ask you for some leave once this goblin problem was taken care of. I could still contribute, which is better than sitting here stewing. That far away from everything, I'd also be safe. Nobody would have to worry about me while trying to stop the goblins."

Amr's scowl shifted to a pensive frown, and after a couple of minutes he replied, "Fine. As long as you have Pentacle and check in morning and evening."

Relief ran through Deacon, making him slump slightly. "Thank you."

"Don't thank me," Amr said. "I wish I could do more."

"You're doing more than enough," Deacon said. "You always have. Back when my mom was killed, it really meant a lot how much you were there for my family—for me. There were plenty in the clan who thought I was too young to step into the role, but you stood by me. And you'll always be the snot-nosed brat who used to pull me under the water from below and scare me to death."

Amr laughed. "To be fair, you were always shoving me off the pier. When it was thirty degrees out."

"We're Canadian, you could handle it." Deacon drew all the papers together and stacked them neatly. "Can I take these with me?"

"I'll have copies made for you, so you can have them for your own files. If you want to go pack, I'll arrange transport and such, and you can leave tomorrow. If I tried to make you wait longer than that, I think I'd find you and a car missing in the morning."

Deacon gave him a fleeting smile and, escorted by Pentacle and Cam, went to pack.

He returned an hour later to see they had company: a long, lean cowboy with revolvers at his hips. He always looked just slightly a step out of time, save for the eyes, which were old and wise and typical of paranormals who'd managed to survive numerous nightmares. "Hey, Jackie."

"Deacon." Jackie's eyes dropped to the stump of his right arm, brow pinching. "Sorry about all you've suffered, son. We're hunting down those little bastards quick as we can, but they done fled the city, and we ain't sure where they gone yet."

"You're not supposed to tell him anything," Amr said with a sigh.

Jackie shrugged. "Man lost his arm to them bastards. He got a right to know something."

"I don't care about the goblins. The less I think about them, the happier I am," Deacon said. "Where's Wyatt? How is he? Can I see him before I leave?" Even though he had no idea, really, what he would say or do. How he would handle that Wyatt wallowed in the violence that Deacon abhorred.

"He won't come out of his damn room," Jackie said. "Think he's up to something, and I got a guess as to what, but it ain't my place to be telling. Heard tell you got to see his knife come out, though. He's right crushed about that, but more upset he didn't do it sooner." He tipped up the brim of his hat, the full impact of his brown eyes hitting Deacon. Jackie was so quiet and calm, so deceptively laid back, it could be easy to forget he was almost eighty years old, a highly skilled sorcerer, and from one of the most powerful families in the paranormal world. Like so much else in their world, though, the truth was in the eyes. And the truth was that only a fool crossed Jackie. "I been trying to talk sense into him, but Wyatt… Well, ain't hard to tell that boy's lived a hard, lonely life. He don't always remember he ain't alone now."

"What happened to him?" Deacon asked, remembering all over again that chilling laugh, that long, wicked knife, how easily he'd gutted the goblins like he was cleaning his kills after the hunt. The way he'd… the way he'd enjoyed it. He hesitated, then said, "Does it have anything to do with the fact he's dragon potential?"

Amr and Jackie stared. "He's what?" Jackie asked, while at the same time Amr said, "He is?"

"Haven't had him tested yet because it didn't seem important and we were busy, but yeah, I think so," Deacon said. "He shows all the signs: he treats the city like it's his territory, he said he's immune to bloodborne diseases, he can identify what species blood belongs to by taste, he's fearless, and he's fixated on those vanilla spice lattes of his. If I had to guess, I'd put him at about 35-40% dragon."

Amr whistled.

Jackie stared between them. "You saying he could be a dragon?"

"No, only that he has a lot of dragon in him," Deacon replied. "Forty is the threshold for turning, but when it's that low we like to have solid proof they'd be happier that way and make the change successfully, and I don't think Wyatt meets either of those qualifications." He frowned.

Amr eyed him. "There's something else."

Deacon hesitated, then nodded. "Pentacle called him feral, and I think he's right. Whatever control Wyatt possesses as a human would vanish with the change."

"Feral," Jackie said. "Yeah, to be honest that sounds about right. It ain't common knowledge, but it ain't a secret neither: his grandfather was H.H. Holmes. His aunt and uncle, ones what did most of his raising, weren't any better. I don't know much about his father, but wouldn't be surprised if he ran along the same lines."

Deacon opened his mouth, then closed it. All things considered, he probably shouldn't be surprised, but that was a heck of a thing to hear. "That explains a lot. I never heard much about that mess, but I heard enough. Can't imagine living through it. Being related to that monster. You were right, though: he's not a kid. I should have believed you."

"I didn't believe him, neither, until he and Phoenix got trapped and hexed, and he had to pull out that knife to save'em." Jackie shook his head, pushing restlessly at his hat, then tipping it up again. "Blood everywhere, and more still on Wyatt. He likes it, and hates that he likes it—leaves him in constant torment, ever at war with himself. But you'd know that by now."

"Yeah." Deacon reached up to touch his arm, an ache filling his chest, so sharp and sudden his eyes stung. He ached for his lost arm, but also for Wyatt, who clearly had mental and emotional damage that far exceeded one missing limb. He was violent, and reveled in it, but given what he'd probably lived through…

Whatever Deacon's tumult, there was no denying that above all else, he simply missed Wyatt. Ached to see what could still be built from that single kiss. There was also Pentacle, who asked every day if they were finally going to see 'Blood and Vanilla', and sulking when Deacon told him no.

An idea sparked, and he looked up, scowling briefly at the looks he caught them giving him. "Knock it off. I'm fine. Or will be. I don't need your pity."

"Ain't pity, son, just sympathy and remorse. We all wish things had gone different."

Deacon sighed. "What if Wyatt came with me? Out to the estate we're converting."

"I don't see why not," Amr said.

Jackie pursed his lips, fingers at his hips, tapping his gun belt absently. "I'll see what I can do. Doubt I'll be able to manage it before you leave, but I bet I can get him to follow after ya."

"Good enough." Hope and trepidation curled through Deacon; he'd been starting to think Wyatt really didn't want anything to do with him and nobody wanted to say. Still didn't know what he'd say or do. But at least now there seemed to be a real chance he'd find out.

He yawned, and at Amr's admonishing look, said, "I'm going, I'm going." Even though magic—and the expert work of the goblins, much as everyone hated admitting it—had left a neat, tidy wound that healed easily, Deacon was still wiped most days and could never stay awake longer than a few hours at a time. Just one more reason it was for the best he was off work.

Feeling hopeful and tentatively happy with the outcome of the day, Deacon headed off to sleep.

*~*~*

The estate was beautiful, but the house itself was so ostentatious that Deacon burst out laughing when he walked in. Clearly the late Rust had possessed a bit of a Versailles fetish. Some of the furniture and décor was probably authentic, or authentic copies, to the period. Deacon half-expected to get thrown out for walking around in his oldest pair of jeans, a gray t-shirt that had started life black, and raggedy socks.

He dumped his stuff in the first room he came to with a large bed, outside of the master suite, which he wanted no part of, even if all traces of Rust had been cleared away. Thankfully, the bedrooms didn't all seem to continue the Obnoxious Old French Palace theme, though they were still expensive and ridiculous.

After he was settled, he went around taking pictures to send to Heather and Sadia, two of the handful of people who knew where he was. He snickered at their replies as he headed for the kitchen to make lunch.

Pentacle had discovered the pool, and all the hot tile surrounding it that was perfect for baking, and Deacon hadn't seen him since. Given the endless acres of woods around them, and the hunting permits Amr had arranged, he probably wouldn't see much of Pentacle until he wanted marshmallows, company, or sex. Dragons.

He looked at the contents of the fridge and pantry and sighed, trying to figure out what he could make with minimal difficulty. There were so many little things that had become difficult or annoying, like spreading mayo on a piece of bread. At least he'd figured out dressing himself pretty quickly, though the first few times he'd tried to pull on jeans had been embarrassingly frustrating.

Thankfully, the fridge was full of squeeze bottles and other items that would make fixing food less of a struggle. Deacon was just glad they hadn't sent a personal chef or something. He didn't need to be babied, and he'd never adjust if everyone else did things for him.

Whole days of nothing stretched before him, and Deacon was looking forward to it. Ostensibly, he needed to be looking over the property and making notes and revisions regarding the conversion, but Amr had made it clear his only real job was to relax and recover.

He was just thinking about going to join Pentacle by the pool when he heard a car coming up the long driveway. Picking up his Glock, he went to the front door and stared out one of the glass panels on either side of it—and then set the gun aside, yanked the door open, and rushed out onto the stoop.

Heart nearly bursting in his chest, he called out, "You came!"

Wyatt froze where he was pulling things out of the trunk and stared at him, looking torn between running toward him and jumping right back in the car and speeding off.

Deacon wasn't going to give him a chance to do the latter. He rushed down the stairs, past his own car, and right up to Wyatt. He looped his arm around Wyatt's shoulder and pulled him in close. "I'm glad you're okay. It's good to finally see you again. Why didn't you come visit me?"

Wyatt didn't reply, and then trembling arms came up to hold Deacon tight at the same moment he realized Wyatt was crying. Deacon just held him, nuzzling into Wyatt's soft hair.

Whatever trepidation he'd still felt, whatever worries he'd had about growing close to a man who reveled in things Deacon hated, melted away then. They'd figure it out. All that mattered was that Wyatt was there.

"I'm sorry," Wyatt said eventually. "I was so scared you'd hate me for killing that way, for being the way I am, I didn't act when I should have, and you lost your arm. I should've—"

"You saved us, Wyatt," Deacon said. "Without you, there's no telling what would've happened to me. Amr said he's pretty sure the original plan was to kill me and send my arm to the clan. They were probably going to leave Pentacle dead right there in the mall. They weren't gonna leave you alive, either." He let go so he could brush one of those delicate cheekbones with his thumb. "I'm not going to lie, seeing you like that was kind of scary. But it saved us, you saved us. That's all that matters. Please stop feeling bad. I don't want that. You tried to warn me, and I didn't heed you. If anyone is to blame in this mess—"

"You're not to blame!" Wyatt bellowed, then more meekly said, "This is stupid. Can we just agree the goblins are assholes?"

"Yes, definitely," Deacon said. "I'm glad you came."

"I wanted to see you," Wyatt said, staring at Deacon's chest, cheeks turning pink. "Wasn't sure you'd want to see me, but Jackie seemed convinced you would."

"I did. I do. When I first woke up, I wasn't sure of anything." He traced one of those delicate cheekbones, smiling faintly. "But I've missed you, and so has Pentacle. Anything else, we're figure out, okay?"

"Okay," Wyatt echoed in a whisper, then in a normal tone added, "I'm not done with your present yet, though. It still needs a lot of tweaking and finetuning."

"I don't need presents," Deacon replied, sliding his hand down Wyatt's arm to twine their fingers together. "Wouldn't mind a kiss, though."

Surprise and delight filled Wyatt's face. "Really? Even after seeing that I'm a monster?" Misery overtook that beautiful face. "Jackie said he told you about my past. In the end, I'm way worse than any goblin."

"How about we go inside?" Deacon said. "Easier to talk there than here in the driveway. But yeah, I still want that kiss." This time, he simply bent to take it, soft and easy, but searing through him like the first time he'd had alcohol. It'd been a shot of vodka, and he'd nearly toppled over from wheezing.

It was the best thing he'd felt since waking up without an arm: Wyatt and his familiar vanilla-coffee taste with the underscore of magic and blood, that small, lean body pressed up against him. Wyatt safe, with him, and far away from anything that could hurt them.

Drawing back, nuzzling his cheek before pulling away entirely, Deacon said huskily, "Come on, brat. Let's get inside."

"Okay. Wait, my things!" Wyatt let go of his hand and returned to the trunk of the car, pulling out more stuff than seemed like should be able to fit, even if Challengers tended to have excellent trunk space.

"When did you get such a flashy car?"

"I bought it months ago. Jackie is like every other magic user—sorcerers travel by magic and by foot, never occurs to him to hop in a car once in a while." Wyatt rolled his eyes. "Since I've settled in the city, seemed like a good thing to have. I'm still working on warding it, but I've got the most basic ones done."

Deacon laughed. He helped haul in as much as he could and deposited it in the front hall to deal with later. Wyatt firmly held on to a handsome rosewood case stamped with Mordred's crest, but when Deacon cast him a look, he only set his chin and shook his head.

"Okay." Deacon retrieved his gun and holstered it, then led the way through the house back to the kitchen, where his sandwich had mysteriously gone missing. "Pen! Stop stealing my food!"

A distant, lazy growl was all the answer he got. Deacon sighed and set to fixing a new sandwich. He half expected Wyatt to offer to help, and relaxed when he only went around poking into things and putting together some monstrosity of a salad.

"So can I ask a personal question?" Wyatt asked.


"Sure, long as you don't mind I may not answer it."

"Yeah, obviously," Wyatt said. "You're Muslim right? Why in the world is a Muslim dude named Deacon."

Deacon laughed, nearly dropping the mayo he was holding. "It's a nickname that stuck. The man who was basically the clan teacher for all of us preschool and kindergarten age kids, his name was Deacon. He joined Mordred after his wife was killed by a Wendigo, way before my time. He used to be an actual deacon when he was a normal, and it stuck around as his nickname. I had a bad case of hero worship, so my friends used to make fun of me by calling me 'Little Deacon'. Somewhere along the way, the 'little' part got dropped, and when the original Deacon passed away, I inherited the title, I guess." He smiled. "My actual name is Asim—Asim Ghanem."

"Asim Ghanem. Wyatt Thorne isn't the name I was born with, but I prefer to leave that name behind. Nothing good ever came of it."

"Yeah, I guess not," Deacon said, and left off his sandwich to pull Wyatt in close and kiss his temple. Letting go after a couple of minutes, he asked, "So can I ask about that knife you used to gut those goblins?"

Wyatt finished his latest noisy bite of salad, then stepped away from the table to remove the jacket he still wore. Setting it aside, he reached behind him and withdrew the knife from a sheath he must wear at the small of his back. He set the knife on the table.

Part of Deacon wanted to recoil, recalling all that knife had done. But it was a part of Wyatt, and if this was going to work, a part he needed to get used to—accept. Shoving down all his knee-jerk fears, Deacon looked at the knife like he would any weapon in his own arsenal.

It really did have elements of both a hunting knife and carving knife, and looked like something that would go for a whole heck of a lot of dollars at an auction or something.

The hilt, though, was what really caught Deacon's eye, just as it had the first time he'd seen it. "Is that bone?"

"Yeah. When I was ten, before he ditched me with my aunt and uncle and vanished, my father gave the bone to me. Belonged to my grandfather; his femur. He said I should do something with it, and I'd know what eventually. Not quite 'bones of my grandfather carved by my father' but close enough. There's no magic in my knife, but a demon who saw it once said it had the strength of energies. It's mine, all the way to the ground, as Jackie would say. Only other person who's touched it was the woman who made it for me."

"It's basically a talisman," Deacon said. "Not magical, but a talisman all the same. That's amazing. No wonder you're so good with it—skill and aura-resonance." He smiled. "Thank you."

Wyatt nodded and stowed the knife again, and with it went a weight, a shadow, that Deacon hadn't even noticed was there until it was gone.

Picking up his fork, Wyatt went back to demolishing his ridiculous salad.

"Did you put the whole kitchen in that thing?" Deacon asked as he finished cutting his sandwich into small triangles that were easy to eat one-handed.

"I'm hungry," Wyatt said, shoving another quarter of the salad into his mouth.

Deacon chuckled, and they finished their meal in a comfortable silence. When they were done and the kitchen clean, he said, "Shall we take your bags upstairs and then explore the house? I've wandered around it a bit, but not really looked close at anything. It's a bit… much."

"Rust definitely thought he was the Sun King." Wyatt hefted most of his bags as they returned to the hall, clutching the rosewood case protectively. Deacon grabbed the rest and followed Wyatt upstairs.

In the hall, though, Wyatt stopped. "Uh. So. Should I, um—" He turned apple red and stared a hole into the floor.

Deacon frowned for a moment, and then comprehension hit. "It's always a good idea to have your own space, but I was kind of hoping we'd sleep in the same bed, at least eventually."

At that, Wyatt lit up like an overloaded Christmas tree. "Which room is yours?" Deacon pointed, and Wyatt headed into the room right across the hall. He reappeared before Deacon could reach him, took everything he was holding, and vanished with it.

Then he was back, practically bouncing in place. "So what should we do first?"

"Go see Pentacle, who wants to see you but is also a lazy dragon baking in the sun."

Wyatt laughed. "I swear dragons are just a special breed of cat."

"I don't know a single knight who would argue with you." Deacon smiled and motioned, and Wyatt fell into step on his right side, smiling shyly before looking away. Deacon nearly pushed him against the railing and kissed him breathless but restrained himself. Time enough for that.

They wended their way to the back of the house, Wyatt snarking about the décor the whole time, until they reached the pool area. It was a beautiful pool, long and curving, resembling a pond, with green and blue tiles, and piles upon piles of plants that made the whole thing look like a private lagoon. There was even a hot tub at the far end, set above the pool itself and cascading into a waterfall.

Pentacle was sprawled nearby, thoroughly baked, his black scales gleaming and glinting. Deacon almost needed sunglasses to avoid the glare. Rumbling, Pentacle heaved to his feet and clicked his way over to them—and nearly toppled an inexperienced Wyatt right into the water as he butted and rubbed. Deacon caught him, held him close and acted as a wall while Pentacle express his excitement at finally seeing Wyatt again.

"He likes to have his eyes ridges rubbed, if you felt like indulging the spoiled brat. He's happy you're here—and that I've finally stopped being stupid. He's tried to tell me for ages that you liked me."

Wyatt rubbed the eyes ridges, smiling at the way Pentacle promptly started rumbling. "You didn't believe him?"

Deacon snorted. "Of course not. You're young, smart, and gorgeous. You also seemed to be friends with everyone except me, and always seemed uncomfortable around me. I'm sorry I ever gave the impression I hated you—hey, wait." Deacon turned him around. "You said something once about us having met before."

"In Oliver's office, years ago."

"Ah," Deacon said. "That wasn't a good time for me. I was dealing with all sorts of problems for Mordred. I wouldn't have noticed if my mother came back to life, and I was the one who found her body. But I'm sorry."


"It's okay." Wyatt tipped his head to the side. "What happened to your mom? If it's okay to ask."

Deacon looked away, staring at the water, seeing his mother's body all over again. "She was murdered. There was a man she'd been hunting, who'd been somehow getting past Mordred's wards and robbing people—breaking into their homes, stealing stuff, occasionally hurting people, eventually killing a few. He managed to get away, and we thought he was gone for good, but… he broke into her office and hid there. Slit her throat before she knew it'd happened."

"I'm so sorry," Wyatt said. "I know a bit about finding people you know dead—my mother, some people in the neighborhood when I lived with my aunt and uncle… I found my aunt and uncle torturing them. They'd been abusing me, but I didn't know they were into the torture-and-kill like my grandfather. They had two other people helping them. We monsters are everywhere."

"Wyatt, you don't have—"

"I know," Wyatt said. "But you of all people deserve to hear some of what I've come from. There were seven in all, that day. My aunt, uncle, the two helping them, and their current three victims. Combined with father and grandfather, my family has killed somewhere in the hundreds, maybe even thousands. But that day, when I realized they were monsters too, that they didn't fight it like me, I killed them. Sliced them up. Made them suffer. Enjoyed it." He swallowed, looking away. "Then I put their victims out of their misery, because there wasn't really anything left to save in them." He looked back at Deacon, eyes a mix of blue and black, though the blue was steadily winning out. "Did you ever catch the bastard who killed your mom?"

"Yeah, I did," Deacon said. "Put a sword through his heart and threw his head on a pyre with some of my mother's belongings so she'd know she was avenged." He grimaced. "Not something I'm sure I could do these days. It was hard enough back then—that was when my hair started going gray. By the end of that year, it was all gray."

Wyatt only looked more forlorn than ever. "I don't understand what you'd see in me, now you know I'm worse than everything else that's ever tormented you. Worse than the goblins that took your arm."

"Leaving aside that I could never hate you for saving my life, you're worlds different from them. They torment and murder and pretend they have good reasons for doing so. You might like those same things, but you admit it—and control it." Brushing a soft kiss across his mouth, Deacon continued, "The first time I kissed someone, it was Pentacle. The second time was you." Wyatt's eyes widened, cheeks going pink. "Maybe I didn't know everything about you then, but I knew enough. However scared and uncertain I was when I first woke up after the attack, and the few days after, I'm not anymore. Even if you were a monster, which you're not, I'll take a monster of honesty and integrity over a human of cowardness and treachery. Okay?"

"Okay," Wyatt whispered, looking near to tears, his blue eyes full of fear and hope.

Deacon kissed him, because obviously it wasn't okay yet, but he had faith they'd get there. "Shall we continue with the tour?"

"Uh." Wyatt stared blankly, and Deacon grinned. Wyatt scowled. "Yes, let's continue with the tour."

Snickering, Deacon asked, "You coming or staying, lazy bones?" Pentacle flopped back down on the tiles, and Deacon rolled his eyes. "Come on, I'll show you the ballroom."

"Ballroom? All the way out here? Somehow I doubt the Rust Syndicate did much waltzing." Wyatt snorted. "Probably can't even do the chicken dance."

Deacon chuckled. "No, probably not. But we'll be able to convert it to something infinitely more useful. Gym. Meeting hall. Something like that." He pushed open the doors to the ballroom and stood back.

"Oh, my god," Wyatt said, gawking as he stepped inside. "It looks like a cupcake. Or a brothel. What the hell does Rust's bedroom look like?"

"I haven't been brave enough to find out," Deacon replied. He flicked a hidden switch on the wall, and the crystal chandeliers burst to life, adding a glittery, rainbow effect to a room that really didn't need further assistance with looking gaudy. Wyatt burst into cackling delight, and Deacon smiled. He vastly preferred this happy, laughing Wyatt to the one who looked terrified that he was about to be cast out.

"There's music!" Wyatt fiddled with some electronics Deacon hadn't noticed in his cursory lookover before and practically fell over in a fit of giggles as hip-hop filled the room, the pounding bass making the chandeliers shake.

Deacon lifted his eyes to the ceiling. "I'm going to guess Rust didn't know his ballroom got commandeered at one point. I just can't see him allowing anything but the most boring classical music on earth."

Wyatt grinned as he killed the music. "What's next?"

"Take your pick. I think Rust's office is nearby. I didn't look at it earlier; I was afraid I'd walk into a hunting lodge or something."

Making a face, Wyatt turned off the lights and led the way back to the hallway. Deacon indicated the room that was Rust's office, according to the papers he'd brought, and Wyatt took the keys on Deacon's belt to unlock it. He slipped in first and reappeared after a moment. "No hunting lodge."

"Thank you," Deacon said, feeling silly he needed someone to look for such things for him, but mostly just relieved he didn't have to walk unprepared into a room full of mounted heads.

He expected more Versailles, since hunting lodge had been ruled out, but the room he walked into was nothing like either.

In fact, it was a surprisingly handsome room, warm and inviting. The entire east wall was a bank of floor-to-ceiling windows, which Deacon had always loved best about Amr's penthouse. Everything was made from rich brown leather, warm, dark-gold wood, and shades of deep cranberry and honey.

There was a massive desk to one side, the kind that formed a corner, both sides of equal length, with a chair that looked wickedly comfortable. Behind it were empty bookshelves aching to be filled. Beautiful fancy lamps with stained-glass shades sat in two corners, and the third was taken up by a bronze statue of a supine dragon.

The front half of the room had a sofa and chairs, a coffee table with flowers and books, all framing a handsome fireplace that sported a soft-looking, shaggy rug that Pentacle would never leave once he found it.

Beyond the windows was a small garden, complete with pond, waterfall, and all kinds of furniture—even a hammock. On nice days, the windows could all be opened, a flower-scented breeze flowing through the room…

"This doesn't seem like Rust," Deacon said, bitter that such a scumbag as that had owned such a beautiful, inviting office, a place to connect with his people. It was the kind of space he'd always dreamed of having, the kind of thing only people like Amr got. Deacon was a glorified soldier, and soldiers didn't need fancy offices.

"Pretty sure it's not," Wyatt said, and lifted an envelope from the desk blotter. "This has your name."

"Odd." Deacon crossed the room and took it, frowning at Amr's personal crest sealing it shut. Breaking it, he pulled out the small rectangle of cardstock inside. "The rest of the place will be yours to design, but we did this for you, well before the goblins tried to ruin everything. Congratulations, Master of Dragons." Deacon dropped the card and envelope on the desk, eyes stinging, tears spilling down his cheeks. "Master of Dragons…"

"What is that?" Wyatt asked, tucking the card back into the envelope and returning it to the blotter.

"It's an old title, one Mordred hasn't had in generations because, well, no dragons." Deacon wiped his face. "It's essentially the master trainer for the clan, of knights and dragons. A step up from Captain of the Guard—technically they would report to me. I don't know who that will be now. Probably Heather. I can't…"

He couldn't believe such an important position had just been given to him. It had never occurred to him Amr would reinstate it, especially since between him, Ken, and Heather, they had all the duties associated with the Master of Dragons covered. "It's the kind of title people used to fight for the honor of having bestowed. I had no idea Amr would bring it back, let alone simply give it to me."

Wyatt scoffed. "Please. If anyone was bound to get that kind of title, it was you."

"What do you mean?"

That got him more disbelieving noises, and an incredulous look. "The way you hold court at Heaven, the way everyone turns to you for help, advice, how dragons, knights, former syndicate—everyone—respects you. I'm pretty sure everyone already considers you the Master of Dragons." Wyatt smiled sheepishly. "Why do you think I assumed you'd never notice me? I'm half your age, everybody admires you, and at least half of them want you. They'd all have way more to offer, and none of them are a bitchy psychopath who enjoys killing."

"Shows how smart you are. How does it feel to be wrong for once, oh mighty alchemist?"

"I've never claimed to be right all the time, just to be exceptionally smart and better at alchemy than everyone else."

Deacon chuckled and leaned in to kiss him, long and slow and sweet, going easily when Wyatt leaned against the desk and dragged him in closer. He braced himself on his hand and feasted leisurely at that perfect mouth, enjoying the hand in his hair, the other one looped lightly around him.

Pulling away slowly, Wyatt met his gaze, eyes so blue a man could drown in them, and said, "Wanna break your office in, Master of Dragons?" He touched his tongue to his top lip, and he was even prettier when he was well-kissed and aroused. Deacon needed to see him when he came. "Lots of options in here."

"My office seems a little crude and selfish for our first time."

"And what, all those bedrooms that belonged to syndicate goons are better? Forget it. This is your space. Now pick a spot before I shove you down on this desk and ride you."

Deacon groaned at that image but managed to ditch his gun and drag Wyatt over to the sofa. He dropped down on it and pulled Wyatt into his lap, wishing only that he had two arms to grip those trim hips and pull them flush together. But Wyatt seemed to read his mind, twining his arms around Deacon's neck and grinding against him.

"You are ridiculously beautiful," he managed before fisting his hand in Wyatt's hair and dragging him into a hungry kiss, determined to claim this gorgeous, enthralling man nobody else had ever had the sense to hold on to.

Wyatt met him full-on, feasting on his mouth, tongue pushing in to taste and explore, pressed against him like it would cost something to be torn away. "Am I seriously the only lover you've had besides your dragon?"

"Yes," Deacon said. "It's one of the few things I'm traditionalist about." He shrugged, tamping down on nerves and embarrassment he was way too old to be feeling. "That bad?"

Wyatt looked at him like he'd lost his mind. "You've got to be kidding me. No. Just I almost feel sorry that no one else will know how much fun you are."

"Almost," Deacon echoed.

Wyatt grinned, and then they were back to doing their level best to kiss each other senseless.

Eventually, though, they had to break apart because clothes had become an impediment. Wyatt squirmed off his lap in a way that left Deacon whimpering, and with a bratty little grin set to work undressing. Inch by inch, that beautiful body was bared, trim muscle and moon-pale skin that Deacon couldn't wait to get his mouth on.

He was distracted, though, by all the scars that riddled Wyatt's body—burn marks, long gashes that would have required stitches or extensive healing magic. Lash marks, knife wounds, bullet scars… Anger and dismay washed through him. "You've been through some rough times. What happened?"

Wyatt shrugged. "Some of it was my father, then later my aunt and uncle. The rest was one kind of trouble or another. I'm hard to kill, though, as they all find out in the end." Shadows flicked in his eyes, but they vanished as Deacon reached out to run his hand along the side of one thigh, eliciting delicate shivers that were an utter delight to feel against his hands. "You next. Want help?"

"Wouldn't mind it," Deacon conceded. If he did it himself, it would take twice as long and wouldn't be remotely sexy. He started to stand, but only got pushed back down and eager fingers at the fastenings of his jeans.

Before he could get a single word out, his jeans and boxers were gone, and in the next breath his shirt was off and he once more had a lapful of Wyatt.

"That's much better," Wyatt said, and kissed him hard, rubbing against him, skin soft and warm, cock hard and leaking, rubbing against Deacon's and making them both groan.

Deacon cupped Wyatt's rear, mourning the loss of his arm more than ever but determined not to dwell on it.

"You're so stupidly sexy," Wyatt panted out. "We should move to the floor so I can get at all of you better."

Deacon groaned at the loss of Wyatt pressed up against him but went without further protest as he was dragged to the shaggy rug in front of the fireplace. It was sinfully soft against his back but had nothing at all on the feel of Wyatt's hands and mouth as he proved to be a man of his word, doing his level best to get at all of Deacon. He started at the bottom, pressing soft kisses to the tops of his feet and the sharp bones of his ankles, then trailed up his calves, tracing the lines of them with his deft fingers and chasing them with his mouth, then further up to bite and suck at the soft skin of his inner thighs, making Deacon jerk and moan.

He buried his fingers in the soft rug as Wyatt's mouth teased up and down the length of his cock, fingers cupping and rolling his heavy sac.  "Wyatt—"

But the infuriating brat just moved on, pressing a stinging kiss to one sharp hipbone, then trailing his tongue along the scars that spanned Deacon's gut, where a goblin's claws had once grazed him. He kept going, dragging his tongue along Deacon's chest, then switching to wet, sucking kisses and sharp bites. He dragged his thumbs over Deacon's nipples, then nibbled at his collar bone and left a mark on his throat that would be impossible to hide.

"You're—" Deacon broke off with a moan. "A brat."


Wyatt just chuckled and kissed him, sprawled across him, delightfully tormenting and a perfect fit. "So I'm told."

"Are you going to let me have a go at you?" Deacon asked.

"Maybe next time," Wyatt said with a grin. "I've been wanting to do this for a long time, and not even you are going to distract me from my goals."

Allah have mercy, Deacon was not going to survive this.

Wyatt went back to work with that evil mouth of his, kissing up and down Deacon's arm before switching to kiss what was left of the other, which made Deacon's eyes sting. He was a long way from being used to it in the everyday, let alone during something like this. If he hadn't been so caught up in Wyatt, he might have worried more about it—but Wyatt made it easy to forget about the rest of the world, which Deacon hadn't been able to do since he took up the mantle of Captain.

Then Wyatt was back to kissing him senseless, rubbing against him, cock leaving damp smears on Deacon's overheated skin. "Can I ride you?"

"That's a stupid question," Deacon replied, biting at his lips. "But we don't have lube."

Wyatt gave him one of those I can't believe you think so little of me looks and vanished briefly. He returned with a tube, something fancy and expensive looking, and resumed his place straddling Deacon. Slicking one hand, he stroked Deacon's cock, the faint smell of roses filling the air around them.

Deacon groaned, maybe whimpered, his hand clutching at Wyatt's left hip. "I'm not going to be able to hold on much longer, you evil brat. If you want to ride me, get to it."

Wyatt just grinned, tossing his head slightly to get his messy hair out of his eyes. His beautiful skin was flushed pink all the way down to his shoulders and the top of his chest, and his eyes were so vibrant and aroused they practically glowed.

He rose up and reached back with slick fingers to work himself open, leaving Deacon shuddering and whimpering, biting his own lip to keep from coming. "One of these days, I'm going to tie you down and have my revenge, minx."

"Not much for tying, but I can hold still and obey, mostly," Wyatt said with a laugh.

Deacon's reply was lost as Wyatt took hold of his cock and slowly, achingly slowly, lowered himself down.

He was panting as he said, "You feel even better than I thought you would."

"So do you," Deacon replied, shuddering with the effort to hold still. "Move before I die."

Grin fierce and half-wild, Wyatt braced himself and finally started moving. His hair was a messy, brilliant red-gold cloud around his head, save for a few strands stuck to his skin with sweat. More sweat dripped down his chest as he rode Deacon's cock, thighs flexing and bunching as he rose up and slammed back down, taking Deacon deep, riding him hard. His nails bit into Deacon's skin, guaranteed to leave stinging marks that Deacon would savor as they slowly faded.

Their pants and groans filled the room, and there was nothing in Deacon's world save the enthralling man riding his cock, the eager light in those too-blue eyes, and the hungry smile that reminded Deacon so much of Pentacle when he was being particularly possessive.

If there was a better place to be than claimed by Pentacle and Wyatt, Deacon never wanted to know it.

Letting go of the rug, he wrapped his hand around Wyatt's cock and stroked it with quick, firm strokes. "Come on my cock."

Wyatt obeyed, moaning Deacon's name as his climax consumed him, head falling back to display the long, lovely lines of his throat. Deacon followed him almost immediately, unable to hold back any longer with Wyatt's body tight around his cock, the smell of sex heavy in the hair. He groaned long and low as his climax took him, the world whiting out momentarily.

When he finally came back down, he had an armful of sweaty, sated Wyatt pressed along the length of him, heavy breaths washing over Deacon's skin. Deacon kissed his brow and skated his hand along Wyatt's back and side.

Wyatt kissed his throat. "Wanna try out the desk next? Or maybe I could bend you over the couch."

Deacon groaned, cock trying valiantly to come back to life. "Stop it. Give an old man a chance to recover, brat."

Wyatt chuckled and shifted enough to kiss him properly. "I guess we could take a nap first. I think I've been awake for most of two days."

"Don't do that," Deacon said, scowling—scowling harder when Wyatt just laughed.

Heaving to his feet, Wyatt fetched a blanket that was draped over the back of the couch, then returned and cuddled in again, settling the blanket over them. "I have you to tire me out now, it'll be fine."

"Who's going to tire who out?" Deacon grumbled but smiled as Wyatt just snickered more.

Deacon drifted off still listening to him laugh.

*~*~*

When he woke, it had gotten dark out, though there were still shades of purple and blue in the sky. Wyatt was missing, but the gas fireplace had been turned on. Wyatt had also left him sweatpants and a t-shirt—and at some point cleaned him up. Deacon couldn't remember the last time he'd slept through anyone but Pentacle being that close to him. Well, minus when he'd lost his arm and Amr had spelled him to stay asleep.

Pulling on the clothes, including socks, he went in search of Wyatt. His lover. The thought sent warmth and a cautious happiness curling through him. Who would have thought the brat kid who drove him nuts would become his lover.

Where had he gone? And where was Pentacle, for that matter?

Deacon headed upstairs and wasn't remotely surprised when he found them in the same place: Wyatt's room, with Wyatt in the midst of chaos on the floor and Pentacle watching him from the bed while gnawing on a giant bone. Deacon looked away, tamping down on the sharp wave of panic that wanted to rise up. "What are you working on?"

Wyatt didn't respond immediately, focused on whatever he was bent over. That was fine, though, because Deacon had plenty of time to admire the way his damp hair fell around his face, how good he looked in a clingy tanktop just a few shades darker than his eyes, the way his lips formed a sort-of pout as he concentrated.

After a few minutes, Wyatt looked up with a hesitant smile. "I was doing some more tweaking of your present. Needs just a touch more fussing, but it's more or less ready, I think."

"I told you I didn't need a present," Deacon replied with a smile. "I'm happy you came; that's all I need."

"Well, too bad, you're getting one anyway." Bobbing his head, so nervous the color had leeched from his skin, Wyatt scooped up whatever was hidden by a bunch of equipment and other stuff Deacon couldn't identify and held it out for Deacon to see.

An arm. It was an arm—metal, or metal-looking, in a hollow, filigree style, with a pentacle, the Mordred crest, and even a stylized dragon worked into it. The fingers were long and delicate-looking, almost like lace, set with jewels, the tips made of what looked like bone.



Deacon swallowed. "You made me a new arm?"

"It's my fault you lost yours. It seemed the least I could do," Wyatt said. "Plus, I'm one of the best alchemists in the world, so this arm is better than what anyone else could make for you."

"I don't doubt that," Deacon said. When had he started finding that arrogance endearing instead of annoying? He was a ridiculous sap. "When can I, uh, try it on?"


"Now, if you want. The little tweaking I have left to do requires it."

Deacon nodded, abruptly overcome with anxiety. But he went and sat on the edge of the bed, and Pentacle shifted to curl around him, his bone thankfully nowhere in sight. At Wyatt's bidding, he removed his t-shirt and set it aside.

Wyatt stared at his chest, a familiar spark in his eye, and Deacon couldn't not drag him into a long, wet and thorough kiss that left them both breathing heavily. "Stop looking at me like that, or this will never get done."

Shifting and adjusting himself, Wyatt muttered, "Don't kiss me like that, or it'll definitely never get done."

Deacon chuckled and let him go, ignoring the nerves that were rising up again. "Let's go, greatest alchemist in the world."

Wyatt's brow furrowed in a stupidly adorable way as he set to work. First he set to attaching a setup to Deacon's shoulder and stump that padded it and would help secure the arm. He fussed with all of that for nearly half an hour before he pronounced it 'satisfactory for now.' Deacon had expected it to be uncomfortable, from the look of it, but once it was all in place properly it actually felt just fine. Like the arm itself, it was beautifully decorated in that filigree metal style, with runes that meant practically nothing to him but from what little he could read, had to do with comfort and movement.

Next came the arm itself, snapped and buckled into place, shimmering as whatever magic Wyatt had laid came to life. He opened up a leather fold of tools and set to fussing with things, mostly the joints in the elbow, wrists, and fingers.

"What are the tips?"

Wyatt looked up and took the delicate screwdriver from his lips. "Imp horn—freely offered for lots of money. Some of them, their horns get so long it causes them pain, so they're willing to sell off what they remove themselves. There's a handful I do business with. They like working with me because I always pay what they ask without argument, and I don't put it to nefarious uses. It's durable and will help resist magic and strengthen the magic already on the arm. The grooves I carved will improve grip and weather use better than other materials."

"You're a man of countless wonders."

Wyatt gave him that shy smile again, instead of responding with the expected obviously, and ducked back to his work.

About half an hour later, he touched a beautiful fire opal set in the back of the hand and the arm shimmered again—and jolted. Deacon jumped slightly, hand clenching reflexively—hands. He stared in wonder as the artificial hand clenched just like his left hand. Deacon uncurled the fingers, then ran his thumb along his fingertips, spanned them out, then curled them in again.

He didn't realize he was crying until Wyatt brushed the tears away and kissed him softly.

"This—this is amazing, Wyatt. You really are incredible. I mean, I knew that, but…" He pulled Wyatt in close—with both arms—and kissed him deeply. "You're wonderful. It's beautiful. Thank you."

Wyatt's cheeks went pink, eyes as sparkling as stars. "It's not quite finished yet. I'm not satisfied with the response times, and—"

Deacon cut him off with a kiss, twisting to push him down into the bed and get his hands—hands, he couldn't believe it—under that clingy tanktop.

Nearby, Pentacle rumbled, and then the weight on the bed changed as he shifted. "Play with Vanilla?"

Pulling away, Deacon met Wyatt's gaze. "Well? Can Pentacle join in?"

Wyatt went red, and he licked his lips. "Uh. Sure. Threesomes are a new thing, but I'm game. Isn't that how you knights and all do it?"

Pentacle growled and moved in as Deacon pulled Wyatt into a sitting position, pressing up against him from behind and biting at his neck. Wyatt let out an adorable squeak, eyes wide, pupils blown.

Deacon smirked. "Play, dragon."

Rumbling in approval, Pentacle quickly divested Wyatt of his clothes and then pulled him flush against his chest again, circling his arms around Wyatt's chest and returning his mouth to that long, pale throat. His happy rumbles filled the room, and Wyatt groaned, probably from the way those rumbles reverberated through him.

Deacon idly stroked his own cock as he enjoyed the sight of his dragon playing with his lover. Another unbelievable first, another component of clan life he'd thought he'd never know because of Mordred's curse. If he didn't know better, he'd swear he was dreaming.

 Pentacle seemed to know Wyatt deserved tormenting because he visited it on him for ages, touching, claws scoring, teeth leaving marks that would last for days on that delicate skin.

Every time Wyatt tried to get in some touching of his own, Pentacle just growled and held him still, though never so firmly that Wyatt felt trapped or bound.

"Move along, lizard," Deacon said.

Giving him a look, Pentacle obeyed—by toppling Wyatt forward, eliciting a startled yelp, and putting his tongue to work. Wyatt moaned, head dropping between his folded arms.

Deacon shuffled forward, more than ready to participate. Wyatt's eyes shone, as boundless as the sky and as deep as the sea, and he licked his lips before eagerly taking Deacon's cock. He swallowed easily, taking Deacon deep into his throat, sucking hard and working the underside of Deacon's cock with his tongue, his moaning from Pentacle's ministrations just adding another delightful layer.

"You're perfect," Deacon groaned out. That just got him more. He was not going to survive having Wyatt as his lover, but what a way to go.

Pentacle rose up, amber eyes gleaming with smug satisfaction, and slicked his cock with lube he'd gotten from who knew where. He thrust into Wyatt, who groaned around Deacon's cock, looked up briefly with hot eyes that only begged for more.

Picking up on Deacon's thoughts, Pentacle gave what was wanted. Caught between them, Wyatt absorbed every bit of pleasure and attention like it was his due. He was a far cry from the man who'd seemed flustered and hesitant every time Deacon was nearby, from the man who'd relished eviscerating goblins and practically bathing in their blood. This Wyatt was happy and safe, which was the only way Deacon ever wanted to see him.

"Come," he ordered them. Pentacle came with a roar, and Wyatt with a long moan around Deacon's cock. Tightening his hold on Wyatt's hair, careful not to hurt, Deacon thrust in deeply one last time and spilled down his throat.

He withdrew gently as his cock softened and pulled Wyatt up to kiss him deeply, loving how he tasted of Pentacle, of him, of them. Drawing back, he cupped Wyatt's face in his hands and rubbed his thumbs, one flesh, one shining metal, over his lips. "You're beautiful."

Wyatt turned a lovely shade of rose. "Like you're a chore to look at."

Pentacle bit Wyatt playfully on the shoulder, then leaned over him for a kiss that Deacon happily gave.

"Come on," Deacon said when he was finally able to drag himself away from the delightful tangle of kissing and touching they rapidly fell into. "I need a shower and then some food."

Shifting, Pentacle led the way across the hall to Deacon's room, into the ridiculously large shower where he set the water to 'unbearable for anyone but dragons.' Deacon fixed it, ignoring Pentacle's pouting, and set to scrubbing.

He should have known it would just lead to more sex, but far be it for him to complain about being used thoroughly by Pentacle before returning Wyatt's excellent blowjob. He was definitely getting used to this element of knightly tradition.

By the time they were done, the water was turning cool and Deacon was tempted to just go back to sleep. Back in the bedroom, he pulled on jeans and a long-sleeved tee to ward off the cool evening.

He'd only just pulled on socks when his phone went off—follow almost immediately by Wyatt's doing the same. Frowning, Deacon snatched his phone and accepted the call. "What's wrong?"

"They somehow figured out where you are, and they're coming for you," Amr said. "Help is on the way but get ready."

Deacon didn't swear, but it was a near thing. He hung up with Amr and turned to Wyatt, who'd already ended his own conversation. "I'm guessing you were told we've got company coming?"

"Yeah." Wyatt yanked on his t-shirt and retrieved his knife from where he'd set it on top of Deacon's bureau. "Was kind of expecting it, honestly."

"How could they know where I am?"

"They have your flesh, blood, and bone," Wyatt replied. "Not hard to cast a spell to figure out where you're at."

Deacon flinched. "We should have thought of that."

"I did," Wyatt said. "After you fell asleep, I worked on the wards around this place. They're cheap, shitty work, but I was able to beef them up rather than start from scratch. But if they still have that shithead Caiman with them, they'll be able to break through. I was hoping to call Jackie in the morning to do some real warding. He's a pro at that, better than anyone I've ever met."

"Amr can just pay him to do it once this mess is over. Drat it, I left my gun downstairs." Stupid. That was a rookie mistake of the highest order.

"It's there."

Deacon followed where Wyatt pointed and saw with relief that his Glock was on the small table by the door. He grabbed it up, checked it over, and strapped on the holster Wyatt had set beside it. "Thank you."

Wyatt smiled and started to say something, but stopped as Pentacle gave a low, menacing growl. His ears closed up and pressed close to the sides of his head, scales gleaming as he readied his elemental attacks.

"Damn it." Wyatt turned back to his alchemical bric-a-brac and started shoving items in pockets. "I just felt one of the wards come down. Back of the house."

"Marvelous." At least he had two arms again. Deacon was in no way ready to try tangling with goblins with one arm. "Pentacle, find and kill."

Pentacle growled in that menacing way that usually set people scattering before the trouble actually started and prowled sinuously into the hallway, head low, tail flicking sharply, prepared to turn into a deadly lash in a moment.

Downstairs, everything was dark, even though Deacon knew lights had been left on, because he never left a house in complete darkness. The back of his neck prickled. Deacon silently recited a prayer. Pentacle continued forward, following a scent. Deacon turned to look at Wyatt. "What should we do?"

"I'm going hunting." Wyatt faded off into the darkness that always seemed eager to welcome him. "Be careful."

"You too, brat," Deacon replied, but Wyatt was gone.

He followed Pentacle through the halls—and froze as he heard the familiar soft voices of goblins whispering in their sibilant language. Pentacle, who'd gone completely silent as they explored the downstairs, suddenly lunged forward, lighting up the room with rushing flames. The light exposed three goblins, who all shrieked at the surprise attack.

Deacon raised his gun and fired, catching one in the throat. He shifted to the next, but only clipped his shoulder as he moved at the last minute. But Pentacle was already moving in, teeth clamping down on the nearest goblin's arm, dragging him down, ripping it from the socket in the process. After that, one swift bite to the goblin's throat and that was two down.

The remaining one tried to flee but was instead thrown into a wall by the force of Pentacle's tail.

Then there was none.

"Good thing I was planning to remodel anyway, huh?"

Pentacle snorted at that and pressed onward, clearly smelling more of them.

They turned a corner—and Deacon screamed as searing, blinding light filled the air. He covered his eyes, but it was too late to avoid being blinded.

Something struck his head from behind, sending him to the ground, his gun sliding away.

A rough, claw-tipped hand grabbed his hair and yanked him to his knees. "I finally have you. I was starting to think I'd never get to actually kill the stupid bastard who murdered my mother and brother."

"If you don't want to get murdered, then don't murder," Deacon replied.

He was backhanded, knocked back to the ground, and a booted foot planted on his chest. "There's plenty of humans to go around, and humans have a lot of nerve whining about other species killing for meat. I couldn't believe it when they said Mordred had taken over Rust, after we'd been operating so smoothly right under his nose. But I didn't think I'd actually see you, even after we delivered that girl's leg to provoke you."

Deacon stared up at the figure above him, little more than a black blob against a gray background. "Fuck your dead family and fuck you."

Pentacle growled, but the frustration emanating from him said he'd been trapped too.

"Where the hell is Caiman?" the goblin holding Deacon down asked. "Nevermind, I'll do this without him. If he doesn't get his shit together—" He cut off, making a familiar, awful sucking sound.

In the next breath, Pentacle roared, and Deacon could only listen as he wreaked havoc with whatever goblins were around.

Soft hands cupped Deacon's head, and then magic rushed over him. He blinked rapidly, and then gradually Wyatt's face came into view. "I am really tired of goblins."

"Almost done," Wyatt said. "You want this one alive?"

Deacon turned to where he pointed and saw a goblin with a face that was vaguely familiar—reminiscent of a goblin matriarch he'd put a bullet in years ago, after her son had nearly gutted him before being shot by a guard that had retired after that job was done. Goblins were good at driving people to quit. "No."

Wyatt picked up the knife he'd set aside to help Deacon, moved to kneel beside the goblin, and said, "If I could, I'd cut you into pieces, keep you alive while I did it, until the shock and pain finally did you in. Enjoy your suffering after all the misery you caused Deacon."

"Screw you, human."

Wyatt drove the blade into his right eye, practically all the way to the hilt, then yanked it out again.

Deacon recited some more silent prayers and went to retrieve his gun. "You ever… lost control of that?"

Cleaning his blade, Wyatt rose and sheathed it again. "No, not yet. I've come close a few times. Changing your mind about me?"

"No, just trying to better understand. I hate seeing you so torn up over it. I mean, I'm not in a rush to see you become a full-fledged monster, but nobody should spend their life hating themselves either."


"I don't want to be my grandfather," Wyatt said, barley speaking above a whisper, "but I could be if I'm not careful." He closed his eyes, anguish and shame and a dark, hungry longing on his face. "I always like it best when I can kill them slowly, enjoy their suffering." He opened his eyes again. "I'm sorry."

Deacon shook his head and drew Wyatt in, holding fast with his right arm. "Don't be sorry. Just come to me if you ever need help, and we'll figure something out. In the meantime, my impression is that it's a last resort for you. I don't like violence, especially of the sort we've been facing lately, but I'm also not going to lose sleep because you made some goblins miserable while killing them. Not after what they've done to hundreds, possibly thousands, of humans. Come on, I think there must still be some skulking around."

"I got most of them. I just can't find that asshole Caiman and the last couple of stragglers."

"They can't hide forever. Pentacle, let's find them."

Pentacle growled happily and headed off into the parts of the house they hadn't yet cleared. Deacon stepped over a dead goblin and followed him.

"How's the arm?" Wyatt asked.

"You want to fuss now?" Deacon asked, mouth tipping up as he shot Wyatt a look. "It's been fine. Better than, really. Heck if I know what you need to tweak."

Wyatt preened at the words, but as Pentacle roared they both snapped back to work.

Never one to bother with subtlety, Pentacle barreled right through a closet door, growling and snarling, the air around him dropping several degrees as he attacked with ice. He came thrashing out of the small space with his jaws firmly sunk into the shoulder of a goblin.

"Don't kill him," Deacon said. "As much as I'd love to, Amr will want him for questioning."

Wyatt had already vanished into the remains of the closet and returned dragging Caiman by his hair. Throwing him on the ground on his back, Wyatt straddled his chest and pressed his knife to Caiman's throat. "Hello again, asshole."

"Go to hell, you crazy bitch."

"Removing a couple of fingers wasn't enough, I see," Wyatt said as though Caiman hadn't spoken. "What should I take this time? A whole hand? Both hands? You did help with the ambush that cost my lover his arm, so maybe I should pay in kind."

"Whatever. You're a goddamn psychopath," Caiman said, but his voice trembled.

"How about I carve out your kidney and make you eat it," Wyatt said, and Deacon didn't need to see them to know his eyes were full of those dark, hungry shadows. "What sort of scumbag helps goblins run a human processing operation?"

"What the hell do I care what species is dying? It's good money—stop stop stop!" Caiman wailed as Wyatt's knife drew a long, thin line of blood across his throat.

"We need him alive too," Deacon finally said. "Otherwise I'd be glad to start cleaning up while you dealt with him. Though I think—" He stopped at the sound of gunshots. Not just any gunshots, either. That was a Colt Single Action Army.

"Jackie." Wyatt grabbed a knife off a dead goblin and drove it through Caiman's hand all the way into the floor. "You stay here." Caiman screamed, and Wyatt grinned, dark and fleeting, before he was on his feet and racing away.

Outside, Jackie and the rest of his team were spread out across the front of the property, along with Heather—and from the sounds of it, more of her team was in the surrounding woods. "It's about time you showed up. I was starting to think we'd have to do all the work ourselves."

"Yeah, sorry about that. Had a touch of trouble back in the city to handle first," Jackie said, standing over a goblin and putting a bullet between his eyes. "You get the ones what made it inside? I saw they'd broken through the wards."

"Yeah, got one of them and the alchemist contained for questioning," Deacon said.

Jackie nodded and put his fingers to his lips to whistle for the others. A few minutes later, knights and dragons assembled.

Heather surged forward to hug Deacon. "Are you okay? We tried to call, but that stupid alchemist laid down some really nasty wards. It all happened so fast. Amr says they must have—"

"Yeah, Wyatt told me. I'd rather not hear it again," Deacon said. "What do you think?" He held up his new arm.

Heather shrieked, then clapped her hands over her mouth. "It's amazing! Who did it? Wyatt? You're incredible!" She reached out to examine it, running her fingers up the arm and then splaying his hand to more closely inspect the fingers. "It's beautiful work."

Wyatt shrugged, but as ever he seemed to drink up praise like water.

Deacon motioned to Pentacle. "Take the others, sweep the woods for any stragglers, and bring all the bodies here so we can dispose of them."

Pentacle loped off, the other dragons falling in around and behind him, vanishing into the woods with eager growls and lashing tails. Heather sent two of her team to collect the prisoners, and Deacon sat down on the stoop. "I hope this is finally over now, good grief."

"If not, we'll hunt'em down till it is," Jackie said. "Ain't my first rodeo with these sorts of goblins, and I got connections with the good ones that'll help me rustle'em up. Still sorry you was so sorely wounded, though."

Deacon shrugged. "All things considered, it could have been a lot worse. I've got a fancy new arm now."

"Ain't all you been getting, I think," Jackie said with a smirk, eyes falling to the marks on Wyatt's neck.

Deacon grinned. "Yeah, I also got a promotion and this fancy house."

"Hey!" Wyatt said.

Laughing, Deacon tugged Wyatt down to sit beside him and leaned in to kiss him, ignoring the ribbing and laughing of those around them. He twined his new fingers with Wyatt's. "I'm glad the Sheriff was slacking when all this started."

Wyatt smiled shyly and lifted Deacon's artificial hand to kiss the back of it. "Me too."

FIN




Author's Note

It can be tricky incorporating real people into fictional stories, especially when the individual in question is a terrible person who did truly awful things. They can be interesting, and add to the story, but using them thus can also risk glamorizing them, minimizing their crimes.

Such is the case with H.H. Holmes, incorporated into my Dance with the Devil series as Wyatt's grandfather. He was a very real serial killer, once relatively unknown in modern day but made 'popular' again by The Devil in the White City by Erik Larson.

His notorious Murder Hotel did exist after a fashion, though in reality it was a mixed-use building with apartments and such; the hotel portion was never actually completed. But it did have rooms with traps, chutes, and more, and a basement with vats of quicklime and a crematorium to dispose of bodies.

He is confirmed to have killed nine people but confessed to killing nearly thirty (many of which were easily proven false). We will likely never know the actual number. His victims were primarily women and children, though he also killed a few men. They could only convict him of one of the crimes (a child). He was also a con-artist, bigamist, and all around scumbag.

For the purposes of this story, I have relied heavily on the pulp fantasy versions of Holmes, which greatly exaggerated his life and crimes and suit my paranormal setting. But the real Holmes, while less 'glamorous', was just as evil as my and other fictional accounts have portrayed. He used, abused, and murdered his way through life, and deserved every second of the miserable execution he received.

May his victims, known and unknown, rest in peace.

~Megan
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