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      “And you’re sure you are going to be okay looking after our little guest?” Bob didn’t look convinced even as he asked.

      “I’ll be absolutely fine,” Mikhail said firmly. “It’s not like she does or says anything. She just sits there.” He crossed his arms over his chest and looked squarely at the small blonde-haired girl curled up on a temporary bed with her thumb in her mouth. He knew absolutely nothing about children, other than that they were shouting, squealing bundles of confusion that he couldn’t quite get his head around. But at least this one was quiet. She hadn’t said a single word since being rescued from the docks and the cage she had been held in. The fact that she had been one of the children in the cages was another contradiction. He could understand Mal being in a cage—the small vampire was a spitfire and constantly back-chatting and, by all accounts, had made life difficult for her captors. This child, though—why would any human think she was threat enough to cage her?

      “We don’t know what her species is,” Bob reminded him. “I could stay here and back you up.” There was no trace of sarcasm in Bob’s voice, but there was an element of slyness there that Sam picked up instantly.

      “You’re not staying here,” Sam said firmly. “We have two schools to check out with Mal and she needs both her guardians with her.”

      Bob muttered something under his breath but didn’t argue his position with any conviction. “You know I would never let you go on your own,” he said a little louder. “But couldn’t we interview them by phone or something?”

      Mikhail chuckled. Bob was handling having to find a school with Sam for their surrogate daughter, in about the same easy way as Mikhail was handling having children around him at all.

      “I don’t have anywhere to be,” Mikhail confirmed. “I don’t mind sitting and watching.”

      “See if you can get her to talk,” Sam suggested. “We can’t return her to her people if we don’t even know what species she is.”

      Mal ran into the room and slid to a stop next to Sam. She grabbed at his jacket to stop from falling on the wooden floor.

      “Sam,” she said quickly. “It’s time to go.”

      Mikhail waved them away and shut the front door after they left. He wandered through the house and spent a short while in the file room, but Teddy was lurking and the disapproving looks from the ghost had him leaving to go and check on the girl. For a while, he hovered at the door. Sam had tried talking to her. Bob had attempted cajoling her. Smudge had even spent an inordinate amount of time winding in and out of her legs every time she stood up.

      Still nothing.

      Maybe he should give it a try. He did have one advantage over Bob in that his friend was a pure vampire. And over Sam, who was a human. Maybe she would react differently if she knew more about Mikhail? That he wasn’t pure vampire. Maybe she was a mixed species and had learned not to share that fact with others. A lot of paranormals shunned mixed race beings because they weren’t all one or the other.

      It was worth a try at least. What did he have to lose?

      He dragged a chair from the side of the room, straddled it backward, resting his chin on his hands. Where to start?

      “So, I’m Mikhail,” he began. She stared right at him and even stopped twirling her hair to listen. “I found out that I wasn’t who I thought I was. It was hard to come to terms with finding out my entire life had been a lie. People didn’t accept me. Even friends I’d known for a long time became enemies.” Great; if anything, the confused expression on the little girl’s face showed exactly how little of what he was saying made sense. “Let me start again.”

      She shuffled a little on the bed but still said nothing.

      “I was about your age…well, ten anyway—hell, if you are even ten, that is—when I found out my dad wasn’t my dad. Turns out I wasn’t the full-blooded siren, or prince, I was expected to be. In fact, I’m half vampire. Before I was ten, you couldn’t have told I was different from other children my age.” Mikhail shook his head. He recalled the teasing and bullying when he couldn’t master breathing underwater for long periods of time without using magic, and how he’d learned to pretend everything was okay. Sirens could breathe underwater without magic, and that was the first sign he wasn’t 100 percent siren. A fact the court sycophants ignored for fear of upsetting Mikhail’s father. As the middle son to the siren king, Mikhail hadn’t been allowed to fail, and no one was brave enough to point out to King Haniel that Mikhail was odd. Even though they never failed to point it out to Mikhail himself whenever the king wasn’t around. Did this child in front of him have the same problems? Had she been bullied, or pushed to one side? Was she different?

      Mikhail sighed. “As I grew up, my vampire nature became dominant, and my siren side became quieter and in the background. I know what it’s like to not be the same as everyone else and to have to keep secrets.”

      Was that enough to communicate what he wanted? Would she see that he understood if she was a half-breed or unusual species type?

      She uncurled and sat up.

      “Eliza,” she said softly. “My name is Eliza.”

      “Hey, Eliza,” Mikhail said. He kept his voice low and friendly. “Can you tell me how to get hold of someone who might be missing you? Parents? Family?”

      Becoming mute again, she shook her head and clambered down off the bed. She walked past Mikhail and into the hallway before going into the bathroom. Well, at least he’d gotten her name. That was a start. She shut the door behind her, and Mikhail contemplated what he was going to ask her next. Maybe a location, or a surname, or anything that meant she could get home.

      The door flew open again and, startled, Mikhail turned to look. What he saw had him on his feet in an instant with fangs exposed and a knife in each hand.

      A siren—a filthy siren, dripping water everywhere. He had a glass box in one hand and held Eliza with the other. Eliza squirmed to get free, but the siren appeared strong and determined. Mikhail assessed the situation in a second, taking in the surprise on the siren’s face, which quickly changed into a sneer, and the fear on Eliza’s. He leaped for the siren with knives extended. Silver and iron blades sliced through one forearm and across the siren’s chest. The siren yelled in pain and stumbled back into the bathroom, sliding on puddles of water and only stopping when he collided with another siren. Mikhail straightened from his leap and quickly jumped into the confusion of the bathroom. The whirlpool and waterfall were agitated and spitting water everywhere.

      Mikhail didn’t stop to wonder how the hell two sirens had managed to enter Sam’s house. Instead, he dived with his knives in a firm hold and attacked the siren holding Eliza. In seconds he had cut the unwanted visitor enough that the siren dropped Eliza and cowered in shock.

      “Run!” Mikhail shouted, “Eliza, run!”

      She crawled away from the fallen siren who overcame his fear of Mikhail enough to grab her ankle. She screamed. Then the noise changed. Instead of remaining a plea for safety, it grew and grew until Mikhail and both sirens had to put their hands over their ears. The noise was unearthly, a screeching, echoing song, then it changed and Mikhail could almost make out words. As soon as the screech ended, Mikhail reacted instantly. He spun on his feet and buried both knives to the hilt in the injured siren—one in the throat and one through the heart. Now he couldn’t get back up and attack Eliza again.

      The other siren stood between Eliza and the door—he’d evidently moved in anticipation of her running, and his expression was one of success. Mikhail struggled to pull his knives from the fallen attacker’s body and finally freed one from the flesh and muscle it had torn.

      “Mikhail!” Eliza screamed. She was in the corner under the ornate sink and curled into the smallest shape she could be. The siren had got hold of her arm, attempting to pull her out as she kicked and struggled. Mikhail swiped at the siren with his knife and missed as the siren ducked. Mikhail swept back for another try, but his foot slipped on water and the siren took the chance to grab his wrist. They were in a face-off. His superior vampire strength didn’t help when the water prevented him from getting a firm purchase on the floor. He was being pushed back.

      “Run!” he ordered Eliza.

      A loud crashing sound split the air around them and intense heat scorched the room. The water began to steam, bubble, and hiss around the siren and Mikhail. The whirlpool collapsed in on itself with a horrific grating noise. The room shook. Both Mikhail and the siren were thrown to the floor in a tangle of limbs. Mikhail’s head met the marble floor with a thud. Trapped and dazed, Mikhail watched as the siren got back to his feet and with a cry of victory twisted Mikhail’s wrist until the knife pressed against Mikhail’s exposed throat. Mikhail pushed back and managed to move the siren enough to kick out. The bastard screamed in pain. The siren didn’t stop yelling even when Mikhail finally flipped the intruder off of him. In fact, the sound became worse, and Mikhail stared in horror as the siren’s skin bubbled and turned black until the siren burned to nothing in front of him. Within seconds, all that remained of the attacker was a charred mess on the floor. Bile rose in Mikhail’s throat. He scooted back and away, moving rapidly.

      What the fuck?

      A small figure leapt at him, and he realized Eliza was sitting on him with her hands up and waving at something. A shadow. Wings? Mikhail blinked at the image of wings that spanned the entire bathroom and flickered with silver. Then he saw nothing more than the figure of a naked man in front of him; tall and broad with long gold hair and piercing silver eyes filled with icy control.

      “Jin! No!” Eliza shouted.

      “Step away, Your Highness,” the man said firmly. Your Highness?

      “He saved me,” she said.

      This wasn’t right. Mikhail didn’t need a child getting between him and whoever the hell it was with the hair and the eyes and the muscled body. He wasn’t going to face death with a child as his shield. After pushing her off his lap, he levered himself to stand and shuddered as he kicked off parts of the charred siren that lay across his feet. He plucked his knife from the remains of a hand. He’d never seen anything that horrific, and part of him regretted that was the last thing he might see. Standing tall, he held up his knife in front of him and relaxed his stance.

      Eliza moved swiftly to stand between them. Mikhail attempted to push her away again, but the little brat wouldn’t move.

      “No,” she said. Mikhail wasn’t entirely sure if she was talking to him or the other guy… the naked one.

      Speaking of Mr. Naked, the man stepped forward. “Princess, we can’t have any loose ends.”

      “No. You’ll not kill him. He’s a good vampire. He saved me.”

      The naked man stood absolutely still for a moment, then, as if he’d come to a decision, he bowed his head. With a flick of his fingers, he was clothed in soft, dark leather pants and a flowing sapphire silk shirt which covered the acres of exposed golden skin and muscles. Mikhail squelched his instinctive protest.

      “We have to go,” the now-dressed intruder said firmly.

      “I’m not leaving,” Eliza snapped. “We owe this house a payment, Jin.”

      Mikhail glanced from Eliza to Formerly Naked Guy and shook his head to clear it. A payment? What was Eliza? Who was this man? Had he really seen wings? Maybe he hadn’t. Obviously he wasn’t going to be doing any more fighting, considering this Jin was now pacing the short distance between the charred siren and the melted sink.

      “Where have you been?” Jin asked Eliza as he walked. Mikhail stepped closer to the bathroom doorway to give the big guy some more room and be ready to escape.

      “I was kidnapped. When I woke up, they used magic on me so I couldn’t call the clutch.”

      “No other paranormal can use magic on you.”

      “They did.”

      Jin frowned. “Only another dragon⁠—”

      “I had to wait until there was no one in the house,” Eliza interrupted.

      “Dragon?” Mikhail said, his jaw falling open. Jin and Eliza both ignored him.

      “Mikhail didn’t leave,” Eliza said. “Then the sirens came and we needed you.”

      Mikhail bristled despite the word dragon taking over his thoughts.

      “I was doing fine,” he said in his defense. “I didn’t need him riding to the rescue.” Mikhail pointed to Jin who ignored him.

      “How did you get away?” Jin asked, stopping his frantic trek across the room to pierce her with his silver gaze.

      “I was rescued by a demon, a wolf, a vampire and a human. They brought me here with the other children.”

      “Other children?” Jin looked confused.

      Eliza shook her head. “They didn’t take just me.”

      “Did they know?”

      “No.”

      Did who know what? The kidnappers? Was Jin asking if the people who had snatched her knew what Eliza was? Jin called her princess, but a princess of what? Like he was a siren prince? Had been a siren prince, he corrected himself.

      Something caught his attention in the pool of water in the hall. Mikhail walked over to discover the small glass box that the first siren had been holding. He picked it up and turned it over in his hands thoughtfully. A simple clear cube, like a solid lump of glass or something similar, lay hard and cold on his palm. Abruptly, Jin appeared beside Mikhail, his hand closing around Mikhail’s.

      An electric spark snapped between them. Mikhail nearly dropped the cube before Jin had a good hold of it. Mikhail looked up in shock, the connection had sent tingles throughout his entire body.

      “Where did this come from?” Jin asked. His narrow-eyed gaze swept Mikhail as if his face would reveal the answers.

      “One of the sirens had it,” Mikhail replied. He didn’t have anything to hide, unlike his guests.

      And there was that spark again. For a second, Jin stared deep into his eyes. This close, Mikhail could see the purest silver irises and the question in them. Mikhail frowned as he focused his gaze lower, at the pulse in Jin’s throat. He suddenly, inexplicably, wanted to sink his incisors into Jin’s vein and drink his fill. Startled, he looked back up at Jin and allowed the man to gently prize the cube from his fingers. Jin held it out in front of him on his open palm. They both peered down at it.

      Eliza stood on her tiptoes to get a better look and gasped. “It’s a Draigbron.” She sounded surprised. “I’ve never actually seen one before. That explains them tracking me down.”

      “Where did sirens get a Draigbron?” Jin asked urgently. “And how did they know to track you?”

      “What’s a Draigbron?” Mikhail asked. Could it be something that caused the electricity to arc between him and Jin? And why did that word sound like dragon, and who the hell was going to answer a damn question in all of this?

      Jin glanced at him, then at Eliza. When Eliza nodded, with some unspoken agreement between them, Jin sighed.

      “A dragon’s heart.”
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      Sam stormed into the house, not caring if Bob followed him or not.

      “Sam!” Bob shouted.

      “I’m not talking to you!” Sam snarled. No more. He’d had enough of the vampire’s antics.

      “You can’t blame me for the last one,” Bob protested. “You nixed every school we went to.”

      “I certainly can.” Sam spun around and folded his arms in front of his chest as he faced his lover. “You didn’t stick up for me.”

      “Because you’re unreasonable!” Bob yelled.

      “I was not being unreasonable,” Sam protested through gritted teeth.

      “Sam, I liked that last school. Can I please go there?” Mal’s small voice broke into their fight.

      “They ban humans! I’m not going to pay to put you in a school that wouldn’t take me!” Sam scowled.

      “No, they would’ve taken you because of your affinity for paranormals. You weren’t listening to the headmistress,” Bob argued.

      “Maybe it was the ‘no humans’ sign that threw me off,” Sam countered.

      Bob rolled his eyes. “Don’t let your personal feelings prevent you from giving Mal a good education. They said they had no problems with you being a participating parent. I’ll even foot the bill.”

      Sam thought about kicking his lover, very hard.

      Bob wisely stepped back out of range.

      Sometimes it paid to have a boyfriend who could read his mind. Sam turned to face Mal. “You really liked it there?”

      Mal nodded, her thin face lit with excitement. “One of the other kids is like me. I could feel him.”

      Sam bit his lip. He knew how important it would be for Mal to be among others who might understand her even a little bit. The school Mal liked served not only as a school but also as a home for these children. If she attended, she would live there and only visit Sam and Bob for holidays. Sam had to admit that part of his reluctance had to do with losing a daughter he’d only just obtained.

      “If I register you there, you have to promise to tell me the second you have any issues.” Sam tried to convey the seriousness of his request. He wouldn’t have Mal bullied.

      “She’ll be fine,” Bob promised.

      Sam looked from Mal to Bob and back again. He hated the idea of sending Mal to a school that held such prejudices. However, since he also had once only wanted humans coming to his practice, he couldn’t hold onto his anger. He couldn’t be that much of a hypocrite.

      “Fine but Bob, you’re paying,” Sam acceded.

      “Yay!” Mal threw herself into Sam’s arms. “Thank you, Sam. Thank you. Thank you.”

      Sam awkwardly patted her back. He’d never be good at this father thing anyway. Why did he even try?

      Mal released him. “You’re an excellent father,” she argued. “I’ve never had anyone care so much before. You turned down three schools because the kids looked unhappy. At least at this one, they were well taken care of, right?”

      Sam nodded. He had to remember to be careful what he thought in his daughter’s presence. She would know if he was being negative. Despite the school’s arguably poor discriminative practices, the kids at the last school had all appeared to be playing and laughing like regular kids.

      “I suppose.”

      “Sam! I’m glad you’re here!” Mikhail raced down the stairs followed by a big man with long golden hair and the little girl they’d rescued.

      “What happened?” Sam asked, keeping a cautious eye on the stranger.

      “I’m Ryujin,” the tall man said formally. “But you can call me Jin.”

      Mikhail nodded. “So this is Jin and our girl’s name is Eliza. Eliza is a dragon princess and is in danger of being recaptured by the sirens. We need to get her back home.” Mikhail said this so matter-of-factly that Sam wouldn’t have reacted quite so badly had Mikhail not been covered in blood. A quick assessment showed it probably wasn’t Mikhail’s…

      Hang on… Dragons?

      “Dragons don’t come this far away from the mountains.” Sam frowned at the trio. How did he not know about dragons visiting before? They were definitely not in any of his training notebooks.

      “You are the most unprepared sleuth I’ve ever met,” Bob said.

      “Hey, I’ve cracked two cases so far.” Not on his own and not without mishap, but they had ended well.

      Bob shook his head.

      Wait a minute! What did Mikhail mean? Home? Home where?

      “We? What do you mean we need to get her back home?” Sam frowned at Mikhail. The siren-vampire generally had a good head on his shoulders, but, right then, his eyes were a bit wild and desperate.

      Bob turned to Jin. “If you are her guardian, why do we need to get involved?”

      Sam had to admit he wondered about that too.

      Jin growled. “Because you’re detectives and we need to hire you. We have to figure out who kidnapped Eliza. She was taken while sleeping and saw nothing, and it could be that one of our own is involved.”

      “Sirens,” Sam said. “It was sirens. We solved that one.” He turned to Bob for support, but Bob was talking to Jin.

      “Why don’t you call your own kind to protect her?” Bob asked. “Surely the best thing to protect a dragon is another dragon?”

      A chill went down Sam’s spine at the thought of dragon shifters invading his home before he could get Eliza out of his house. The wolves had been bad enough. He’d rather help the dragon himself than allow more into his house.

      “Exactly how many dragons are there?” Sam asked cautiously. “And did no one hear me mention the sirens?”

      Jin ignored Sam and instead focused on Bob’s question. His mouth twisted into a bitter smile. “I don’t know who to trust, and I won’t, until I see the entire clutch at home. I’m worried about calling on the wrong people to return Eliza to her father.”

      “Wait, Sam can protect me, and find out who did this,” Eliza said suddenly.

      What? Sam frowned at the little girl, wondering why she thought he could do anything when there were much stronger paranormals in the room.

      Mal stepped in front of Sam. “Sam’s my daddy!”

      Eliza growled, showing off an impressive set of incisors.

      “Girls!” Bob snapped. He moved to stand between them.

      “Mal, we’re going to set you up with the school tomorrow,” Bob said. “Eliza, we’ll accompany you home, Mikhail can help, and Sam will track down who did this.”

      “I will?” Sam asked.

      “I’m helping?” Mikhail asked. Sam looked at the vampire-siren and guessed Mikhail’s wide eyed expression was similar to his own.

      Bob ignored the interruptions from both Sam and Mikhail. “But your bodyguard here has to realize that the dragons will be in our debt.” He folded his arms across his chest as if daring anyone to argue with his statement.

      “Why do you think we need this human, Sam?” Jin asked Eliza.

      “Can’t you feel it?” Eliza asked in a soft, wondrous tone. “He’s been faery touched.”

      

      Jin stared at the human for a long moment. He didn’t appear to be overly remarkable. Rather handsome for one of their species, with kind brown eyes and rumpled blond hair—not as beautiful as the siren-vampire from the bathroom but attractive in his own way nonetheless. From the narrowed-eyed look the other vampire gave him, Sam evidently belonged to Bob.

      Using his other sight, Jin examined Sam again. He couldn’t prevent the gasp from escaping. Sam glowed with an unearthly light. The prints of other paranormals who’d crossed his path brushed across his aura like finger paints. Streaks of color from a fae’s blessing kiss, a demon’s protection spell, a vampire’s bonding mark, and a familiar’s magic all swirled across Sam. The human had more magical touches than people who’d lived thousands of years. Jin saw tendrils of a connection to a wolf shifter, but he couldn’t pin down the color. Across all the connections, a strong swathe of magical energy twisted through the entire mass.

      “You are just a human, right?” Jin asked.

      Sam rolled his eyes. “What do you mean ‘just a human’, and why does everyone keep asking that?”

      Jin turned his attention to Bob who shook his head. He quickly abandoned that line of questioning. If the human’s mate didn’t want to discuss Sam’s magical energy, Jin wouldn’t bring it up again. He didn’t need to stir up extra trouble. He had a job to do—returning the princess safely home. He didn’t have time to waste talking. If Eliza said Sam was what she needed, it wasn’t his place to argue. The more people on their side to get her safely home the better.

      Jin cleared his throat before continuing. “We would be delighted to have you accompany us.” Eliza beamed up at him. “The clutch will, of course, pay restitution for your bathroom and your time.”

      “Wait,” Sam said. “What do you mean pay for my bathroom? What happened to my bathroom?” Without waiting for a reply, Sam stomped through the group and headed upstairs.

      “Now you did it,” Bob scolded.

      Jin shrugged. It wasn’t like Sam wouldn’t find out about the damage eventually.

      Mikhail shoved him. And while it felt good to have the gorgeous vamp’s hands on him, he wasn’t that impressed with what Mikhail said.

      “If Sam isn’t happy, you’d best start running, dragon.”

      What could a human do to him, even a gifted one?

      “What the hell happened to my house?” Sam shrieked from above.

      The vampire girl’s eyes glowed. “You upset Sam!” she snapped.

      Jin shook his head. It wasn’t his fault that Sam’s bathroom was nothing more than a vista of melted metal and smashed porcelain. Bob placed a hand on the little vampire’s shoulder, stopping her from moving closer. Jin was pleased. He didn’t want to have to hurt her if she attacked him. A vampire, especially a child, was no match for a dragon.

      A low growling sound and a pop of electricity heralded the appearance of a familiar. A shiver of fear coursed through Jin as the cat’s eyes narrowed and fixed on him. A small vampire might not worry him, but dragonkin knew better than to mess with familiars. Their wild magic could cause unimaginable harm. He’d heard stories of old dragons going mad when they heard the words in their thoughts. Familiars often lived to be thousands of years old and made dangerous enemies.

      “Be kind to my human,” the creature warned. “I’ve made it my job to take care of those who harm him.”

      Jin nodded. “I will,” he said. He wasn’t going to argue. He valued his life.

      The black cat flicked its tail before sauntering from the entryway.

      Mikhail looked at him strangely. “You spoke to Smudge? You can hear the cat?”

      Jin nodded. “It’s a dragonkin thing.”

      Mikhail laughed, and Jin stiffened. Dragons were not to be laughed at.

      “Smudge is very protective, but you’re the first outside of Sam to hear him talk. Let’s go check on Sam, and we can explain what happened.”

      “Let’s.” Jin wasn’t sure where the familiar had gone, and he didn’t want to be there when the small beast returned. Even the dragon king had less scary eyes than that little cat.

      He ushered Eliza up with him—no way was he taking his eyes off of her. They joined Sam in the bathroom, and Jin couldn’t believe how devastated the sort-of-human looked. It was only a bathroom, and people’s lives had been saved by the actions of himself and the siren-vamp.

      “I’ll never be able to rent it now,” Sam said, shaking his head at the mess.

      “We’ll pay to fix it,” Jin assured him. “I can give you gold.”

      Sam looked at him with a resigned expression on his face. “What happened to my waterfall? And my whirlpool.”

      “I closed the portal after Jin arrived,” Eliza said. “More sirens could’ve come through if I didn’t.”

      “So, how did you come through the portal?” Mikhail asked Jin.

      Jin turned to face the gorgeous siren-vamp. He’d been struck by the man’s beauty the first time he saw him, wrestling with the other siren on the floor. Up close, he looked and smelled like the kind of supernatural Jin wanted to add to his collection of jewels and gold. To wake up every day and see the beautiful sea-green eyes staring up at him would be better than waking to a pan full of rubies and emeralds.

      “I could feel my connection with Eliza when she came close to the portal. I followed my instincts and entered through an underground river. It is better that it no longer exists—anyone could’ve come through there,” he told Sam.

      “I had no idea it was dangerous. It was so pretty.” Sam continued to stare at his ruined bathroom.

      “I know a very good handyman,” Jin promised.

      Sam sighed. “Okay.”

      “Why can’t you just create another portal and take Eliza home?” Mikhail asked.

      “Portals are tricky and, although dragonkin can use them, we can’t create our own,” Jin replied. He hated telling Mikhail some of their secrets, but he needed to explain why he couldn’t risk taking Eliza back without support. “I’d take her back with me alone, but the Draigbron might still be calling to anyone who knows how to connect to it. It will take more than me to get the princess home safe.”

      “What’s a Draigbron?” Sam asked.

      Jin held up the cube in his hand. “This. We call it a Draigbron, but it is really the magical essence of a dragon who has died. If I remember my studies, this one belongs to Eliza’s great-great-grandmother.”

      “That thing used to be a dragon shifter?” Sam’s appalled expression had Jin rushing to explain. He didn’t want the human so distressed that he called off his help.

      “Magical energy never really dies. When a dragon’s life ends, the essence of his or her power consolidates into one of these cubes. It can work as a homing beacon on any of the dead dragon’s descendants, and sometimes a relative can also use it to access the cube’s magic. However, not every relative can access every Draigbron. They need a special genetic chemistry, if you will.” Jin hoped he’d explained it well enough.

      Sam nodded his understanding. “Where did you get this one?”

      “From the sirens. Which means a dragonkin is working with them. It’s the only way they could have gotten one.” The betrayal hurt. To think one of their own would work with the sea spawn made Jin’s chest ache. “This is why Eliza says we need your help. We don’t know who to trust.”

      Jin held his breath while he waited for a reply. He hoped both vampires and even the blessed human would agree to accompany him. He had no doubt the vamps would be able to help during any battle. He had doubts about the human, Sam, but he could tell that none of the others would accompany him without Sam’s agreement. Certainly Bob, the vampire, wouldn’t move forward without his mate.

      “Where do dragon shifters live?” Sam finally asked with a sigh, after what seemed like ages.

      “In the Fire Heart Mountains. The entire range is home to our kind,” Jin replied.

      “Wow, that’s a large space,” Sam said in a surprised tone.

      “We need to be spread out. Dragons require large territories to roam,” Jin explained, even though there wasn’t really time for small talk. They should be moving and soon.

      “How long will it take to get there?” Sam asked.

      “Five hours by car,” Jin said quickly. He didn’t want them to think it would be an incredibly long journey. Back when they’d had to travel by foot, it had taken a while. Some places on the mountain were difficult to reach without wings but not impossible. Enough dragons had mated outside their species that land-based paths had needed to be cut through the hard rock.

      No one spoke as Sam’s gaze swept across the group. “We can leave tomorrow after we drop off Mal.”

      “You have to ignore your own needs,” Jin began.

      “No, I have to ignore the fact that marauding dragons might attack our home,” Sam snapped. “Our daughter is more important.”

      Jin snorted his disapproval. “We wait here and everyone might die.”

      Sam crossed his hands over his chest. He wasn’t budging one inch on this and Jin could recognize stubborn pig-headedness when he saw it.

      “Nevertheless, that is how long you will wait if you want us to go with you,” Sam replied. He still looked dazed. “Mal is important to us and we want her settled. Your dragon princess will be safe here.”

      Sam turned and walked out of the bathroom without another word. Bob and Mal quickly followed him.

      Jin tilted his head as he tried to figure out what had just happened.

      Mikhail sighed. “Don’t try to figure Sam out. It’ll just drive you crazy. With Sam, it’s better to go with the flow.”

      “What is he?” Jin asked as soon as he was sure Sam was out of hearing range.

      Mikhail poked Jin in the side. “Don’t mention anything about him not being completely human. He’s sensitive about his abilities.” There was a lot of affection in Mikhail’s voice.

      “What are his abilities?” Jin asked. “Could he turn? Could he be dangerous?”

      Mikhail’s answer sounded vague. “His abilities keep evolving.”

      “I’m tired,” Eliza complained.

      “Is there someplace she can nap?” Jin asked. Breathing fire took a lot out of a dragonkin, especially one as young as Eliza. She needed rest followed by a large, protein-rich meal. “I can stay outside her door and guard her.”

      Mikhail shook his head. “Teddy can watch her.”

      “Who’s Teddy?” Jin couldn’t help but think that this was the strangest place he’d ever visited.

      “The house ghost,” Mikhail explained. “Teddy!”

      A transparent shape drifted through the wall. Jin thought the ghost’s aura had a sad edge. He wondered how the young man had died.

      “What do you want, Mikhail?” Teddy said tiredly. “I was reading.”

      Jin couldn’t believe the ghost hadn’t heard any of the commotion in the bathroom. Was reading really that important?

      “I want you to watch over Eliza while she sleeps. Yell if she needs anything or if someone disturbs her.”

      Teddy turned a listless gaze to the dragon child. “All right.”

      Jin didn’t quite trust the ghost, but if Mikhail believed the spook would guard Eliza, he didn’t want to cause problems by objecting. He could grab a spot to sleep outside her door after he checked out the house for security. He needed to set wards and protections to make sure they were shielded from their enemies. He hoped whoever had used the Draigbron to track down Eliza had somehow worked alone and hadn’t made Eliza’s position general knowledge. At least other sirens wouldn’t be unable to reach her again with the portal shut.

      His mind spun with questions. Who wanted Eliza? For what purpose? Dragon kidnappings were rare, simply because dragons generally kept themselves away from most of the world.

      Staying would also give him alone time with Mikhail. The man smelled incredible, a divine combination of sea salt and blood…

      His attention snapped to his companion.

      Blood!

      “You were cut!” Jin exclaimed. He didn’t know why, but the thought of Mikhail bleeding caused sudden panic to race through him.

      “I’m fine. I’m already healed.” Sam and Bob appeared in the corridor again, and Jin was momentarily distracted. “Sam, do you mind if I use the other apartment to wash up?”

      Sam shook his head. “No. That’s fine. Do you want some clothes? I’m sure Bob has something you can wear.”

      Jin noticed Bob didn’t object to Sam’s confiscation of his wardrobe. The vampire’s fond look at Sam pretty much conveyed his attitude toward the human. Whatever Sam wanted would be how things went. Jin knew he’d have to watch his step with Sam. It appeared he had some powerful allies.

      “A change of clothes would be appreciated,” Mikhail said.

      “I’ll get them.” Bob left quickly, presumably to fetch Mikhail something to wear.

      Sam laughed. “He’s worried I’ll pick out his favorite outfit or something. I’m not to be trusted with his wardrobe.”

      The human didn’t appear overly concerned with his lover’s worries about clothing. Sam darted a glance between Jin and Mikhail. “I’ll go make sure he finds something.”

      Sam vanished so quickly that Jin wondered for a bit if he’d really walked away.

      They settled Eliza into the bed for her nap and left her under ghostly supervision.

      “Why do you think the sirens were after her? And who do you suspect gave the sirens the dragon heart?” Mikhail asked Jin when they were finally alone.

      Jin could think of a lot of things to do with the stunning siren-vampire besides answer questions. The dragon just beneath his skin urged him to lick and savor Mikhail’s body. Maybe he’d need a friend to scrub his back in the shower later?

      “I don’t know. Those are things I need to find out.”

      He approached Mikhail, the attraction between them flared hotter than a dragon’s flame. He stepped back in shock. His dragon might be urging him to explore his connection with Mikhail, but he had duties to perform before he could strip the man down and do a personal taste test.

      “I need to check the perimeter,” he said, quickly adding more space between them.

      Mikhail nodded. “I’ll guide you around.”

      Obviously for Mikhail, showering and changing clothes was secondary to assisting Jin, and for that Jin felt an uncommon warmth inside his heart. Together, they traced the extent of the property, from side to side and from basement to roof, until Jin was finally happy that he could defend against any and all attacks. It was as they were climbing the basement steps back into the main reception that something occurred to him.

      “You pushed Eliza away when she tried to protect you. She’s a dragon princess and very strong. You could have let her save you from the sirens.”

      “I didn’t know she was a dragon shifter, did I?” Mikhail said softly. “In my mind, she was a little girl and I wasn’t going to let anyone hurt her.”

      “You’re very brave.” They closed the basement door, and Mikhail turned the large brass key in the lock until the door was firmly secured. When he spun around, he was yet again in Jin’s space. The familiar spark between them intrigued Jin, and there was one thing he wanted to do.

      “I have to kiss you, Mikhail. Please tell me my touch is welcome.” Jin knew he sounded formal, but he was a dragon and he didn’t know how to speak any other way. When a dragon courted, there were rules to be followed. What would Mikhail say?

      “A kiss?” Mikhail questioned. Then he repeated it again. “A kiss.”

      “Just a kiss. I have to taste my mate.”

      Mikhail frowned, and Jin wished he hadn’t mentioned the mate word, despite what his dragon-self was telling him to say.

      “What about your duty to the princess?” Mikhail reminded Jin.

      Jin shut his eyes and took a step away. “You’re right,” he said.

      “You can’t let him go.”

      Jin jumped at the words intruding into his mind. He hadn’t even seen the cat enter the room.

      “What do you mean?” he asked.

      “You know as well as I do that he will complete you. I will watch the sleeping child with the ghost. You stay here and stake your claim.”

      Jin glanced at Mikhail, who was still frowning but this time at the familiar perched on the bottom step, twitching its tail.

      “I take it Smudge is talking to you again?” Mikhail asked, bemused.

      “He says he will watch Eliza with the ghost,” Jin explained. He felt it wise to leave off the staking his claim business.

      “Just so we can kiss?” Mikhail’s doubtful expression had Jin rushing to reassure him.

      “Yes.” Jin avoided any other conversation by grabbing Mikhail’s hand and pulling him into the closest room. The space smelled musty and old, and a quick scan revealed tables of paperwork, files, folders, rolled maps, and big filing cabinets. Surely they were unlikely to be disturbed in here.

      “You really trust the cat to watch Eliza?” Mikhail asked.

      Jin didn’t even have to think about his answer. “With my life.”

      “I don’t understand that. Smudge may be a familiar, but at the end of the day, he’s a cat. What can Smudge do against—umph.”

      Jin stepped in to stop Mikhail talking and stole a sudden kiss, before immediately backing away. The touch against the siren-vamp’s lips was as alluring as fire to him. Mikhail looked shocked and dazed and placed the index finger of his right hand on his mouth.

      “Are you well?” Jin asked formally. Lesser beings than he had been known to expire after a dragon’s kiss. Not every supernatural could calm the flame inside a dragonkin.

      “That wasn’t a proper kiss,” Mikhail murmured.

      “Would you like a proper kiss?” Jin hated that he sounded so needy. What he wouldn’t do to have Mikhail naked and writhing under him in less than ten seconds.

      Now he just waited for the answer.

    



OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/image-1400x2100-es-02.jpg
= y p- &
B ;;“/ .
447 %4 i
i b

THE CASE'OF THE

@m%gi‘ n -
AMBER KELL & R] SCOTT
SND STReeT V OLUME 2

1

v

L

- TH&ASEOFTHEA,L






OEBPS/images/title-end-street-02-dd.jpg
THE CASE OF THE

Dweg®”
Dilomt™

END STREET VOLUME 2





OEBPS/images/llb-large-logo-850.jpg
Love e Beoks





