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CHAPTER
1


Just past sunset, a cool breeze slipped through the canopy as Sarika Silva stood on a boulder and peered up at the umbrella of branches far above her head. There was little light on the forest floor, and few plants thriving, yet there were hundreds of years of debris. Ferns and some smaller bushes managed to grow in the dark, dimly lit atmosphere.


She could hear the scurry of lizards and mice, of voles and beetles as they hurried back and forth preparing for the night and the host of predators emerging. She drew in a deep breath, taking in the amazing scents surrounding her. Scores of tree frogs of various species called back and forth to one another.


She held herself very still, trying not to attract attention. She had an unfortunate trait she hadn’t yet found a way to rid herself of. All manner of wildlife found her fascinating. She reciprocated the feeling, which was fine at home when dogs and cats sought her out. Or the occasional bunny. But in the various rainforests she’d visited, the animals had been diverse and often quite dangerous.


It wasn’t in her best interest to draw attention to herself. She’d had monkeys, sloths, capybaras and even gorillas seek her out. There had been ocelots, orangutans and countless other animals that showed up in camp or found her on the trails. Once a Bengal tiger. Herd animals followed her.


The rainforest was moody. Eerie. Mysterious. Beauty and danger went hand in hand in the rainforest. Sarika had spent time working in several around the world. This was her first visit to Peru, and to her shock, she felt as if she’d come home. The emotion was overwhelming, so much so that when she’d first stepped off the boat onto solid ground and made her way to the designated meeting place arranged with her guide, she had felt tears welling up. Her heart accelerated, and every single nerve ending came alive.


Alive. That was the true feeling. She felt intensely alive. It was such a weird, unexpected reaction when she’d spent several years studying the various rainforests. Her interest had begun when she was a little girl. She would read everything she could get her hands on, reading far above her grade level on conservation and especially jaguars and the way they were slowly going extinct. She wanted to find a way to save them, and it became the driving purpose of her education. Never once had she regretted her decision to save the jaguars.


Her hero was T. Smolnycki Sr., the leading expert in the field she was most interested in. She’d read everything he’d written, every paper he had produced. He was a conservationist, a biologist and a mammalogist. No matter how long she’d searched, she’d never managed to find a photo of him—or his son. His son went by T. Smolnycki Jr. When his father retired, he took over his work and became her new hero.


The father and son had worked tirelessly to establish conservation for the rainforests, but more importantly to her, they were passionate about the preservation of large cats, including jaguars. That passion came through in the various articles they had written and the worldwide organization they had founded. She found it interesting that Smolnycki Jr.’s papers sounded so similar to his father’s writing. They had the same turns of phrase, the same eloquence. The research was always impeccable and had held up through the years, as had their conservation ideas.


When she was eight years old, she wrote to Smolnycki Jr. To her shock, he had answered her. They established a correspondence of sorts over the years. He had always encouraged her in her dream of saving the jaguars. He seemed to take her ideas seriously, never chiding her for suggesting various plans to him. At times he would point out very gently why a particular idea wouldn’t work; other times he seemed excited about an idea she’d come up with.


T. Smolnycki Jr. often disappeared for months at a time. He would emerge from the wilderness to write another paper or pertinent article or spearhead the drive for the jaguar corridor spanning countries across the globe. His father had been her idol, and while she respected and admired him, she felt Smolnycki Jr. was more of a friend and mentor.


Sarika had gone into the same field as the two men. As she furthered her education, she became a veterinarian for exotic animals, specializing in cats. Along the way, she rounded out her education by becoming a biologist and conservationist. In the years she was getting her education, she made numerous trips to rainforests around the world, volunteering, studying and working, but she’d always avoided Peru.


Peru was home. Peru was where she’d been born into the world of jaguar shape-shifters. She should have been raised there, but instead, when her mother died in childbirth, her father had kept his son but sent her to be raised by his older brother, who lived in the United States.


Her uncle Alois and aunt Gemma had never been able to have children, and they’d welcomed her. Surrounded her with love. Given her every advantage. They had raised her in Maine, far away from others. To get to their estate, they used a Cessna to fly in and out, landing on the lake for access to their home. In a dense forest, they were surrounded by old growth, the little that was left from the days of intense logging.


She knew how to fly the Cessna and often would view from above the abundance of the many varieties of trees. There were dense populations of fir, spruce and pine. Yellow birch, paper birch, sugar maple and aspen dominated the stands of hardwood. What she loved most was the diversity of wildlife making their homes in the heavy tree-rich forest surrounding them.


She often flew the plane low enough to catch sight of moose, black bears, foxes, bobcats, deer and lynx. There was an abundance of raccoons, coyotes, porcupines and fishers. She always got a thrill when she spotted the local wildlife. When she backpacked and camped in the forest, many of the animals sought her out. Even then, she had to be careful that no one else witnessed the way animals seemed to want to be with her.


Mostly, what she loved about her life was the way her aunt and uncle taught her to shift from early childhood. She was a jaguar shifter, and her female, Coh, loved to run free in the haven of the forest. That was the reason her aunt and uncle had chosen to live in such a remote location. As jaguar shape-shifters, a very secretive species, they were careful never to allow anyone see them shift. As jaguars needed the forest to roam and stay healthy, her aunt and uncle had found the perfect place to live so that their animals could thrive.


She’d lost them both, first Alois and then Gemma. She loved them dearly and missed them every single day. Without them, she was lonely and felt vulnerable without the stability of a home. She’d traveled all over the world, was away for months, but they had always been there waiting for her. Now she was alone. She felt compelled to come to Peru and seek out her last remaining relative, hoping they would make a connection with each other.


Sarika inhaled deeply, taking in the scents of the Peruvian rainforest. So many. The earth smelled raw and musky. The flowers climbing the trees were fragrant and exotic. The explosion of color against the bark of the various species of trees was stunning. So many vivid colors of green interspersed with the brilliant colors of trumpet-shaped flowers, spidery flowers, orchids and so many others.


Despite the waning light, she found herself drawn to the interior. While the dense canopy overhead protected the forest floor from wind and even, to some extent, storms, the interior felt heavy with moisture. It seemed as though the drone of the crickets and cicadas never stopped. The darkness turned the jungle into an eerie, moody world.


She knew better than to walk too far into the interior. She had a very good sense of smell, especially if she shifted—which she was prepared to do. If necessary, she could utilize all the jaguar’s abilities as well. Still, walking into an unfamiliar rainforest was sheer madness.


It was possible remnants of the male shifter jaguars were still around, men her adopted parents had warned her to always be leery of. She knew better, but she couldn’t stop herself from moving deeper into the jungle, drawn by the magnificence and the feeling of coming home. She’d never once experienced that nearly euphoric, wondrous feeling of belonging until that moment, not a single time in all the various rainforests she’d visited.


The dark, moody interior called to her. Buttress roots formed giant fins beneath the trees, nearly as tall as she was, anchoring them against the winds. Aboveground, the storms could be wild, but the thick canopy kept the forest floor dark, humid and calm.


She took her time, going from tree to tree, examining the draping orchids and wild trumpets winding their way up the trunks. Sheer beauty. She was familiar with the various plants and their uses. So many were able to be used to make medicine. Others were poisonous. All of them held a beauty that drew her like a magnet.


A sudden chill slid down her spine, and she froze in place. Something—or someone—was watching her. Her radar went off, and it was never faulty. She judged how close she was to the riverbank. She’d wandered quite a distance examining the plants and trees, lost in her world of discovery when she should have been concerned for her safety.


From deep in the interior, a throaty cough sent adrenaline rushing through her veins. Her heart instantly began to pound. There was something about that sound that had goose bumps rising all over her skin and the tiny hairs on her body reacting. She became aware of every sound. There was a rustle in the leaves littering the forest floor straight ahead of her, and she remained unmoving, straining to hear whether it was a small rodent, a lizard or the whispery tread of the jaguar.


The jaguar, whether a shifter or a true cat, was the fiercest predator in the forest. Sarika found the formidable, elusive cat elegant and stately. It was also watchful and extremely wary. One didn’t walk up on a jaguar and surprise it. It was the same with the jaguar shifters. Both species had excellent vision and hearing. The large cats and their shifter cousins hunted by sight and sound. In any case, that strange attraction animals had to her could be the reason the jaguar was closer than it should have been.


Sarika glanced behind her uncertainly. The jungle had closed behind her, cutting off her view of the riverbank. She knew the way out. She had an excellent sense of direction. As a shifter, she had that same ability to hunt with sight and hearing. She gleaned information from everything around her, but knowing a jaguar was on the prowl, most likely hunting this time of day, filled her with trepidation.


She’d spent far too much time studying the large cats to dismiss a hunter, although there were very few unprovoked attacks on humans. Still, they were deadly predators and certainly capable of hunting a human. Scary and fearless, the jaguar has the strongest bite of all cats, including tigers and lions. They have the ability to pierce through bone with razor-sharp teeth.


The intensity of the silence was broken by a sawing call. She was well aware that both the male and female jaguar could roar. When they greeted one another, they made a sound similar to a snuffling. They hunted day or night and killed with a powerful bite, usually to the back of the skull. The sound abruptly turned into a snarl that lifted every hair on her body. Then came the growling roar she most feared.


As apex predators, jaguars were at the top of the food chain with no natural enemies, other than their own species being a danger to them. Sarika was well aware she wasn’t the largest person in the jungle. Even if she tried to make herself appear bigger, she doubted if that would work.


If this jaguar was female and she had a den nearby, going forward could get her in trouble. It would be far better to get out of the trees. Sarika found herself hesitant to do that. Shifters were a secretive species. It had been drilled into her from the time she was a toddler that she could never reveal her true nature. Better to shift if she needed to defend herself there in the rainforest, out of sight.


It was just that . . . she had no fighting experience. That sawing roar was troublesome. It wasn’t a greeting. It was a clear warning. She had a healthy respect for the powerful cats, and she would never want to endanger, hurt or kill one. She also thought it would be impossible for someone as inexperienced as she was to defeat a fully grown cat with fighting experience.


She was well aware jaguars could easily climb trees and leap long distances. She wouldn’t be any safer in the water than she was on land. Jaguars were excellent swimmers, loved lakes, rivers and wetlands. They hunted in water.


“Not the smartest thing I’ve ever done,” she murmured aloud.


“No, it wasn’t.” A male voice came from the darkened interior.


The unexpected reply set her heart pounding. She had concentrated so much on the jaguar that she had no indication a male was anywhere in the vicinity. She should have scented him. Sarika inhaled deeply, expecting to find out how close he was to her, but she got . . . nothing.


“I told you to stay out of the forest. To wait by the river for me.” Now that voice was pure male, quiet but powerful. Velvet soft and compelling, but there was no mistaking the absolute authority.


“Luiz?” she asked. “Luiz Silva?”


“Luiz De La Cruz,” the voice corrected.


Her heart skipped a beat. Fear washed over her. She certainly knew the name De La Cruz. They were notorious in both Peru and Brazil. They owned more land than legal, their ranches expansive and guarded carefully. It was said they were ruthless. Enemies of the De La Cruz family tended to disappear.


“I thought I was corresponding with my cousin, Luiz Silva,” she said, imposing strict discipline on herself. For some unexplained reason, she felt threatened. She couldn’t say it was the voice exactly. He spoke in a low tone. It wasn’t even the words he spoke or the fact that he’d identified himself as a De La Cruz. He felt dangerous. Powerful. She hadn’t even seen him yet, but the warning that had preceded the jaguar came through just as clear. Maybe more so.


Sarika stood her ground, doing her best not to shake. The atmosphere had grown heavy. Threatening. The insects suddenly ceased their continuous noise. Monkeys screamed warnings and raced away, using the treetops.


“I have gone by the name of Silva,” the voice informed her.


She blew out an exasperated breath. He could have just said that in the first place and not tried intimidating her with the De La Cruz name. Okay, he’d succeeded in intimidating her, which just annoyed the holy hell out of her.


“Seriously? You couldn’t have led with that?” After all, if he was telling the truth and his name was really Luiz Silva, he was her cousin. She might be intimidated by the name De La Cruz and even a wild jaguar, but if he was her cousin, she wasn’t going to allow him to scare her into submission. She wasn’t that easily intimidated.


There was no real sound to warn her, not even the whisper of boots on leaves, but Luiz De La Cruz was suddenly standing in front of her, almost as if he had teleported, like in some science fiction movie. What was wrong with her? She should have been better prepared. She didn’t like using a weapon, but she knew how and always carried something on her to protect herself. She’d traveled all over the world, studying in many different, very dangerous environments. Being a conservationist had taken her into many situations such as this one, and she’d always gone prepared.


Around her waist, she had her belt with a sheath containing a very sharp knife. While she was proficient in the use of it, the blade was her fail-safe, the last resort, should she be attacked by human, shifter or wild predator.


His eyebrow raised. “If you were going to use that, you should have already been prepared. What possessed you to come all this way and meet me alone?”


She didn’t need him to ask her that question; she was already asking herself. She decided to be casual. “I travel alone to many countries and meet guides.”


He studied her face, feature by feature, with a predator’s stare. His eyes were intense, a vivid green flecked with gold, the irises ringed with amber. He had presence, appeared rugged, but there was something about him that was charismatic. Some quality that drew her to him, and she knew that same magic would work on others, male or female, he was around. At the same time, the predator in him was so strong that she knew he was far more than a man standing in front of her.


Luiz De La Cruz was mesmerizing, and that was scary. She felt almost frozen, the way one did when looking into the eyes of a large cat hunting. Her body reacted on its own, recognizing the extreme danger, yet couldn’t move. Every hair on her body reacted; goose bumps rose. She had to work to keep her heart and lungs under control. A predator smelled fear. Hearing was acute. He would know she feared him; he most likely already did.


“Do you think that’s such a good idea?”


She tried a brief smile, hoping to connect with her cousin. She was certain he was her uncle’s son. She’d never met his father or this man, but it wasn’t like she had much in the way of family. As far as she knew, Luiz was all that was left after the deaths of her adoptive parents. “Not at this precise moment.”


“You’re safer with me than you’ve ever been in your life.”


Arrogant much? She didn’t say it aloud. And she almost believed he could make her safer than anyone else she’d ever been around—unless he changed his mind and decided she was a threat. Then, all bets were off.


“You were raised by Uncle Alois, my father’s oldest brother, and his wife, Gemma. I’m very sorry for your loss.”


For some reason, that simple sentiment had a lump rising in her throat. She choked it down. It was an odd way of expressing sympathy. Other than her, Alois and Gemma had been his only relatives. She decided to address the issue immediately.


“Yes, my father sent me away when I was not yet a year.”


“You were happy?” He sounded as if he really wanted to know.


“I have absolutely no regrets, although it would have been wonderful to meet my father and brother. I have always been extremely happy in my life with my aunt and uncle. They surrounded me with love, even during my rebellious teenage years. They allowed me to pursue all my interests and get an excellent education, and gave me as many advantages as they could.”


“Perhaps they should have instilled a deeper sense of self-preservation in you.”


There was no reprimand in his tone, but she took great exception to his critique of her aunt and uncle. She narrowed her eyes at him. “They took me in when my father didn’t want to keep me. I was surrounded by love. They gave me everything. Don’t you dare say one word against them.”


Silence followed her outburst. It seemed as though the jungle itself held its breath right along with her. It wasn’t as if his expression changed. He didn’t appear angry. He simply watched her with the intense focus of a jaguar. He might say he was a De La Cruz, but he was also a predatory cat. There was absolutely no doubt in her mind. Luiz might be her cousin, but he was a stranger to her, and she was hissing at him like an outraged female jaguar—which she was. But she had brains, and she was alone. It wasn’t the smartest idea to challenge a male jaguar shifter. He was at the top of the food chain there in the rainforest and very used to being the complete authority. That was stamped into every line of his face.


“Perhaps there is a small misunderstanding between us,” Luiz said. “I didn’t mean to imply my uncle and aunt hadn’t given you a good life or education. It’s clear to me that you feel at home in the rainforest. My comment was more about you and your lack of self-preservation.”


She couldn’t argue that she’d taken all the safety precautions possible. She hadn’t. She’d allowed the jungle to close in behind her. She wasn’t as prepared as she could have been to shift. She’d even come alone to meet a guide she had never met. None of those things were intelligent.


“It is also necessary to correct a misconception regarding your father, Uncle Javier. I was eighteen when you were born, so very aware of what happened during that time. Your brother was sixteen. Your mother had difficulty with pregnancies, and no one thought she would have another child after sixteen years, least of all Uncle Javier. Our world was ruled by a very savage and clearly insane shifter. We referred to him as Brodrick the Terrible. He changed the entire history of our people and nearly drove us to extinction. He was aided by vampires and mages, but he was responsible.”


Sarika lifted an eyebrow at the word vampire. She wasn’t about to interrupt him when she wanted to hear the history of her family. She wanted to be ready to learn everything she could about who she was and how she could help her people as well as the wild jaguars slowly facing extinction. That was the reason she had waited so long to come to Peru. But vampires? Her uncle and aunt had never once mentioned vampires to her.


“Please continue.”


“The women were being rounded up and killed if they didn’t have the genetics Brodrick felt they should have. It didn’t matter the age of the female or if their jaguar had shown itself.”


“What was his reasoning? Without females a species would die out.”


“He felt too many females had mixed children. Many of the male shifters weren’t staying with the females to help raise their young. Many of our women turned to human males to have a stable home. Brodrick wanted every child of those unions killed if he could prove they couldn’t shift. He either forced the women to have shifter children or he killed them. It was a very brutal time, and you were born right into that mess.”


Sarika knew there had been some kind of conflict going on with the jaguar shifters. She thought it was a power play to take over leadership. She didn’t know a great deal about the politics of the shifter world. She was raised with a strict code of honor and discipline. She assumed most jaguars were raised with that same code. Evidently, she was wrong.


“Your mother died in childbirth, leaving your father with a newborn child. A female. Uncle Javier and my father were part of a small coalition trying to stop Brodrick. That put you in direct danger. As a female, you were the one most at risk, and Uncle Javier knew that. He didn’t want Brodrick to know of your existence. Our lineage was one Brodrick sought for females.”


“So my father sent me away to protect me.”


Luiz nodded slowly. His gaze never left hers. Never left her face. Looked directly into her eyes. It was impossible to think he was being dishonest. The thing was, there was no inflection in his voice, just that soft, velvety purr that was mesmerizing. He was dangerous in so many ways. He could make anyone believe anything he said—yet she knew he was telling her the truth.


“Your father and brother tried to rescue several females being held prisoner, and they were killed on that raid. My father was killed two years later on a similar raid. I spent months healing from wounds. I wasn’t the only one, but after those battles, fewer males would join us. Things were very ugly for several years.”


She had been safe in the United States, living a good life. No, a great life. Here, in this beautiful rainforest, a war had taken place. Worse, it was an internal war, their species being destroyed from the inside out.


“Many of the jaguar males became aggressive and felt it was their right to take any female they wanted. Brodrick’s example gave them permission to become worse than animals.”


“Is it still going on?”


“Brodrick is dead, but there are still a few jaguar males who haven’t realized they are going to be hunted if they attack one of our females.”


She couldn’t detect a change in his voice or demeanor, but she shivered. A cold chill went down her spine. She had the feeling he would bring jungle justice to any jaguar he found attacking a woman. That should have made her feel safe with him, but he gave off a vibe that was just plain scary. She also didn’t like the way he put that—still a few jaguar males who haven’t realized they are going to be hunted if they attack one of our females. As if those males didn’t know right from wrong and would only avoid attacking a female if someone was watching and willing to hunt them down to administer justice.


It wasn’t as if a female shifter could go to the police. Shifters lived under shifter law, not human law. The women couldn’t go outside their species for aid. That left them at the mercy of their rulers. If the ruler was corrupt, his people would follow his example. She tried to hide the delicate shudder his revelation had produced.


“On a happier note, you came at just the right time,” Luiz continued.


“I did?” She pounced on that. She needed a safe, happy subject to regain her equilibrium.


“There’s a large celebration being planned right now, and several of the women have arrived to help with preparations.”


“A celebration?” She echoed his announcement, mainly to give her mind time to process the switch from dangerous jaguar males to celebrations. “Shifters?” She would really welcome meeting others. She had so much catching up to do. She had counted on her cousin to give her the history of the shifters and jaguars in the Peru rainforest, but Luiz didn’t seem as if he was going to be that accommodating. In fact, he seemed as if he would give her lectures and leave her to her own devices. Or force her to leave.


“One of the women, Solange Sangria Dragonseeker, is pregnant. She’s shifter royalty, and her lifemate, Dominic, is . . .” He broke off abruptly, for the first time giving her the impression he was hesitant as to how to explain Dominic Dragonseeker.


Sarika wasn’t positive why she thought he was exasperated with trying to impart information to her because his demeanor hadn’t changed at all, nor had his tone. Still, she was good at reading people, and he was a bit at a loss.


“Did Alois talk to you about Carpathians?”


Was there a note of resignation in his voice? Or judgment of her uncle? Alois had been his uncle as well. She detested admitting she knew nothing of Carpathians because she was certain Luiz would disapprove.


She tilted her chin at him. “I’m aware of the Carpathian Mountains, but no, we never spoke specifically of their inhabitants.”


Luiz held up his hand and examined the surrounding forest in a long, slow perusal. Sarika hadn’t detected a change in the drone of insects or the fluttering of wings as birds settled in for the night. Several monkeys screamed but then fell abruptly silent, sending chills down her spine.


She’d always had an awareness when she was in a jungle. She was a shifter, regardless of living most of her life as a human. Her jaguar was always on alert in a rainforest, yet she didn’t feel the warning until Luiz alerted. Suddenly, she was very certain there were eyes on them. All along, she had thought the threat emanated from Luiz, but now she felt that same warning blaring through her body, her cells going on alert. Luiz hadn’t been the threat. There was something else out there watching them.


“We’ve stayed here too long. I’m going to take you to my home. I don’t stay there, but you’ll be safe and able to rest. Tomorrow evening I will take you to meet Dominic and Solange.”


She looked carefully around. “Something is out there.” She was absolutely certain she’d felt the danger all along and attributed it to Luiz.


“A male jaguar. He’s been creeping closer for the last fifteen minutes. He was stalking you as I came up on you. I warned him off, but he didn’t leave.”


That had been the sawing roar she’d heard. Luiz telling the jaguar to back off. It hadn’t.


“Is he animal or shifter? Is it possible for you to tell the difference?” She didn’t think she could, but it was clear Luiz was at home in the rainforest. He’d lived his entire life there. He certainly could have developed a way to tell. Scent didn’t give it away, and she didn’t know any other way that might discern the difference unless she . . . Her hand crept up to cover the amulet she always wore against her skin.


“Yes, I can even identify him specifically. His name is Percy Rios. I’ve had my eyes on him for some time. He’s been prowling around very close to Dominic and Solange’s territory. Solange has relatives who visit her often. In fact, they’re expected very soon. Juliette Sangria, her cousin, is lifemate to Riordan De La Cruz. They’re on their way. Her cousin Jasmine is married to Jubal Sanders. Both women and Jasmine’s daughter, Sandrine, are jaguar.”


“And you think this Percy Rios is looking to acquire one of them for himself.” She made it a statement.


“He’s stalking you.”


That was his answer? That made no sense. “How would he know I’m a jaguar shifter?” She wasn’t challenging his judgment so much as really needing to know. She thought she’d come prepared, but she was fast learning she didn’t know the first thing about the environment or the species she’d been born into.


“You smell like a female shifter.”


She winced. She didn’t like the sound of that. “That’s just lovely.” Her voice dripped with sarcasm.


He didn’t so much as smile. She had the feeling emotions like humor or sarcasm were lost on him. There was no faint smile in his eyes. Nothing at all. No emotion. Just those flat, cold eyes that were so intense that although they felt like ice, the ice burned wherever his gaze touched.


“No disrespect intended, Sarika. Were you aware Sarika was your mother’s name?”


She had been, but her aunt and uncle had never really talked about her mother, other than to mention in passing that her birth father had named her after her mother.


Luiz’s attention appeared to be centered solely on her, but Sarika knew it wasn’t so. He no longer scanned their surroundings for evidence of the male jaguar. He knew exactly where the large predator was. Deliberately, she raised her face to the canopy and inhaled the scent of flowers, shrubs, trees and the forest floor. Along with those scents came the information on the multitude of wildlife around them.


The jaguar male had to be downwind, but she caught enough hints of him being close enough to raise the alarm. She couldn’t pinpoint his exact position.


“How do you know where he is?”


“I smell him as well.”


“He’s downwind,” she protested. “He has to be, or I would smell him.”


Luiz didn’t look impatient, but she felt his impatience. “I am not only a jaguar shifter, I am also Carpathian. We will discuss what Carpathians are once I have you safe in my home.”


Did that mean Carpathians could smell even better than shifters? Carpathians were born in the Carpathian Mountains, weren’t they? He wasn’t making any sense. She could believe that he was of another species entirely. Was that what he was implying? That Carpathians were another species? It wouldn’t be so difficult to believe, after all—no one would ever believe in shifters, yet she was one.


Luiz Silva De La Cruz was her only living relative. She wanted to have a decent relationship with him. It made no sense that she was irritated with him. What had he said or done to cause her to be so nervous in his presence?


“I have all my things in my backpack,” she announced, deciding to risk it. She hadn’t come all this way to be a coward.


“I will carry you. It will be much faster that way.”









CHAPTER
2


True black is the absence of light,” Tomas Smolnycki told his brothers, Mataias and Lojos. “Technically, it isn’t a color.”


Mataias gave an exaggerated sigh. “At least you aren’t lecturing us on saving the rainforest and all its inhabitants.”


“That’s coming,” Lojos warned. “You know how he is.”


The three were triplets. Tomas and Lojos nearly always had opposite points of view, and Mataias was the peacemaker. Down through the centuries, their discussions had become habit more than anything else. By taking different sides of an argument, they were able to look at situations completely rather than just one-sidedly. They always gave input on every subject to one another. Many times, throughout the centuries, those varying points of view had saved their lives.


“I find, as the years go by,” Tomas said, “that the two of you are becoming more contrary than ever. And perhaps you’re losing your faculties. Slipping just a bit.”


“It makes no sense that, as Carpathian hunters who have lost the ability to see color, we see gray and not black, if black is the absence of color,” Lojos said.


“He does have a point, Tomas,” Mataias pointed out. “We do not have the side of our souls that provides light. We are wholly dark and without color or emotion other than remembered, so how is it we see in gray rather than in black?”


Tomas heaved a sigh. “Seriously? Because we see in gray versus black doesn’t negate the fact that black isn’t truly a color. It’s the absence of light.”


“So you say,” Lojos said.


“It’s a science-based fact. I didn’t just make it up,” Tomas said.


“Everything with you is supposedly science based,” Lojos protested. “How many times, over the centuries we’ve been alive, has science proven itself wrong? Everyone is told one thing as absolute fact, and then a century later someone disproves that theory, because it turns out it wasn’t a fact after all. It was a theory.”


Tomas paused in his argument to take a slow, careful scan of the dark forest around them. We’re being stalked. He used the telepathic communication the three brothers had used for centuries. Three in the trees ahead. Three coming up behind us. Three in root systems of the trees to our left and right.


He continued their conversation in a mild, even tone. “You probably are still going to give me your ridiculous theory on why the earth is flat, not round.”


It isn’t Justice. Mataias named the beast they hunted. He wasn’t quite vampire. At least as far as they could ascertain. He was more. Much more dangerous than a vampire—or a Carpathian hunter. Justice had been one of the legendary ancients, the one about which stories were handed down through the centuries.


“It wasn’t my ridiculous theory,” Lojos objected aloud, not giving away the fact that they knew they were being hunted. “I merely told you about it.”


Do you think it is possible Justice recruited the undead to stop us? Lojos asked his brothers, staying to the telepathic means of communication when asking pertinent questions. He knows we’re on his trail, and he knows we won’t stop until he is dead—or we are.


“You did defend it,” Mataias contributed.


We don’t yet know what he’s capable of, Tomas answered. I wouldn’t think he would have had the time. Nicu went to warn the prince and to help guard him, but we set out immediately after Justice. But again, we don’t know his full capabilities.


Tomas was several steps ahead of his brothers, taking the lead, which he normally did when they were hunting the undead. He was the bait. A man wrapped up in his philosophical discussion and seemingly unaware of his surroundings. Tomas always looked the part of a scholar when he became the bait.


The triplets wore their chestnut-colored hair long and pulled back at the nape of their necks. All three had peculiar aquamarine-colored eyes. Tomas had teardrop-shaped scarring from the edge of his hairline to his jaw on his right side. Sometimes, like now, when he wanted to lull his opponents into a false sense of security, he wore black-framed glasses to enhance the first impression of being an easy target.


The three in the tree roots are beginning to grow restless. They haven’t gotten the command from their master to attack, but they won’t be able to hold much longer, Mataias warned.


Tomas gave a fleeting thought to the possibility that Justice had turned vampire and had recruited these lesser vampires. He had no doubt that when Justice turned, he wouldn’t go through the disorienting stage most Carpathians did when first turning.


The brothers had hunted the vampire for so many centuries it seemed like child’s play to them. In the world of Carpathians, they had a certain reputation, but all three knew from their vast experience that battling vampires was a dangerous business. Not that they thought about the danger. It was their job. They gave little thought to wounds, mortal or otherwise.


They were Carpathians, ancient hunters of the vampire. Throughout the long centuries, even their prey had changed, developing the ability to band together and fight as a unit. That hadn’t changed the ultimate goal for the hunters—keeping others safe from the undead. It did, however, change strategies. They learned from each battle.


“I wasn’t defending such a ludicrous theory, I was merely informing you so you had ideas to make your head explode,” Lojos informed his brothers. “We’ve traveled the world numerous times, and we’ve never fallen off the edge.”


“We’ve never even come to an edge,” Mataias said. “Seriously, Lojos, how would you ever endorse such an idiotic theory?”


Tomas didn’t look skyward, but he began to build a storm, the dark clouds drifting across the sky, slowly blotting out the stars and moon. In a few of the darker clouds, veins of lightning sparked jagged lines, coloring the dark gray with a lighter shade.


“Are you going to deliberately misunderstand me, adding to the discussion on the world being round or flat? There are numerous theories. If Tomas wants to play the part of the mad scientist, then I think he should be aware of every theory before he decides which one he ascribes to.”


The earth is shuddering. Those attempting to conceal themselves in the roots are poisoning the ground, Lojos warned the others.


Perhaps it is best to draw them out. I had hoped to wait until they are surrounding us completely and we know exactly where their master is, Tomas replied.


You do like things easy, Mataias said.


As easy and as efficient as possible, Tomas agreed.


He deliberately allowed his hand to brush against the thorny bark of one of the tall kapok trees. The spines, or conical thorns, gave the giant tree a menacing appearance. It was also perfect to feign cutting one’s hand carelessly as many visitors to the rainforest did. A Carpathian wouldn’t have gotten cut, but if he did, he would have closed the wound immediately.


Tomas had assumed the role of a professor, one he was quite familiar with. Swearing, he brought his injured palm to his mouth and then shook it as if it stung. As he did, he flung tiny droplets of blood into the air. Improbably, at that precise moment, a breeze seemed to drop through the canopy, setting off several small eddies of leaves and twigs on the forest floor. At the same time, that slight wind dispersed the drops of blood throughout the air. The droplets appeared like tiny rubies glittering in the weird streak of light that shone through the canopy.


Mataias kept his hand close to his chest as he manipulated the still air, producing the slight breeze that would send his brother’s ancient Carpathian blood straight to the concealed vampires. No vampire, not even a master, could resist the lure of ancient blood. He had stepped in front of Tomas, right into the pathway of the three vampires concealed just ahead of them, ready to spring their ambush.


Lojos paused for a moment, bending down on the pretext of tying his boot, putting his body right in the middle of the three trees whose root systems housed the eager vampires. Deliberately, he didn’t look at the jutting fins of roots, rather fussed over meticulously tying the cords on his boot as if to tighten them.


Tomas dropped back from his brothers, putting his hand to his mouth as if the stinging wound could be soothed that way. In truth, his healing saliva closed the tiny laceration. He stood swaying a little, looking around him at the trees and shrubs, studiously avoiding looking behind him.


Evil had a smell. A presence. The undead weren’t simply pure evil; they were abominations. Nature shrank from contact with them. Their poisonous touch caused every living thing to wither and die. The ground groaned and trembled when their feet touched it. Trees split in two. The leaves and fronds on brush and fern turned black and broke apart. The undead delighted in killing. It mattered little if it was plants, wildlife or human. They lived for cruel torture and the destruction of all living things.


Movement in the roots. The three are emerging, Tomas warned Lojos. I still haven’t located their master.


Tomas, like his brothers, was pragmatic about not always knowing exactly what they were up against—or who. It mattered little. Over the centuries, they had been forced to battle and dispose of friends, and even family. Cousins. They had learned from experience that vampires could not be recovered. The Carpathian they once had been was long gone—dead to their world. It was only an evil entity left behind in a rotting body.


The trees shivered and shook. Leaves tumbled to the ground as branches cracked ominously, splitting apart so that dark, poisonous sludge oozed in thick streams down trunks. The large fin-shaped roots shuddered and creaked in protest. The ground rippled, then rolled and pitched as if trying to dislodge something foul from its depths.


Lojos stood slowly, turning to face the three vampires as they emerged from the root system and spread out in an attempt to surround him. Long tongues, like those of lizards, darted out in an attempt to capture the droplets of blood that had been dispersed in the air. The three were dressed similarly, in dark trousers and lighter shirts. To Lojos, they appeared in shades of gray. Their attire didn’t impress him any more than their hair. They looked as if they wore ill-fitting wigs.


The strange thing was their faces were oddly familiar. Or at least, they had the appearance of being triplets—triplets that imitated Lojos and his brothers’ features. They didn’t come close by any means, but the resemblance was there—faintly, but there. To his knowledge, they didn’t have cousins who were triplets.


Take a look at these three, he advised his brothers. Do they remind you of anyone?


Change your appearance, Lojos, Tomas ordered. All of us should. They look too much like us for it to be coincidence. Try to engage them in conversation. We need to know what they’re up to.


Does our hair look like that? Mataias asked.


I certainly hope not, Tomas said. That hair is more appalling than their twisted faces. Surely, we don’t look as bad as that lot.


If we do, our brethren should have warned us, Lojos said.


Tomas turned away from the three vampires to face the new ones hurrying behind them to seal off any retreat. They emerged from three different locations, their attire far too similar to the three accosting Lojos. Only their faces and hair were different. He stared at them for a moment, aware that their appearance had thrown him off.


When he had advised his brothers to change their appearance, he had done the same. Looking at the three vampires rushing to cut him off from the others, had it been possible for him to feel astonishment, he would have. Not wanting his brothers to turn from their tasks, he sent them images of the three he faced.


The vampire on his left wore his atrocious hair falling to his waist in what appeared to be a bird’s nest of tangles. Worse, clumps were missing from his scalp, while other places had far too much hair shooting up in a ridiculous manner like sprouts.


He is definitely attempting to look like Benedek. He named an ancient they had been traveling with a week earlier. Thank the stars we know Benedek’s hair is not so hideous.


Good grief. Why would they want to appear as such buffoons? Lojos asked.


Look at this one, Tomas advised, showing the vampire approaching from his right. His hair is worse than Benedek the imposter. He sent the image of the vampire to his brothers. He must be imitating Petru.


Petru was another ancient who had found his lifemate in the hills above Dellys, Algeria, on the Mediterranean Sea.


His hair is exploding out of his head like a whitish-gray pelt found from roadkill, Mataias observed. Good grief, you don’t suppose he ran across a dead animal and tried to use its fur for hair?


What has hair that long? Lojos asked. And why is it lopsided on him?


I do wish I could take a quick picture and send it to Petru, Tomas said. He held up his hand to stop the rush of the three vampires. “Hold. I recognize you as our legendary ancients.” He did his best to pour awe and respect into his voice.


The three imposters stumbled to a halt, giving him time to show the last image to his brothers, that of the vampire who had been heading straight at him. This one is a very poor replica of Nicu. His hair is likely supposed to be black—you know, that absence of color. Looks gray to me and as if it has never been washed. I swear there are maggots in it.


“I am here with my traveling companions hunting vampire. We never expected to run into ancients such as yourselves.”


My adversaries have arrived, Mataias said, sending the images to his brothers. Again, they are impersonating ancients. The three had stumbled to a halt as Mataias bowed low in greeting.


The first image Mataias sent his brothers was of a vampire with a face that could have been that of one of their ancient brethren, Dragomir. Dragomir had found his lifemate, Emeline, and certainly hadn’t turned vampire. The horrendous display of hair on his head was nearly Tomas’ downfall. Tomas wished he had a real sense of humor. By staying together, the triplets had retained a semblance of humor. It was more remembered than real, but he knew the situation and the appearances of the vampires impersonating ancients would have been hysterically funny. He was definitely going to keep the images in his head so that when he came across his friends, he could show them.


The fake Dragomir’s hair was parted in the middle and slicked back from his head with some oily substance. Several chunks hung from the scalp as if the vampire had used a toupee and haphazardly glued it in place.


The second vampire Mataias faced was no doubt meant to be Valentin Zhestokly. He resided in the United States, as did Dragomir. Val’s lifemate, too young to claim, lived in San Diego, and the Carpathian hunter would never leave her without his protection. The body was nearly emaciated, and again, the hair was atrocious. Only aspects of the face allowed them to recognize who the vampire was attempting to be.


The third vampire was no doubt meant to be Ferro, another ancient who had found his lifemate, Elisabeta, and resided in the States.


Any ideas on why they would be impersonating ancients? Lojos asked.


It would have to be their master’s idea, Tomas mused.


Justice, then? He would know every ancient, although not what happened to them or where they would be, Mataias ventured.


Tomas kept his attention centered on the three vampires, who were sniffing the air and testing it with long, chameleonlike tongues. The reptiles could have tongues up to forty-seven inches in length, and the tongues testing the air for droplets of Carpathian blood seemed that long or longer.


He gave a short bow toward the three vampire imposters cutting him off from his brothers, doing his best to appear respectful and not quite bright. “What service may we offer you?” he asked.


The three imposters exchanged gleeful looks. The one pretending to be Benedek answered in a voice that was more a growl than an actual voice. “We have been hunting these long nights and are near starving after our battles.”


“Offer freely of your healing blood, brother,” the imposter Petru said eagerly.


You believe Justice has finally turned vampire? Mataias asked.


Tomas hoped not. It would be difficult enough to track and kill the beast, let alone a combination of beast and vampire, but his reluctance had nothing to do with that. He would do his duty to his people and humanity without question. Justice was a legendary Carpathian. He had followed his code of honor for more centuries than any other. In the end, he had sacrificed his life and sanity for his brethren, saving them and condemning himself to a torturous existence in the very bowels of hell.


It is possible he has turned vampire, but more likely he persuaded the nine to impersonate ancients to throw us off. After all those centuries of living by his code of honor, Tomas believed Justice might be insane, but he doubted if he would become vampire. Maybe he just wanted to believe there was still hope for his brothers and himself.


To what purpose? Lojos asked. What would he believe he could gain from such a parody?


A delaying tactic? Tomas ventured.


We do not know it is Justice, Mataias said. If it isn’t and a master vampire is close, we will have to be prepared for his attack.


It was unnecessary advice—they had been battling vampires for centuries—but those continual reminders aided them in never becoming complacent.


The imposters spread out, circling each of the ancients, sniffing the air, trying to find the trail to the elusive scent of ancient blood. They swayed back and forth, long, hard nails clicking together, feet stomping into the ground in a locking pattern very familiar to the ancient hunters.


“Come to me,” the Benedek imposter ordered. “Give me your blood to sustain me on these endless hunts.”


Obediently, Tomas bent his head toward his wrist as he stumbled forward two steps and appeared to trip. At once, the three vampires rushed him.


Out of the corner of his eye he observed the three vampires nearest Lojos swaying and chanting, their hands in the air.


A locking spell, Lojos, he warned.


His brother would recognize the mesmerizing patterns the imposters created to hold Lojos in place, making it less dangerous for them to approach, but the warning would serve to remind his brothers, as well as himself, of the various tricks vampires often used.


The three vampires facing Mataias didn’t bother with niceties or pretending to be civil. They rushed the ancient, confident they had him trapped and helpless.


Tomas slid across the ground seconds before the three imposters reached him. As he did, he targeted the legs of fake Benedek, hitting at full speed with centuries of experience striking his target. He knew exactly where to hit on the body to do the most damage. His heels slammed into Benedek’s knees, shattering them. It only takes eighty pounds of pressure to break a kneecap. He applied far more than that.


He moved with lightning speed. As Benedek began to topple, screaming and shrieking, Tomas drove his fist into the imposter’s chest, fingers seeking the withered, desiccated organ. The momentum of the heavy body crashing to the ground aided him in dragging the decayed heart from the chest. He leapt behind the writhing, cursing vampire and simultaneously tossed the heart into the air while calling down the lightning.


The jagged bolt answered his summons, piercing the blackened heart dead center as it tumbled from the sky. The trajectory of the bolt continued, unerringly finding the Benedek imposter, reducing him to tiny ashes.


In the ensuing shocked silence, Tomas streaked through the air straight at the vampire impersonating Petru. The vampire hadn’t even fully turned to try to comprehend or react to what had happened in the mere seconds it had taken Tomas to destroy fake Benedek. Tomas slammed his fist through the rib cage, found the withered heart with strong fingers and began to extract it.


Imposter Petru shrieked and buried his talons into Tomas’ chest, ripping great gouges of flesh away—or he tried to. Tomas had armor in the thin material of his clothing, a kind of natural silk that was strong enough to break the thick talons the vampire was trying to use against him.


There was no way to stop the acid blood pouring over his hand and forearm as Tomas extracted the heart. The acid burned through flesh and muscle straight to the bone. Tomas cut off all feeling of pain and jerked the heart free, swinging fake Petru’s body around as he did so in order to place the vampire between him and the one impersonating Nicu.


The shrunken heart made a terrible sucking sound as it was extracted from the body. The sound accompanied the earsplitting screams of the vampire as he thrashed and fought to get away from Tomas. Tomas shoved his body into the imposter Nicu as he threw the heart into the air and called down the lightning.


Black blood spurted onto the fake Nicu’s chest and face, thousands of parasites wiggling over him as the vampire impersonating Petru fell backward. Nicu landed on him, face down, screaming and beating at the vampire, tearing at him with his teeth.


Lightning incinerated the heart in midair and jumped to the jerking, thrashing body just as Nicu shoved him off and to one side. Foul smoke rose in clouds as the body blackened and turned to ash.


The imposter Nicu rolled and rolled to get away from the burning vampire, yelling for his master the entire time. He spun around onto his belly, digging claws into the ground as he tried to crawl away from Tomas.


Tomas leapt after him with lightning speed, landing on his back, driving him into the ground, knees planted firmly as he drove his fist through bone and muscle to find the heart. It was a much more difficult route going in through a vampire’s back, but Tomas had perfected the technique over the centuries, and he was relentless.


Ignoring the way the vampire’s body contorted in an attempt to shift, Tomas pushed his fist deeper in an effort to extract the heart. He had disposed of the first two vampires in record time. Not two minutes had gone by, and he’d killed two of the undead. The shock value was apparent, disorienting all the vampires who had been expecting easy prey.


The vampire imitating Nicu continued to scream for aid, and in answer, vines of thorns burst through the soil to stab into Tomas’ legs and shoulders, anywhere the venomous plants could reach. While trying to pull Tomas off the imposter Nicu, the vines had no way of knowing which body was which. They stabbed and wrapped up Nicu right along with Tomas. The fact that the master vampire had answered the call for aid gave Tomas a direction.


He didn’t flinch or try to remove the vicious vines, but he immediately shared with his brothers the impression of where the master might be concealed.


He is closer than expected. As always, he was steady and calm. No one would ever have known he was being attacked, the vines trying to imprison him.


The thorns are acting as needles. Be careful of these vines. Stay away from the ground if at all possible. The vines themselves seem to be tubes.


The thorns stabbed at him over and over in an effort to penetrate his armor.


Clearly, the goal is getting my blood, not aiding this foul one the master has tied me to. What he did not consider is that those tubes are easily followed right back to him.


He does not expect you to live, Lojos said. It still hasn’t occurred to him that he is dealing with some of the ancients he had his minions impersonate.


Is it time to allow him to see who we are? Mataias asked.


Tomas didn’t look at his brothers. He was well aware each of them was fighting the three vampires who had targeted them. Ignoring the black blood coating his arm and fist, Tomas relentlessly stayed to his goal.


My vote would be to hold off until I dispose of this one and am able to hunt their master. When he realizes we are ancients, he may run, he said.


I think that would be best as well, Mataias agreed. Lojos?


I’m all for waiting.


Tomas turned his full attention to extracting the heart. He managed to get his fingers around the pulsing organ and began to remove his fist from the chest. The vampire did his best to slam his head against Tomas’ forehead, but the vines holding him prisoner didn’t allow for much movement.


The thorns penetrated the vampire’s arms and legs. The insidious vines wrapped around imposter Nicu’s neck and began to pull tight while the thorns stabbed him everywhere. Each time those vines tried to curl around Tomas’ neck and chest, he countered with flames hot enough to force them to retreat. It was a delicate balance, allowing the vines to wrap the vampire up and yet keep himself free of the worst of them.


The moment he extracted the heart, he tossed it in the air and called down the lightning. Then he summoned his dragon.


Tomas had created the dragon from stone and given it a color that allowed the huge reptilian to fade into the background just as Tomas and his brothers were capable of doing. Tomas’ dragon was colored phantom violet.


The creature was aggressive when it came to protecting Tomas and fighting vampires. It loved the battle. Where Tomas didn’t feel emotions, his dragon did.


The dragon’s secret name was Kinta, meaning “mist of fog.” He thought the name was very appropriate. With his brothers, he had created stone dragons for several children when they needed them to fly them to safety. After that, the children would fly their dragons for fun, learning combat through games. The more they were on the dragons, the more the creatures came to life. It had been the same with Kinta.


His dragon was a fierce opponent. He had learned from sharing Tomas’ combat skills as well as consulting with other dragons they had run across in their travels. The dragon exploded out of the sky, roaring with rage, shaking the ground and letting loose a steady stream of flames over the vines. As the vines shriveled into long blackened threads, dropping away from Tomas, the dragon began to dig deeper into the soil, uncovering the tubular roots, which he proceeded to ignite.


Tomas could see the long, exposed roots leading deeper into the forest. He took a moment to bathe his arms and hands in the white-hot lightning to remove the acid from his body. There were two punctures where the vines had managed to get in between his armor to penetrate, which meant he would have to rid himself of parasites. That could wait. Now, he had to follow those tubular roots back to the master vampire.


He swung onto the back of his dragon, and Kinta immediately rose, using his powerful wings to lift them from the ground. Tomas didn’t have to give Kinta orders; the violet dragon was connected to him and knew what Tomas wanted. Tomas never discounted Kinta’s input; he had learned battle technique and strategy from the few ancient dragons still existing. Those dragons had been willing to share knowledge, and Kinta had taken full advantage.


Tomas caught sight of Lojos below him. Lojos was a direct fighter. He always took the battle straight to his opponent. Watching him, at first one would think there was little finesse, but Lojos was poetry in motion. There was a distinct artistry to the way he took down his enemies. He might rush them without saying a word, using blurring speed and going straight for his prey, but when one slowed down the way he moved and actually studied it, Lojos flowed across the ground. There was no wasted movement. Tomas had always admired the way Lojos conducted himself in a fight.


One vampire was incinerated, and Lojos was elbow-deep in the second of his enemies’ chests. He kept the imposter resembling himself between him and the vampire that faintly resembled Mataias. Kinta blasted a trail of fire between Lojos and the remaining vampire.


The fake Lojos slammed his fist into the real Lojos’ chest, racing to try to extract his heart before the hunter could slay him. The imposter shrieked his hatred, the sound echoing through the forest. The birds in the canopy lifted from the branches, taking to the sky, and monkeys called hysterically to one another in warning. The floor erupted with hundreds of scorpions crawling out of the decaying vegetation to rush Lojos.


Out of the trees, a second dragon, one colored an ever-changing green, charged. One moment it was part of the jungle, and then the nearly transparent dragon shimmered like a phantom, almost impossible to spot even as it streaked toward Lojos.


Tomas continued forward to check on Mataias, knowing Lojos’ dragon, Fantoma, would aid him—not that Lojos needed it. Tomas had every confidence in his brother’s ability to win against any odds.


Mataias was the thinker of the family. The calm strategist. His brain worked at top speed, and he went through each move dozens of times in a rapid evaluation of any situation. Having been born first, he was the one who led his brothers. He took his role seriously, the same way he did everything in his life, including taking down their enemies. He was methodical and relentless. Mataias appeared to be the most laid-back of the triplets, but he was lethal as hell.


At the moment, he was engaged in a battle with all three vampires. The imposters looked ludicrous beside Tomas’ brother. Mataias appeared strong and fit against the undead, who were trying to tear his body apart. He moved in a circular fashion, almost a balletic dance, a beautiful, deadly tango. He moved in and around the three vampires, striking first at one and then at the other, so fast and smooth, he couldn’t seem to be touched.


The frustration level of the undead engaging with Mataias reached a fever pitch. All three shrieked and cursed at Mataias as he moved in and out and around them, each time inflicting damage on the vampires. That was his brother’s methodical fighting technique, whether there was one or multiple he was up against. He was constantly in motion, never giving the vampires time to set themselves.


Tomas leaned over the neck of his dragon to study the forest floor and the exposed tubes running from the vines toward the interior. The tubes suddenly disappeared as the earth erupted into dozens of wildly spinning mini-cyclones. The leaves and dirt and debris were thrown into the air, temporarily blinding him. When the vegetation settled, there wasn’t a single sign of roots or the thorny plants.









CHAPTER
3


Wait.” Sarika held up one hand defensively. “I don’t understand.” Her cousin was going to carry her? Like a sack of potatoes through the jungle? She’d been told many things about her looks, including that she looked ethereal at times, but she’d never been called fragile. She wasn’t a delicate hothouse flower. “I find that offer rather insulting. I’ve traveled all over the world on my own and managed to get through every jungle I was in by walking on my own two feet.”
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