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        CHAPTER ONE

      


      The woman looked completely out of place in her pristine white blouse and tailored ivory pants. Long, coffee-dark hair cascaded over her shoulders in thick waves, not a single strand disturbed by the moist haze that hung in the air of the forest. She was wearing tall elegant heels, which hadn’t seemed to keep her from climbing up a wooded path that had the other hikers around her huffing in the humid July heat.


      At the crest of the steep incline, she waited in the shade of a bulky, moss-covered rock formation, unblinking as half a dozen tourists passed her by, some of them snapping pictures of the overlook beyond. They didn’t notice her. But then, most people couldn’t see the dead.


      Dylan Alexander didn’t want to see her either.


      She hadn’t encountered a dead woman since she was twelve years old. That she would see one now, twenty years later and in the middle of the Czech Republic, was more than a little startling. She tried to ignore the apparition, but as Dylan and her three traveling companions made their way up the path, the woman’s dark eyes found her and rooted on her.


      You see me.


      Dylan pretended not to hear the static-filled whisper that came from the ghost’s unmoving lips. She didn’t want to acknowledge the connection. She’d gone so long without one of these weird encounters that she’d all but forgotten what it was like.


      Dylan had never understood her strange ability to see the dead. She’d never been able to trust it or control it. She could stand in the middle of a cemetery and see nothing, then suddenly find herself up close and personal with one of the departed, as she was here in the mountains about an hour outside Prague.


      The ghosts were always female. Generally youthful-looking and vibrant, like the one who stared at her now with an unmistakable desperation in her exotic, deep brown gaze.


      You must hear me.


      The statement was tinged with a rich, Hispanic accent, the tone pleading.


      ‘Hey, Dylan. Come here and let me get a picture of you next to this rock.’


      The sound of a true, earthly voice jolted Dylan’s attention away from the beautiful dead woman standing in the nearby arch of weathered sandstone. Janet, a friend of Dylan’s mother, Sharon, dug into her backpack and pulled out a camera. The summer tour to Europe was Sharon’s idea; it would have been her last great adventure, but the cancer came back in March and the final round of chemotherapy several weeks ago had left her too weak to travel. More recently, Sharon had been in and out of the hospital with pneumonia, and at her insistence Dylan had taken the trip in her place.


      ‘Gotcha,’ Janet said, clicking off a shot of Dylan and the towering pillars of rock in the wooded valley below. ‘Your mom sure would love this place, honey. Isn’t it breathtaking?’


      Dylan nodded. ‘We’ll e-mail her the pictures tonight when we get back to the hotel.’


      She led her group away from the rock, eager to leave the whispering, otherworldly presence behind. They walked down a sloping ridge, into a stand of thin-trunked pines growing in tight formation. Russet leaves and conifer needles from seasons past crushed on the damp path underfoot. It had rained that morning, topped off with a sweltering heat that kept many of the area’s tourists away.


      The forest was quiet, peaceful … except for the awareness of ghostly eyes following Dylan’s every step deeper into the woods.


      ‘I’m so glad your boss let you have the time off to come with us,’ added one of the women from behind her on the path. ‘I know how hard you work at the paper, making up all those stories—’


      ‘She doesn’t make them up, Marie,’ Janet chided gently. ‘There’s got to be some truth in Dylan’s articles or they couldn’t print them. Isn’t that right, honey?’


      Dylan scoffed. ‘Well, considering that our front page usually runs at least one alien abduction or demonic possession account, we don’t tend to let facts get in the way of a good story. We publish entertainment pieces, not hard-hitting journalism.’


      ‘Your mom says you’re going to be a famous reporter one day,’ Marie said. ‘A budding Woodward or Bernstein, that’s what she says.’


      ‘That’s right,’ Janet put in. ‘You know, she showed me an article you wrote during your first newspaper job fresh out of college – you were covering some nasty murder case upstate. You remember, don’t you, honey?’


      ‘Yeah,’ Dylan said, navigating them toward another massive cluster of soaring sandstone towers that rose out of the trees. ‘I remember. But that was a long time ago.’


      ‘Well, no matter what you do, I know that your mom is very proud of you,’ Marie said. ‘You’ve brought a lot of joy into her life.’


      Dylan nodded, struggling to find her voice. ‘Thanks.’


      Both Janet and Marie worked with her mother at the runaway center in Brooklyn. Nancy, the other member of their travel group, had been Sharon’s best friend since high school. All three of the women had become like extended family to Dylan in the past few months. Three extra pairs of comforting arms, which she was really going to need if she ever lost her mom.


      In her heart, Dylan knew it was more a matter of when than if.


      For so long, it had been just the two of them. Her father had been absent since Dylan was a kid, not that he’d been much of a father when he was present. Her two older brothers were gone too, one of them dead in a car accident, the other having cut all family ties when he joined the service years ago. Dylan and her mom had been left to pick up the pieces, and so they had, each there to lift the other one up when she was down, or to celebrate even the smallest triumphs.


      Dylan couldn’t bear to think of how empty her life would be without her mom.


      Nancy came up and gave Dylan a warm, if sad, smile. ‘It means the world to Sharon that you would experience the trip for her. You’re living it for her, you know?’


      ‘I know. I wouldn’t have missed it for anything.’


      Dylan hadn’t told her travel companions – or her mother – that taking off for two weeks on such short notice was probably going to cost her her job. Part of her didn’t really care. She hated working for the cut-rate tabloid anyway. She’d attempted to sell her boss on the idea that she was sure to return from Europe with some decent material – maybe a Bohemian Bigfoot story, or a Dracula sighting out of Romania.


      But selling bullshit to a guy who peddled it for a living was no easy task. Her boss had been pretty clear about his expectations: if Dylan left on this trip, she’d better come back with something big, or she didn’t need to come back at all.


      ‘Whooee, it’s hot up here,’ Janet said, sweeping her baseball cap off her short silver curls and running her palm over her brow. ‘Am I the only wimp in this crowd, or would anyone else like to rest for a little bit?’


      ‘I could use a break,’ Nancy agreed.


      She shrugged off her backpack and set it down on the ground beneath a tall pine tree. Marie joined them, moving off the path and taking a long pull from her water bottle.


      Dylan wasn’t the least bit tired. She wanted to keep moving. The most impressive climbs and rock formations were still ahead of them. They had only scheduled one day for this part of the trip, and Dylan wanted to cover as much ground as she could.


      And then there was the matter of the beautiful dead woman who now stood ahead of them on the path. She stared at Dylan, her energy fading in and out of visible form.


      See me.


      Dylan glanced away. Janet, Marie, and Nancy were seated on the ground, nibbling on protein bars and trail mix.


      ‘Want some?’ Janet asked, holding out a plastic zipper bag of dried fruit, nuts, and seeds.


      Dylan shook her head. ‘I’m too antsy to rest or eat right now. If you don’t mind, I think I’m going to take a quick look around on my own while you all hang out here. I’ll come right back.’


      ‘Sure, honey. Your legs are younger than ours after all. Just be careful.’


      ‘I will. Be back soon.’


      Dylan avoided the spot where the dead woman’s image flickered up ahead. Instead, she cut off the established trail and onto the densely wooded hillside. She walked for a few minutes, simply enjoying the tranquillity of the place. There was an ancient, wildly mysterious quality to the jutting peaks of sandstone and basalt. Dylan paused to take pictures, hoping she could capture some of the beauty for her mother to enjoy.


      Hear me.


      At first Dylan didn’t see the woman, only heard the broken-static sound of her spectral voice. But then, a flash of white caught her eye. She was farther up the incline, standing on a ridge of stone halfway up one of the steep crags.


      Follow me.


      ‘Bad idea,’ Dylan murmured, eyeing the tricky slope. The grade was fierce, the path uncertain at best. And even though the view from up there was probably spectacular, she really had no desire to join her ghostly new friend on the Other Side.


      Please … help him.


      Help him?


      ‘Help who?’ she asked, knowing the spirit couldn’t hear her.


      They never could. Communication with her kind was always a one-way street. They simply appeared when they wished, and said what they wished – if they spoke at all. Then, when it became too hard for them to hold their visible form, they just faded away.


      Help him.


      The woman in white started going transparent up on the mountainside. Dylan shielded her eyes from the hazy light pouring down through the trees, trying to keep her in sight. With a bit of apprehension, she began the trudge upward, using the tight growth of pines and beech to help her over the roughest of the terrain.


      By the time she clambered up onto the ridge where the apparition had been standing, the woman was gone. Dylan carefully walked the ledge of rock, and found that it was wider than it appeared from below. The sandstone was weathered dark from the elements, dark enough that a deep vertical slit in the rock had been invisible to her until now.


      It was from within that narrow wedge of lightless space that Dylan heard the detached, ghostly whisper once again.


      Save him.


      She looked around her and saw only wilderness and rock. There was no one up here. Now, not even a trace of the ethereal figure who lured her this far up the mountain alone.


      Dylan turned her head to look into the gloom of the rock’s crevice. She put her hand into the space and felt cool, damp air skate over her skin.


      Inside that deep black cleft, it was still and quiet.


      As quiet as a tomb.


      If Dylan was the type to believe in creepy folklore monsters, she might have imagined one could live in a hidden spot like this. But she didn’t believe in monsters, never had. Aside from seeing the occasional dead person, who’d never caused her any harm, Dylan was about as practical – even cynical – as could be.


      It was the reporter in her that made her curious to know what she might truly find inside the rock. Assuming you could trust the word of a dead woman, who did she think needed help? Was someone injured in there? Could someone have gotten lost way up here on this steep crag?


      Dylan grabbed a small flashlight from an outer pocket of her backpack. She shined it into the opening, noticing just then that there were vague chisel marks around and within the crevice, as if someone had worked to widen it. Although not any time recently, based on the weathered edges of the tool’s marks.


      ‘Hello?’ she called into the darkness. ‘Is anyone in here?’


      Nothing but silence answered.


      Dylan pulled off her backpack and carried it in one hand, her other hand wrapped around the slim barrel of her flashlight. Walking forward she could barely fit through the crevice; anyone larger than her would have been forced to go in sideways.


      The tight squeeze only lasted a short distance before the space angled around and began to open up. Suddenly she was inside the thick rock of the mountain, her light beam bouncing off smooth, rounded walls. It was a cave – an empty one, except for some bats rustling out of a disturbed sleep overhead.


      And from the look of it, the space was mostly man-made. The ceiling rose at least twenty feet over Dylan’s head. Interesting symbols were painted on each wall of the small cavern. They looked like some odd sort of hieroglyphics: a cross between bold tribal markings and interlocking, gracefully geometric patterns.


      Dylan walked closer to one of the walls, mesmerized by the beauty of the strange artwork. She panned the small beam of her flashlight to the right, breathless to find the elaborate decoration continuing all around her. She took a step toward the center of the cave. The toe of her hiking boot knocked into something on the earthen floor. Whatever it was clattered hollowly as it rolled away. Dylan swept her light over the ground and gasped.


      Oh, shit.


      It was a skull. White bone glowed against the darkness, the human head staring up at her with sightless, vacant sockets.


      If this was the him the dead woman wanted Dylan to help out, it looked like she got there about a hundred years too late.


      Dylan moved the light farther into the gloom, unsure what she was searching for, but too fascinated to leave just yet. The beam skidded over another set of bones – Jesus, more aged human remains scattered on the floor of the cave.


      Goose bumps prickled on Dylan’s arms from a draft that seemed to rise out of nowhere.


      And that’s when she saw it.


      A large rectangular block of stone sat on the other side of the darkness. More markings like the ones covering the walls were painted onto the carved bulk of the object.


      Dylan didn’t have to move closer to realize that she was looking at a crypt. A thick slab had been placed over the top of the tomb. It was moved aside, skewed slightly off the stone crypt as if pushed away by incredibly strong hands.


      Was someone – or something – laid to rest in there?


      Dylan had to know.


      She crept forward, flashlight gripped in suddenly perspiring fingers. A few paces away now, Dylan angled the beam into the opening of the tomb.


      It was empty.


      And for reasons she couldn’t explain, that thought chilled her even more than if she’d found some hideous corpse turning to dust inside.


      Over her head, the cave’s nocturnal residents were getting restless. The bats stirred, then bolted past her in a hurried rush of motion. Dylan ducked to let them pass, figuring she’d better get the hell out of there too.


      As she pivoted to find the crevice exit, she heard another rustle of movement. This one was bigger than bats, a low snarl of sound followed by a disturbance of loose rock somewhere in the cave.


      Oh, God. Maybe she wasn’t alone in here after all.


      The hairs at the back of her neck tingled and before she could remind herself that she didn’t believe in monsters, her heart started beating in overdrive.


      She fumbled around for the way out of the cave, her pulse jackhammering in her ears. By the time she found daylight, she was gasping for air. Her legs felt rubbery as she scrambled back down the ridge, then raced to rejoin her friends in the safety of the bright midday sun below.


      
         

      


      He’d been dreaming of Eva again.


      It wasn’t enough that the female had betrayed him in life – now, in her death, she invaded his mind while he slept. Still beautiful, still treacherous, she spoke to him of regret and how she wanted to make things right.


      All lies.


      Eva’s visiting ghost was only a part of Rio’s long slide into madness.


      His dead mate wept in his dreams, begging him to forgive her for the deception she’d orchestrated a year ago. She was sorry. She still loved him, and always would.


      She wasn’t real. Just a taunting reminder of a past he would be glad to leave behind.


      Trusting the female had cost him much. His face had been ruined in the warehouse explosion. His body was broken in places, still recovering from injuries that would have killed a mortal man.


      And his mind …?


      Rio’s sanity had been fracturing apart, bit by bit, worsening in the time he’d been holed up alone on this Bohemian mountainside.


      He could bring it all to a halt. As one of the Breed – a hybrid race of humans bearing vampiric, alien genes – he could drag himself into the sunlight and let the UV rays devour him. He’d considered doing just that, but there remained the task of closing the cave and destroying the damning evidence it contained.


      He didn’t know how long he’d been there. The days and nights, weeks and months, had at some point merged into an endless suspension of time. He wasn’t sure how it had happened. He’d arrived there with his brethren of the Order. The warriors had been on a mission to locate and destroy an old evil secreted away in the rocks centuries ago.


      But they were too late.


      The crypt was empty; the evil had already been freed.


      It was Rio who volunteered to stay behind and seal the cave while the others returned home to Boston. He couldn’t go back with them. He didn’t know where he belonged. He’d intended to find his own way – maybe go back to Spain, his homeland.


      That’s what he’d told the warriors who’d long been like brothers to him. But he hadn’t carried out any of his plans. He had delayed, tormented by indecision and the weight of the sin he’d been contemplating.


      In his heart, he’d known he had no intention of leaving this tomb. But he had put off the inevitable with weak excuses, waiting for the right time, the right conditions, for him to do what he had to do. But those excuses were just that. They only served to make the hours stretch into days, the days into weeks.


      Now, easily months later, he lurked in the darkness of the cave like the bats that inhabited the dank space with him. He no longer hunted, no longer had the desire to feed. He merely existed, conscious of his steady descent into a hell of his own making.


      For Rio, that descent had finally proven too much.


      Beside him on a hollowed-out ledge of rock ten feet up from the floor of the cave rested a detonator and a small cache of C-4. It was enough boom to seal up the hidden crypt forever. Rio intended to set it off that night … from the inside.


      Tonight, he would finish it.


      When his lethargic senses had roused him from a heavy sleep to warn him of an intruder, he’d thought it to be just another tormenting phantom. He caught the scent of a human – a young female, judging by the musky warmth that clung to her skin. His eyes peeled open in the dark, nostrils flaring to pull more of her fragrance into his lungs.


      She was no trick of his madness.


      She was flesh and blood, the first human to venture anywhere near the obscure mouth of the cave in all the time he’d been there. The woman shined a bright light around the cave, temporarily blinding him, even from his concealed position above her head. He heard her footsteps scuffing on the sandstone floor of the cavern. Heard her sudden gasp as she knocked into some of the skeletal litter left behind by the original occupant of the place.


      Rio shifted himself on the ledge, testing his limbs in preparation of a leap to the floor below. The stirring of the air disturbed the bats clinging to the ceiling. They flew out, but the woman remained. Her light traveled more of the cave, then came to rest on the tomb that lay open.


      Rio felt her curiosity chill toward fear as she neared the crypt. Even her human instincts picked up on the evil that had once slept in that block of stone.


      But she shouldn’t be there.


      Rio couldn’t let her see any more than she already had. He heard himself snarl as he moved on the rocky jut overhead. The woman heard it too. She tensed with alarm. The beam of her flashlight ricocheted crazily off the walls as she made a panicked search for the cave’s exit.


      Before Rio could command his limbs to move, she was already slipping away.


      She was gone.


      She’d seen too much, but soon it wouldn’t matter.


      Once night fell, there would be no further trace of the crypt, the cave, or of Rio himself.

    

  


  
    
      


      
        CHAPTER TWO

      


      Hidden Crypt Unlocks Secrets of an Ancient Civilization!


      Dylan scowled and held down the backspace key on her notebook computer. She needed a different title for the piece she was working on – something sexier, less National Geographic. She pecked out a second attempt, trying for something that would shout just as loudly from the newsstands as the latest Hollywood starlet in rehab story plastered on the front pages any given week.


      Ancient Human Sacrifices Discovered in Dracula’s Backyard!


      Yeah, that was better. The Dracula bit was a stretch since the Czech Republic was several hundred miles away from bloodthirsty Vlad Tepes’s place in Romania, but it was a start. Dylan stretched her legs out on her hotel room bed, balanced her computer in her lap, and began typing the first draft of her story.


      Two paragraphs into it, she stalled out. Pressed the backspace key until the page was blank again.


      The words simply weren’t coming. She couldn’t focus. The ghostly visitation she’d had on the mountain had put her on edge, but it was the phone call to her mother that really had Dylan distracted. Sharon had tried to sound cheerful and strong, telling her all about a river cruise fund-raiser the shelter was putting on in a few nights and how she looked forward to attending.


      After losing another girl to the street life recently – a young runaway named Toni, whom Sharon had really thought was going to make it – she had ideas for a new program she wanted to pitch to the runaway shelter’s founder, Mr Fasso. Sharon was hoping for a private audience with him, a man she had admitted on more than one occasion that she was a little infatuated with, to no one’s surprise, especially not her daughter’s.


      Where her mother was always ready – even eager – to fall in love, Dylan’s romantic life was a complete contrast. She’d had a handful of relationships, but nothing meaningful, and nothing she’d ever allowed to last. A cynical part of her doubted the entire concept of forever, despite her mother’s attempts to convince her that she would find it, someday, when she least expected it.


      Sharon was a free spirit with a big, open heart that had been stomped on far too often by unworthy men, and, now, by the unfairness of fate. Still, she kept smiling, kept soldiering on. She had been giggling as she confided in Dylan that she bought a new dress for the shelter’s cruise, which she chose for its flattering cut and the color that was so similar to Mr Fasso’s eyes. But even while Dylan joked with her mom not to flirt too outrageously with the reportedly handsome and evidently unmarried philanthropist, her heart was breaking.


      Sharon was trying to act her normal upbeat self, but Dylan knew her too well. There was an out-of-breath quality to her voice that couldn’t be explained away by the long distance phone service in the little Bohemian town of Jičín, where Dylan and her travel companions were spending the night. She’d only spoken with her mother for about twenty minutes, but when they hung up, Sharon had sounded thoroughly exhausted.


      Dylan exhaled a shaky sigh as she closed her computer and set it beside her on the narrow bed. Maybe she should have gone for beer and brats in the pub with Janet, Marie, and Nancy, instead of staying behind to work. She hadn’t felt much like socializing – still didn’t, in fact – but the longer she sat by herself in the tiny bunk room, the more aware she became of just how alone she truly was. The quiet made it hard to think about anything but the final, dreaded silence that was going to fill her life once her mother …


      Oh, God.


      Dylan wasn’t even prepared to let the word form in her mind.


      She swung her legs down off the bed and stood up. The first-floor window looking out over the street was open to let in some air, but Dylan felt stifled, suffocating. She lifted the glass wide and took a deep breath, watching as tourists and locals strolled past.


      And damn if the ethereal woman in white wasn’t out there too.


      She stood in the middle of the road, unfazed by the rush of cars and pedestrians all around her. Her image was translucent in the dark, her form far less delineated than it had been earlier that day, and dimming by the second. But her eyes were fixed on Dylan. The ghost didn’t speak this time, just stared with a bleak resignation that made Dylan’s chest ache.


      ‘Go away,’ she told the apparition under her breath. ‘I don’t know what you want from me, and I really can’t deal with you right now.’


      Some part of her scoffed at that, because with her job on the line like it was, maybe she shouldn’t be so eager to turn away visitors from the Other Side. Nothing would please her boss, Coleman Hogg, more than having a reporter on staff who could honest-to-God see dead people. Hell, the opportunistic bastard probably would insist on bankrolling a brand-new side business with her as the main attraction.


      Yeah, right. So not happening.


      She’d let one man exploit her for the peculiar, if unreliable, gift she’d been born with – and look how that had turned out. Dylan hadn’t seen her father since she was twelve years old. Bobby Alexander’s last words to his daughter as he drove out of town and out of her life for good had been a nasty string of profanity and open disgust.


      It had been one of the most painful days of Dylan’s life, but it had taught her a good hard lesson: there were precious few people you could trust, so if you wanted to survive, you’d better always look out for Number One.


      It was a philosophy that had served her well enough, the only exception being when it came to her mom. Sharon Alexander was Dylan’s rock, her sole confidante, and the only person she could ever truly count on. She knew all of Dylan’s secrets, all of her hopes and dreams. She knew all of her troubles and fears too … except one. Dylan was still trying to be brave for Sharon, too scared to let on to her about how petrified she was that the cancer had come back. She didn’t want to admit that fear just yet, or give it strength by speaking it out loud.


      ‘Shit,’ Dylan whispered irritably as her eyes began to sting with a warning of oncoming tears.


      She willed them into submission with the same steely control she’d been practicing most of her life. Dylan Alexander did not cry. She hadn’t since she was that brokenhearted, betrayed little girl watching her father speed off into the night.


      No, getting sloppy with self-pity and hurt never did her a lick of good. Anger was a much more useful coping method. And where anger failed, there were few things that couldn’t be fixed with a healthy dose of denial.


      Dylan turned away from the window and shoved her bare feet into her well-worn pair of trail shoes. Not trusting to leave her computer unattended in the room, she slipped the slim silver laptop into her messenger bag, grabbed her pocketbook, and headed out to find Janet and the others. Maybe a little company and chitchat wouldn’t be so bad after all.


      
         

      


      By dusk, most of the humans traipsing through the woods and along the mountain paths had gone. Now that it was fully dark outside the cave, there wasn’t a soul around to hear the explosion Rio was rigging to go off from within the lightless space of rock.


      He had just enough C-4 on hand to permanently seal the cave’s entrance, but not so much that he would bring the whole damn mountain down. Nikolai had thought to make sure of that before the Order had left Rio there to secure the site. Thank God for that, because Rio sure as hell didn’t trust his cracked brain to remember the particulars.


      He cursed sharply as he fumbled one of the tiny wires on the detonator. His vision was already starting to swim, irritating him even more. Sweat broke out on his brow, dampening the overlong hanks of hair that hung down into his eyes. With a snarl, he swept his hand over his face and up his scalp, staring fiercely at the lumps of pale explosive material in front of him.


      Did he stuff the blasting caps into the cakes yet?


      He couldn’t remember …


      ‘Focus, idiot,’ he berated himself, impatient over the idea of something that should come so easily to him – and had, before he’d gotten his bell rung in that warehouse back in Boston – should now take him literally hours to even get started.


      Add to that his body’s sluggishness from deprivation of vital blood and he was a real piece of work. A goddamn waste of space, that’s what he was.


      With a surge of self-hatred fueling him, Rio stuck his finger into one of the small puttylike blocks of C-4 and tore it open.


      Good. The charge was in there, just like it should be.


      It didn’t matter he couldn’t remember placing it there, or that based on the mangled appearance of another of the cakes, he’d probably gone through this very exercise at least once before. He gathered up the supply of C-4 and carried them into the narrow mouth of the cave. He packed them into carved niches in the sandstone, just like Niko had told him to do. Then he went back into the cavern to retrieve the detonator.


      Damn it!


      The wires on the thing were all fucked up.


      He had fucked them up. How? And when?


      ‘Son of a bitch!’ he roared, glaring down at the device, blind with a swift, sudden rage.


      He felt dizzy with anger, his head spinning so badly it buckled his knees. He went down on the hard ground like his body was made of lead. He heard the detonator skid into the dust somewhere, but he didn’t reach for it. His arms were too heavy and his head was weightless, his consciousness floating, detached from reality, like his mind wanted to separate from the wreck of the body that caged it and fly away to escape.


      A thick nausea pressed him down, and he knew if he didn’t work fast to get a hold of himself he was going to pass out.


      It had been foolish to stop hunting all those weeks ago. He was Breed. He needed human blood for strength, for life. Blood would help him to stave off the pain and madness. But he could no longer trust himself to hunt without killing. He’d come too close, too many times, since he’d arrived here on this towering forest crag.


      Too often on those few times he ventured out in hunger he’d nearly been seen by the humans living in the surrounding towns and villages. And since the explosion he’d survived in Boston a year ago, his was a face not soon forgotten.


      Maldecido.


      The word hissed at him from somewhere distant. Not the night outside, but from deep out of his past, in the language of his mother’s country.


      Manos del diablo.


      Comedor de la sangre.


      Monstruo.


      Even through the fog of his tormented mind, he recognized the epithets. Names he heard from his earliest childhood. Words that haunted him, even now.


      The cursed one.


      Devil’s hands.


      Blood-eater.


      Monster.


      And so he was, more now than ever. Ironic that his life would begin in hiding, skulking like an animal among the night-dark woodlands and hills … only to end much the same way.


      ‘Madre de Dios,’ he whispered as he made a feeble, but failed grab for the detonator. ‘Please … let me end it.’


      
         

      


      Dylan had barely set down her empty pilsner glass before another full one came to rest in front of her. It was the third round for the table since she’d arrived in the tavern and met up with her travel companions – this latest serving delivered with an extra-wide grin from the young man tending the bar.


      ‘With my compliments, ladies,’ he announced in thickly accented English, one of the few locals in the rural village who spoke anything more than Czech or German.


      ‘Oh, my goodness! Thank you, Goran,’ Janet exclaimed, giggling as she surrendered her empty for a fresh glass of frothy amber beer. ‘What a dear you are, telling us all about your lovely town and now bringing us free drinks. You really don’t have to do this.’


      ‘My pleasure,’ he murmured.


      His friendly brown eyes lingered the longest on Dylan, which she might have taken as a bigger compliment if her companions weren’t all qualified for AARP membership. Dylan herself probably had five to ten years on the boyishly handsome barkeep, but that didn’t stop her from working his obvious attraction to her best advantage.


      Not that she was interested in drinks or dating. It was Goran’s talk of the surrounding mountains and their various lore that held Dylan captivated. The young Czech had grown up in the area, and had spent a good amount of time exploring the very range where Dylan had been climbing that morning.


      ‘It’s so beautiful here,’ Nancy told him. ‘The tourist brochure didn’t lie; this truly is a paradise.’


      ‘And such a vast, unusual terrain,’ Marie added. ‘I think we’d need a whole month to see everything out there. Too bad we have to return to Prague tomorrow.’


      ‘Yes, that is too bad,’ Goran said, directing the comment at Dylan.


      ‘What about caves?’ She’d been trying to gather details for her story without being too conspicuous, knowing that the locals probably wouldn’t appreciate the fact that she’d ventured off the established trails to climb the mountains on her own. ‘I saw a few caves marked on our map, but I imagine there’s a lot more out there. Even some that haven’t been uncovered yet, stuff that’s not open to the public?’


      The young man nodded. ‘Oh, yes. There are maybe hundreds of caves and several abysses too. Most of them are still being documented.’


      ‘Dylan saw an old stone coffin in one of the caves today,’ Janet blurted innocently as she sipped her beer.


      Goran chuckled, his expression dubious. ‘You saw a what?’


      ‘I’m not sure what I saw.’ Dylan gave a nonchalant shrug, not wanting to tip her hand if she had truly discovered something significant. ‘It was pitch-black inside, and I think the heat was playing tricks on my mind.’


      ‘What cave were you in?’ the young man asked. ‘I know it, maybe.’


      ‘Oh, I don’t remember where I was exactly. It doesn’t really matter.’


      ‘She said she felt a presence,’ Janet piped in again. ‘Isn’t that how you described it, honey? Like a … a dark presence coming awake while you were in the cave. I believe that’s what you said.’


      ‘It was nothing, I’m sure.’ Dylan shot a pained scowl across the table at the well-meaning, but aggravatingly chatty older woman. For all the good it did. Janet gave her a sweet little matchmaker’s wink as Goran leaned down next to Dylan at the table.


      ‘You know, there used to be talk of evil in those mountains,’ he said, his voice lowered to a confidential, if amused, tone. ‘Many old legends warn of demons living in the woods.’


      ‘Is that right?’ she asked drolly.


      ‘Oh, yes. Terrible beasts that looked like humans, but were not human at all. The villagers were convinced they were living among monsters.’


      Dylan scoffed lightly as she lifted her glass. ‘I don’t believe in monsters.’


      ‘Neither do I, of course,’ Goran said. ‘But my grandfather does. So did his grandfather before him and all the rest of my family who farmed in this area, going back hundreds of years. My grandfather owned the property at the edge of the woods. He said he saw one of these creatures just a couple of months ago. It attacked one of his field workers.’


      ‘Is that so.’ Dylan glanced at the barkeep, waiting for a punch line that didn’t come.


      ‘According to my grandfather, it was just after dusk. He and Matej were bringing some equipment into the barn for the night when Grandfather heard an odd sound coming from the field. He went to look, and saw Matej on the ground. Another man was bent over him, holding Matej’s neck to his mouth – bleeding him from the throat.’


      ‘Good Lord!’ Janet gasped. ‘Did the poor man survive?’


      ‘Yes, he did. Grandfather said by the time he ran back inside the barn to get something to use as a weapon against the creature, Matej was lying there alone. There were no marks on him except a bit of blood on his shirt, and he had no memory of the attack at all. The man who attacked Matej – or the demon, if my grandfather’s account can be believed – has never been seen again.’


      Janet clucked her tongue. ‘And good riddance! Why, it’s like something straight out of a horror movie, isn’t it?’


      Nancy and Marie looked equally aghast, all three women evidently buying Goran’s tall tale – hook, line, and sinker. Dylan remained skeptical to say the least. But in the back of her mind she wondered if her story about an empty mountain crypt littered with old human remains might be even juicier with a firsthand account of some kind of demon vampire attack. Never mind the fact that the alleged victim couldn’t corroborate with either memory or physical evidence; her boss at the paper wouldn’t hesitate to go to print on the word of a superstitious, likely vision-impaired, backwoods old man alone. Hell, they’d gone to print on far less than that before.


      ‘Do you think I could talk to your grandfather about what he saw?’


      ‘Dylan is a journalist,’ the ever-helpful Janet, to no one’s surprise, felt compelled to explain. ‘She lives in New York City. Have you ever been to New York City, Goran?’


      ‘I have never been there, but I should like very much to see it one day,’ he replied, glancing at Dylan again. ‘You are a journalist, really?’


      ‘No, not really. Maybe someday. Right now, the stuff I write is … I guess you could call them human interest stories.’ She smiled up at the bartender. ‘So, do you think your grandpa would be willing to speak with me?’


      ‘He is dead, I’m sorry to say. He had a stroke in his sleep last month and never woke up.’


      ‘Oh.’ Dylan’s heart clenched with true remorse, her hunger for a story taking an immediate backseat. ‘I’m very sorry for your loss, Goran.’


      He gave a tight nod. ‘He was a lucky man. If only we all live to be ninety-two, like my grandfather, eh?’


      ‘Yeah,’ Dylan said, feeling the gazes of her mom’s friends fixed on her in sympathy. ‘If only.’


      ‘I have new customers,’ he announced as a small group of people came into the tavern. ‘I must go now. When I come back, Dylan, maybe you will tell me about New York City.’


      As he left, and before Janet could enthuse over what a great idea it would be for Dylan to invite the adorable young Goran to the States, marry him, and have his babies, Dylan faked a brilliant, big yawn.


      ‘Wow, guess I had too much fresh air today – I’m really beat. I think I’m going to turn in early. I have a bit of work to do yet tonight, and some e-mails I need to take a look at before I hit the hay.’


      ‘You sure, honey?’


      Dylan gave Janet a weak bob of her head. ‘Yeah. Long day.’ She got up and grabbed her messenger bag from the back of her wooden pub chair. Pulling out enough Czech koruny to cover her portion of the bar tab and a nice tip for their host, Dylan set the money down on the table. ‘I’ll see you back at the room.’


      As she made the short walk from the tavern to the hotel down the street, Dylan’s fingers were itching to hit her keyboard. She closed herself inside the room, fired up her computer, and tried to keep up as the story spilled out of her. Dylan smiled as the piece took shape. It was no longer simply a report of an old cavern tomb and some dusty skeletons, but a blood-curdling account of a living, breathing evil that may well be still at large in the wilderness terrain above an otherwise tranquil European town.


      She had the words.


      All she needed now were some pictures of the demon’s mountain lair.

    

  


  
    
      


      
        CHAPTER THREE

      


      It was early morning in the mountain region, too early for most of the tourist groups and day hikers to be out and about. Still, Dylan avoided the main entrance and ventured into the woods on her own. A light rain began soon after she entered the forest, the soft summer shower falling from gunmetal gray clouds overhead. Dylan’s trail shoes padded wetly on the damp pine needles beneath her feet as she picked up the pace and located the mountain path she’d been on the day before with her companions.


      There was no sign of the dark-haired lady in white today, but Dylan didn’t need the apparition’s help in finding her way to the cave. Guided there by memory and a rising thrum in her veins, she climbed the steep, tricky incline to the ledge of sandstone outside the hidden cave.


      In the overcast haze, the narrow crevice opening seemed even darker today, the sandstone giving off an earthy, ancient scent. Dylan swung her backpack down off her arm and grabbed her small flashlight from one of the pack’s zippered pockets. She twisted the thin metal barrel and sent a beam of light ahead of her into the dark passageway of the cave.


      Go in, get a few pictures of the crypt and the funky wall art, then get the hell out.


      Not that she was afraid. Why should she be? This was just an old burial site of some sort – and a long-abandoned one at that. Absolutely nothing to fear.


      And wasn’t that just what those clueless horror movie actresses would say right before they ate it in gory detail on-screen?


      Dylan mentally scoffed at herself. This was real life after all. The odds of a chainsaw-wielding lunatic or a flesh-eating zombie lurking in the dark of this cave were about the same as her coming face-to-face with the blood-sucking monster Goran’s grandfather claimed to have seen. In other words, less than nil.


      With the rain pattering gently behind her, Dylan stepped between the narrow walls of rock and carefully navigated her way into the cave, the beam of her flashlight leading the way. Several feet in, the passageway opened up onto more darkness. Dylan swung the light around the perimeter of the cave, as awestruck as she had been yesterday, by the elaborate wall markings and the rectangular slab of stone at the center of the space.


      She didn’t see the man lying in a careless sprawl on the ground until she was nearly on top of him.


      ‘Jesus!’


      She sucked in a startled breath and leaped back, the beam of her flashlight ricocheting crazily in the second it took for her to get over the shock. She angled the light back down to where he lay … and found nothing.


      But he’d been right there. In her mind she could still see his head of shaggy dark brown hair, and his dusty, tattered black clothing. A vagrant, no doubt. It probably wasn’t that unusual for some of the region’s homeless poor to squat in this area.


      ‘Hello?’ she said, swinging the beam across the entire floor of the cave. A couple of ancient skulls and scattered bones lay about in morbid disarray, but that was it. No sign of anything living – not within the past hundred years or so, by Dylan’s guess.


      Where had he gone? She slid a glance at the large, open crypt a few feet away.


      ‘Look, I know you’re in here. It’s okay. I didn’t mean to frighten you,’ she added, even though it seemed absurd that she should be reassuring him. The guy had to be more than six feet tall, and even from the brief glimpse she’d gotten of him, she noted that his long arms and legs were thick with muscle. But his broken crumple on the floor of the cave had emanated pain and despair. ‘Are you hurt? Do you need some help? What’s your name?’


      No reply. Not a sound of any kind.


      ‘Dobrý den?’ she called, trying to reach out to him with her pitifully limited knowledge of Czech. ‘Mluvíte ánglicky?’


      No such luck.


      ‘Sprechen zie Deutsch?’


      Nothing.


      ‘Sorry, but that’s about all I’ve got unless you want me to break out some of my rusty junior high Spanish and really embarrass myself.’ She pivoted with her flashlight, angling it upward as she scanned the high walls of the cavern. ‘Somehow I don’t think ¿Como esta usted? is going to get us any further here. Do you?’


      As she slowly turned, the light glanced off a jutting ledge high above her head. Some ten feet up was a sheer, arcing rise of sandstone. No way anyone could get up there.


      Or was there …?


      No sooner had she thought it than the thin stream of light shooting up to the ledge began to flicker. It dimmed steadily, then went utterly dark.


      ‘Shit,’ Dylan whispered low under her breath. She banged the barrel on her palm a couple of times before somewhat frantically attempting to turn the damn thing on again. Despite fresh batteries installed before she left the States, the light was dead. ‘Shit, shit, shit.’


      Engulfed in total blackness, Dylan felt the first twinge of unease.


      When she heard the scrape of rock overhead, every nerve in her body went tense. There was a long beat of silence, followed by the sudden crunch of booted feet hitting solid earth as whoever – or whatever – had been hiding in the shadows above now dropped to the floor of the cave beside her.


      
         

      


      She smelled like juniper and honey and warm summer rain. But beneath all that was a sudden, citrusy spike of adrenaline now that he was near her. Rio circled the woman in the dark of the cave, seeing her perfectly while she stumbled in the abrupt lack of light. Her feet carried her backward … only to connect with a wall of stone at her spine.


      ‘Damn it.’


      She swallowed audibly, pivoting to try another tack, then swore again as her useless flashlight slipped out of her fingers and clinked on the hard floor of the cave. Rio had burned precious energy in mentally extinguishing the device. Manipulating objects by thought was a simple Breed talent, but in his current weakened state, Rio didn’t know how long he could hold it.


      ‘Um, you’re probably not in the mood for company,’ the woman said, her eyes wide in the darkness as they darted left and right, trying to locate him. ‘So, I’m just going to leave now, okay? Just gonna … walk right out of here.’ A nervous moan caught in her throat. ‘God, please, where is the frigging way out of this place?’


      She took a step to the right, edging along the cavern wall. Away from the exit, although Rio saw no point in telling her that just yet. He kept moving, trailing her deeper into the cave, trying to decide what to do with his repeat intruder. When he’d first awakened, startled to find he was still alive and not alone, he’d reacted on instinct – a vulnerable beast fleeing to the safety of the shadows.


      But then she’d started talking to him.


      Coaxing him out, even though she could not have known how dangerous a proposition that really was. He was furious and half-mad in the head, a deadly enough combination on its own, but being near the female now reminded him that even though he was broken, he was still very much male.


      To his marrow, he was still Breed.


      Rio breathed in more of the female’s scent, finding it hard to resist touching her pale, rain-dampened skin. Hunger flooded him – hunger he hadn’t known for some long time. His fangs surged from his gums, the sharp points jabbing the soft flesh of his tongue. He was careful to keep his eyelids low over his eyes, knowing the topaz-colored irises would soon be awash in the glow of fiery amber, his pupils thinning to vertical slits as the thirst for blood rose in him.


      That she was young and beautiful only deepened his desire to taste her. He wanted to touch her …


      He flexed his hands, then fisted them at his sides.


      Manos del diablo.


      He could hurt her with those hands. The strength given him by his vampire genes was immense, but it was Rio’s other skill – the terrible talent he’d been born with – that could do the most damage here. With a centered thought and a simple touch, he could draw away human life in an instant. Once he’d come to understand his power, Rio had managed it with judicious, rigid control. Now anger ruled his deadly gift, and the blackouts he suffered since the warehouse explosion had made it impossible for him to trust himself not to do harm.


      It was part of the reason he’d left the Order, and part of his eventual decision to stop hunting for blood. The Breed seldom, if ever, killed their human Hosts while feeding; that was all that separated them from the worst of vampire kind, the Rogues. It was the blood-addicted Rogues who knew no better, who had so little control.


      As Rio stared with feral, thirsting eyes at the woman who’d wandered into his hellish domain, fear of losing control with her was the thing that kept him at heel.


      That, and the simple fact that she’d been kind to him.


      Unafraid, if only because she couldn’t see the beast he really was.


      She gave up on following the wall and moved toward the center of the small cave. Rio stood right behind her now, so close the curling ends of her flame-red hair brushed his ragged shirt. That springy strand of silk tempted him sorely, but Rio kept his hands at his sides. He closed his eyes, wishing he had stayed on the ledge above. Then she might still be talking to him, not stiff and panting with rising anxiety.


      ‘You shouldn’t be here,’ he said finally, his voice a rough growl in the darkness.


      She sucked in a quick breath, spinning around as soon as her ear had triangulated his location. She backed away, retreating from him again. Rio should have been glad for that.


      ‘You do speak English,’ she said after a long moment. ‘But your accent … you’re not American?’


      He saw no reason to say otherwise. ‘You are, evidently.’


      ‘What is this place? What are you doing up here?’


      ‘You need to leave now,’ he told her. The words sounded thick to him, hard to push out of his mouth for the obstruction of his extruded fangs. ‘You’re not safe here.’


      Silence hung between them as she weighed the warning. ‘Let me see you.’


      Rio scowled at the pretty, peach-freckled face that searched the gloom for him. She reached out as if to find him with her hands now. He recoiled from her sweeping arm, but only barely.


      ‘Do you know what they say in town?’ she asked, a note of challenge in her voice now. ‘They say there’s a demon living up here in the mountains.’


      ‘Maybe there is.’


      ‘I don’t believe in demons.’


      ‘Maybe you should.’ Rio stared at her through the overgrown thicket of his hair, hoping the long hanks would conceal the glow of his eyes. ‘You have to go. Now.’


      She slowly lifted the backpack she was carrying and held it in front of her like armor. ‘Do you know anything about this crypt? That’s what it is, right – some kind of old crypt and sacrificial chamber? What about the symbols on the walls in here … what are they, some kind of ancient language?’


      Rio went very still, very silent.
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