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Chapter One
Washington, D.C.
 
 

	Hawthorne hated the cold. That's why he'd set his home base in the southern-most tip of Texas. It never snowed in Texas. At least, not down where he lived. Yeah, it got cold in the winter time. On occasion. But most of the time the weather seesawed between barely tolerable and hotter-than-hell, and that suited Hawthorne just fine. So when he'd gotten the call to come to Washington for reassignment, he had protested loudly and heatedly.
	"For fuck's sake, do you realize it's twenty-eight degrees up there? I'll bet you there's at least a foot of snow on the ground."
	"It's thirty-three degrees, and only two inches, which is quickly melting off," the calm voice overrode him. "You need to catch the next flight up here. Ah!" the voice quickly admonished, cutting him off before he could protest further. "This will be a short stay, I promise you."
	"Why am I being called up?"
	"It's not just you. Mr. Morrow is calling in twenty-four specialists for this new project."
	"What new project?"
	"You'll find out when you get here."
	"But why me?"
	"Come now, Mr. Hawthorne. You know I cannot divulge any further information. You'll have to ask that question when you get here. My job is to notify all participants. Do you have paper and pen? I need to give you the address where the meeting will take place."
	He grabbed a pencil from the kitchen drawer, but had to suffice with a piece of paper towel to scribble down the address. "How long is this gonna take? I have a championship bout coming up this weekend."
	"That I can answer, Mr. Hawthorne. This should only take a day. And you don't have to worry about notifying your place of employment. They have already been informed."
 	He sighed loudly. "And who's gonna pay for this trip? I'm a bit short on cash at the moment."
	"We will cover all expenses, Mr. Hawthorne. Now I suggest you pack a bag and get to the airport as soon as possible."
	He started to tell the woman it would take him at least an hour to get to the nearest airport when she hung up, but she probably already knew that. After all, he was messing the government, and those people already knew everything about him.
	Growling softly to himself, Hawthorne quickly threw some items into a duffle bag. At the last second he grabbed his one and only jacket from the small closet in the front entryway before heading out the door.
	It was nearly four o'clock before he boarded an airplane for Dulles. The flight had one stopover in Houston, and by the time he reached D.C. it was after eleven. He debated whether to rent a car, then dismissed it and called for a hotel shuttle.
	As he had predicted, the weather was bone-chilling cold, and the wind was like an icy knife slicing through his clothing. As soon as he got to the hotel, checked in, and found his room, he turned the thermostat up to full blast. It wasn't until he immersed himself in the shower under a steaming spray that he began to feel like himself again. 
	He went straight to bed right after his shower. Whenever he had to travel, especially on the job, he abhorred turning on the television or radio. His internal system felt discombobulated enough as it was, his stomach queasy and unsettled from being in a strange town. Small, simple things such as having the TV channels rearranged on the cable would irritate him. The local paper was also a no-no, but the USA Today was always welcome, since he could read it anywhere he traveled. 
	The alarm woke him at six. He had barely crawled into his pants after another hot shower, when room service delivered breakfast. He added the cost and tip to his room, and finished dressing before attacking the food. 
	The cab picked him up at seven-fifteen. Hawthorne gave him the address he'd written on the paper towel, then sat back and wished the driver would turn up the car's heater.
	Going was slow. Traffic crept along. Hawthorne glanced at his watch and knew he would be late, but it couldn't be helped. When the vehicle finally pulled up to the nondescript brick building, he had to double check the address. This was where an important government meeting was to take place? "This looks more like someone's back door," he murmured.
	"Sir?"
	He turned to the driver. "You sure this is the right address?"
	The cabbie didn't try to mask his irritation. "Look, buddy. Either get out, or tell me where else you want to go."
	Hawthorne climbed out, threw the driver a twenty, and hurried across the icy walkway to the door. It had a small keypad and a place to swipe a card. He checked the paper towel again for the five-digit code the woman had given him. His fingers shook from the cold, and he had to make two attempts punching in the numbers before the buzzer sounded. Wincing when he grabbed the frigid brass doorknob, he quickly let himself in.
	It was thankfully warmer inside, but not by much. He found himself in a dark hallway barely lit by wall sconces set at wide intervals. He hurried down the way as he shrugged out of his jacket, and soon found himself inside a large auditorium-like room filled with hundreds of theater seats. A small crowd of people were already gathered near the center dais where Morrow was welcoming everyone. Silently, Hawthorne sauntered over to the nearest seat, trying to appear nonchalant as the older man glanced up at him.
	"Thank you for coming."
	Throwing his jacket into his lap, Hawthorne crossed one ankle over a knee and glanced around the room. Immediately he caught sight of a strawberry blonde sitting in the same row, but as the seats were arranged in a circle around the dais, she faced him.
	"What you are about to hear today will shake the very foundations of every belief you've ever held. You will not be asked to sign a non-disclosure agreement. You will not be sworn in to pledge a vow of silence. Neither will you be threatened with loss of life if you choose to reveal what you're about to learn to anyone outside this room. You will keep everything we tell you in absolute secret because you will realize you have no choice."
	The woman must have felt Hawthorne's eyes on her. She glanced over at him, and it almost became a staring match to see who would back down first. At first he wanted to take that challenge until Morrow cleared his throat. Reluctantly, Hawthorne redirected his gaze to the older man.

	"To begin," Morrow continued, "Hundreds of years ago our planet passed through what scientists now believe was some sort of cosmic cloud. The residue within the cloud was not poisonous, or in any way dangerous to the population, but there were reports of strange creatures showing up. Many people swore these creatures stepped out of thin air." He paused. "Until this galactic event occurred, there had never been tales about dragons. Or centaurs. Or fairies. Or a hundred other similarly mythical creatures we consider to be stuff of fairy tales and legends." Taking a deep breath, he concluded. "They were not myths. They do exist...because they're Breachers."

	Hawthorne felt her shock. A discreet glance revealed her dark blue eyes were wide with disbelief and fear. He quickly averted his gaze again before she looked back at him, but by now he knew something very distressing had happened.
	Why the hell am I attracted to her?
	And it wasn't the curious, I-wonder-who-she-is type of attraction. Hawthorne felt his dick quivering in his pants, and his distress turned to worry.
	I don't got time for this. I can't let myself be distracted. I can't. Much less for someone like her.
	Unfortunately, his body refused to listen. Adjusting himself underneath his jacket, he re-crossed his legs and tried to focus on what Morrow was telling them.
	"When our world went through that cosmic barrier, an invisible wall between our world and a parallel universe we now know as Phadrea became infinitesimally thin. Thin, but still incredibly strong. So strong, that it would take incredible forces happening simultaneously between both Earth and Phadrea for that barrier to be broken. But when those forces occur, and the barrier is weakened, creatures are able to come onto Earth."
	A man off to his right raised her hand. Hawthorne could relate. He felt like he was back in college, listening to the professor lecturing. Morrow nodded in his direction.

	"Yes, Mr. Cole?"
	"What kind of forces?"
	"Anything that rips the fabric of time and space," the man replied. "Incredibly strong storms are the most likely. There's also the effects of war. Bombs, nuclear explosions."
	Anything that rips the fabric of time and space. Boy, you've said a mouthful. Hawthorne risked another glance at the woman. This time she was waiting for him. A shiver went through him as they locked eyes, and he wondered how long she had been staring. Seconds passed but her eyes never wavered, daring him to blink first.
	All right. I'm willing if you wanna play that game.
	A woman near the back raised her hand. Morrow pointed at her.
	"Yes, Miss Allens?"
	"You said these creatures were the stuff of myths and legends. So what you're telling us is these things actually do exist, or did? There really were fire-breathing dragons?"
	Hawthorne's attention was jerked back to the question. His whole body tensed as he waited for the answer, when he caught sight of a man sitting a couple of rows in front of the woman. The guy was dark haired, but with a nondescript face. A crowd-blending face, but Hawthorne could tell he sported a well-muscled chest and arms underneath his coat. Either the guy was a body builder, or he worked out regularly. 
	The man didn't notice his stare. His attention was directed across the room. Intrigued, Hawthorne followed the invisible string to see it tied to a woman sitting almost directly across from him. A woman he knew.
	"That's exactly what I'm saying. There were dragons, and there still are. But there are other creatures who routinely enter our world. Now, rest assured, not all them intend to do us harm. Most of them fade into the background. They disappear among the populace. But others are not so docile. They wreak havoc. Some even kill innocent people and animals. And this is why you are here. This is why you were chosen."
	From behind him came another question. "Do these beasts ever go back to Phadrea? To their home world?"
	"Sometimes."
	Sometimes? Try rarely, if ever. And, in most cases, it's not for lack of trying.
	Looking back, Hawthorne noticed the blonde woman continued to stare at him. Smiling slightly, he returned it. Secretly, he was glad for the challenge. It gave him the opportunity to really study her in detail, from the low-cut white blouse peeking out from underneath the deep blue jacket that emphasized her eyes, to the fact that she wore no earrings. Hawthorne mentally frowned. Didn't all women wear earrings? Wasn't it, like, a mandatory female thing? Like purses?
	He especially liked the way she had her hair pulled back. He could see the slender column of her neck and throat, and the delicate bone structure of her face. He debated whether he could get up and move over a few seats when Morrow cleared his throat again. The older man glared at him again when Hawthorne finally relented.
	"Each of you were chosen because we consider you the best in your field. At some point in the near future you will be contacted again. It could be days from now, or years, or maybe never again. Depending on the Breacher who has infiltrated our world, two of you will be paired to stop the creature. Stop, kill it, or send it back to Phadrea if circumstances allow. And under no condition should you let other people know what you're doing. Knowledge of Breachers must remain a mystery in order to avoid panicking the general public."
	Paired up? Why? At the thought of having a partner, Hawthorne chanced another glance at the blonde, but her head was bowed. A slight sense of disappointment made him frown, yet his initial question remained. Why pair up? Why risk the chance of being found out? Why?
	The man Hawthorne had noticed a minute ago spoke up. "I take it these things can be dangerous?"
	Morrow looked peeved or pissed by the question. Hawthorne again wondered why. 
	"Breachers are a lot like us, Mr. Holt. In most cases, they are gentle creatures. But also like humans, there are those who are extremely dangerous and must be eliminated immediately. These are the ones you will be sent to find and destroy."
	Holt. Hawthorne mentally filed the guy's name. He had a hunch he would need to recall it sometime in the future, especially since the man seemed to have a more than casual interest in one of Hawthorne's friends.
	"So we'll get hazardous pay if we succeed?"
	Geez, the man was persistent.
	"I assure you, Mr. Holt, you will be generously rewarded. Do you have any further questions?" When Holt shook his head, the man directed his attention back to the others. "Anyone? Does anyone else have a question?"
	Hawthorne figured this was his chance. It was now or never, and he raised his hand.
	"Yes, Mr. Hawthorne?"
	"You said we would be paired up. Why? Why not send us out on our own? Or in groups?" And you know fucking well know what I mean when I say "in groups". Oddly, Morrow didn't seem to mind the question. Neither could Hawthorne tell if the man was aware of its true intent.
	"You will come to realize why when and if that time comes, Mr. Hawthorne. Are there any more questions? No? Then I thank you for coming."
	And just like that Morrow turned off the microphone and proceeded to leave the dais. Hawthorne was on the verge of intercepting the gray-haired man and demanding to know why they had to partner up when Holt beat him to it, lunging to his feet and loudly asking, "That's it? That's all you're going to say? You drag us all the way out here to tell us the Tooth Fairy really exists, and then send us back home without any further explanation?"
	Hawthorne would swear Morrow put the evil eye on the man. From past experience, he knew Morrow was a hard task master, for certain, but the little man wasn't accustomed to being questioned. Hawthorne had hoped his past dealings with the director would allow him some leeway, but Holt, being a newbie, was dangerously pushing the limit. Surprisingly, Morrow's reply sounded a lot calmer than he appeared.
	"That is all I can give you, Mr. Holt. You'll have to be patient until we call you back before we can explain further." And without waiting for someone else to interrupt or question him, Morrow turned his back on the astonished crowd. Hawthorne caught one last glance from the little man, who gave him a wink, then vanished into thin air.
 

 
Chapter Two
Las Sombras, New Mexico
 
 
	John Lemke knew why he had been sent to the tiny, out-of-the-way, no-name of a town the moment he'd received his papers. As in most cases, the bank needed no reason to reassign one of it managers whenever a new location opened, and rarely stated why. That is, unless one of the tellers or other bank officials who was friends with you and also in the know, or maybe who had overheard a juicy bit of gossip, let you in on the latest rumor floating around the lunchroom. Such was not the case with Lemke.
	In a way, he figured he was lucky to have emerged from the fiasco with little more than a royal ass-chewing, a demotion, a cut in pay, and a transfer. It wasn't often that a board chairman such as himself, with fifteen years on the job working for a huge corporation such as United First American Bank, caught the attention of the F.B.I. and National Securities and Exchange Commission when he'd tried to sell off those batches of bad loans. At the least he had expected to lose his job, his pension, and perhaps earn a few months, if not years, behind bars for his duplicity. I screwed up, okay? I wasn't thinking! I'm stressed out to the point of snapping, and during that time I mayorly fucked up. Okay?
	He would have snapped, too, if every shareholder had decided to sue him, as well as the bank, because of his decision. But the bank had been equally guilty when it had bought the original loans and mortgages when it knew the stock market was collapsing, and the housing situation was looking worse than gloomy. The gods had been generous when the bank had been forced to admit the fault had begun on their end, and Lemke had only done what he had been ordered to do. Still, he knew he'd been set up as the scapegoat. Now it was time for the bank to deal with their patsy in a manner that would be most beneficial on their end.
	So, after a week of idleness while he'd been placed on the administrative "suspended without pay" roster, and fending off the news media, Lemke had been called into the new manager's office and given notice of his transfer, effective immediately. The bank was situated in a small town called Las Sombras, and even though the town was small, it sat in an area where the nearest financial institution was at least sixty miles away. Yes, it was a smaller, scaled-down version of what was usually built, but he was guaranteed it was a sorely needed convenience. He was scheduled to begin interviewing prospective tellers and other personnel bright and early Monday morning.
	It took him two days to drive to the tiny town in southeastern New Mexico. After getting directions from the proprietor of the lone motel in town, Lemke found the branch bank with little difficulty. It was an impressive, although small, brick and stucco building located on the furthest end of a red clay dirt road, before the road turned into two









cover.jpeg
Brexachers

Hoawthome andMarya  #2






