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Chapter One


Monday, September 28


 


 


The night was bitterly cold. The type of cold that
always signaled more bad weather was coming. Sadly, the thin shawl she tried to
draw tight about her did little to ward off the encroaching chill and damp.


It was because of nights like this that she hated
having to sell herself on the streets. But it was her occupation. An act that
she performed as many times per evening as she needed in order to ensure there
was food in her belly and hopefully a roof over her head where she could rest.


Tonight, however, she was afraid. No, she was
terrified. He kept following her, relentlessly pursuing. No matter where she
turned, the footsteps continued to echo behind her, coming ever closer.


By now the air was like solid ice. She gasped for
every breath, and moaned when the pain shot from her lungs to her skull, but it
would be nothing like the pain she knew he would inflict if he caught up with
her.


Another corner, another alley, and she pushed
through the fog, stumbling on the rough bricks, and nearly turning her ankle.
She reached out with one hand to steady herself, and it came away from the wall
covered in mucus-like slime, which she wiped on the folds of her skirt.


There was no one around this late at night, no one
she could turn to for help, and the police rarely ventured this far into this
part of town. At first, she tried to find her way back to the pub where she'd
spent the last two hours trying to drum up a customer or two. Unsuccessful,
she'd ventured out into the weather on the slim chance she would find a mark
there. 


Her belly cramped, and she felt lightheaded. If she
didn't score soon, she might swoon from hunger. Then there was no telling who
might come across her, or what they might do to her whilst she was unconscious.


Although the moon was three-quarters full, another
fogbank had settled in for the evening, obliterating any brightness filtering
down from the sky. Only the occasional glimpse of illumination from the corner
streetlamp, or from lanterns framing the doorway of an establishment, provided
what meager light there was to see by.


To her relief, a hansom cab pulled up beside her,
and a short, stocky gentleman stepped down from its interior. He approached
her, a shiny coin in one gloved hand and the other nicely tucked behind his
back as he bowed in her direction.


At first, she smiled at the man and took a couple
of steps toward him as she reached for the coin, when her suspicions alerted
her. She paused, the smile frozen on her lips. Too many years on the streets
had given her a protective sixth sense, and now it told her to turn and run!


It was him. The man who had been tailing her.
Rather than try to overtake her on foot, he had anticipated her moves. Herding
her from the safety of the coach like she was a bloody sheep until he got her
where he wanted.


Now within range, he followed behind her, moving
slowly but with long, steady strides, as if he had no immediate urge to
overtake her. It was as though he knew the twisting alleyways better than she,
for no matter where she went, he remained no more than a half-dozen heartbeats
behind.


In her fright, her sense of direction became
skewed, and she suddenly found herself at the dead end of an alley.
Momentarily, the fog lifted, and she saw the outline of a door to a tiny
apartment set into the wall. Frantically, she beat on it, calling out to
whoever was inside to have pity and let her in, but no one answered, even
though she could hear movement inside.


She pounded again on the door, yelling louder, and
a shadow crossed the edge of her vision. A presence neared her right shoulder,
and she caught a glimpse of the shiny coin once more.


It was not a coin.


The blade sank deep, thrusting upward as its finely
honed edge sliced through her body with little effort on his part as his other
hand gripped and crushed her windpipe. The knife parted muscle from bone until
it found the underside of her sternum, then it skipped back down to her belly
and began a route horizontally from hip to hip.


The surge of pain stunned her. She could feel her
own hot blood pouring down her skirt, over her legs, and into her shoes as it
steamed in the cold air. One muddied hand clutched the sleeve of her attacker,
and she raised her eyes to gaze into his face, wanting to know, needing to know
his identity as he slit her throat. Death began to take her sight, and she
struggled to focus. Her legs gave way. With a little shove, her murderer sat
her up against the wall, but she began to slide down the rough stone, her mouth
still open to call for help.


Somehow she managed to lift her chin, trying one
final time to see the eyes of the dark man. Instead, the shiny red knife went
up, then came back down, aiming directly for her face and her eyes, and the
scream she uttered rose in her throat, but never made it past her lips.


As her life slowly ebbed away, the last thing she
was aware of was the man bending his face over the open wounds, and the loud
slurping noises he made when he drank.


 


 








Chapter Two


Call


 


 


Fasha Bycote awoke with a start. She was drenched
in sweat, and her body trembled from the power of her dream as her heart
pounded in her ears.


How many nights had she had this same nightmare?
How many more nights would she suffer from them. More importantly, why was
she having them?


Her cell phone rang again, and she jumped. She then
realized its shrill ringtone was what had brought her back. It had also been
the scream of the helpless victim in her dream.


My God, what could have brought that on?


Somewhere around one she'd fallen asleep on the
couch after a meager lunch. The faint light now coming through the closed mini
blinds over the living room windows told her it had to be late afternoon. She
tried to make out the time on the wall clock inside the kitchen. Unable to see
it, she fumbled for her purse she'd thrown in the wing chair next to the couch.


The default ring didn't give her any clue as to who
was calling. Neither did the number displayed. Normally, she would have ignored
the call. If a stranger wanted to talk to her, they first had to identify
themselves, and that meant leaving a voicemail message. Otherwise, forget it.


The ringing stopped. Sighing loudly, Fasha started
to toss the phone onto the sofa cushion, when she heard it blip. Someone had
left a message.


Okay, you've earned an audience, but it damn well
better be important.


Unlocking her phone, she noticed the number had
tried to reach her twice. Faintly, she thought back on her dream, and the
horror still churning in her gut. Had the woman screamed once or twice? She hit
the play button and put it on speaker.


"Hello, Miss Bycote. This is Olmsly Morrow.
You were gracious enough to attend our meeting last year regarding
Breachers."


Fasha gasped. She remembered that meeting, as well
as the little man in the gray suit who had stood before a room full of people
to spin his tale about the creatures he claimed came from an alternate
dimension. At the time, she'd sat in her seat, her mouth partially hanging open
in disbelief at what he was telling his audience.


"It's time, Miss Bycote. Your services are
needed immediately. Your partner has also been notified. Please pack lightly for
approximately seven days, and meet us at the airport, Terminal B, Gate Sixteen,
at five AM tomorrow morning. Your mission will be explained then. I look
forward to seeing you again. Until then, goodnight."


Five AM. It was a little after five PM now. Your
partner has also been notified. She wondered who it would be.


Her thoughts immediately focused on one man.


 


* * *


 


It was the middle of summer, and she had no idea
why she was here. All she knew was that her boss had called her in and let her
know she was being granted leave, and she was to catch the 8:48 flight to
Dulles. When she tried to learn more, the man simply shrugged.


"But I'm in the middle of the Rodriguez case!
His trial is coming up next month!"


"This is coming from the corporate office,
Miss Bycote. I have no say-so in the matter. I wish I could tell you more, but
you know as much as I do. Don't worry about your case. I'll get Sendamere on
it."


It didn't matter how much she argued, she knew she
couldn't fight the inevitable, and packed her bag.


Once she landed, she caught a shuttle to a hotel to
spend the night, and took a taxi the next morning to a nondescript, one-story
brick building. After passing through the security barriers, she found herself going
down a long hallway that opened into a large, circular room that resembled an
auditorium. Except that, instead of the well-padded seats lined up in rows,
they circled around a raised dais. Although a handful of people were already in
attendance, many seats were empty. She picked an inconspicuous spot at the very
end of one of the outer rows. If things got out of hand, she wanted a clear
shot to the door.


More people entered. Like her, most of them quickly
chose a place to sit before surveying the room. If the lights were any
brighter, she might have had the chance to appreciate the opulence. The thick
carpeting, the velvet upholstery, and the massive drapes that hugged the walls,
all of which muffled nearly all of the sound. It made the place oppressive, and
she could already feel the walls closing in around her.


Deep breaths, Fasha. Close your eyes and breathe in
deeply. Think mountains. Think wide open skies. Think fresh—


"Do my eyes deceive me? What the hell are you
doing here?"


Fasha whirled around in shock to see Jahar Viento
grinning down at her. The dark hair had been gelled, the always-present five
o'clock shadow gone. He looked as devastatingly handsome as she remembered.
Impulsively, she jumped to her feet and exchanged quick pecks on the cheeks.
Just as quickly, she managed to back away, putting some distance between them.
Her heart was galloping as she stared at him. All the air had been sucked out
of the room, and for a few moments she wondered if she was going to faint.


The awkward silence stretched into a full minute,
until Jahar motioned to a seat. "Mind if I join you?"


It was enough to break the spell.
"Please." She moved over, allowing him to take her old place.


He looked good, almost too damn good, and she told
him so. "I almost didn't recognize you in a suit."


Jahar struggled with the knot of his tie before
hitching up the knees of his dress pants and sitting. "To be honest, I
borrowed the jacket from a friend." He gave her a quick once-over.
"You clean up well, yourself."


"Thank you. Got any idea what this is all
about?"


She shook her head and allowed herself to breathe
again. So far, so good. "Not a clue," she admitted. "I take it
you don't either."


"Breckett handed me an envelope with the
information on it about my plane ticket and hotel. Next thing I know, I'm
here."


"That's pretty much how it went with me,"
she told him. "Mr. Sharp said my orders came from corporate office."


"Actually, they came from the
government," Jahar informed her. He nodded when she gave him a
disbelieving look. 


"The US government?"


Grinning, Jahar threw a thumb over his shoulder.
"Why else would this place have more safety checkpoints than Fort
Knox?"


She had to agree.


A little man in a gray suit passed them and headed
for the center podium. Once he reached the center, he adjusted the microphone
and called for their attention.


"Ladies and gentlemen, please take a
seat."


Fasha noticed how the others, perhaps two dozen
people all total, took a seat. They were randomly scattered around the
auditorium, as if someone had tossed out a handful of pennies, and then ordered
everyone to sit where one had fallen. 


"Thank you for coming." The little man
perched upon a padded stool. Fasha bit her lip as whimsy compared the speaker
to a dwarf.


Jahar leaned over to whisper, "How about
dinner after this?"


A small smile lifted one corner of her mouth.
Despite her reservations, she had half-hoped he would ask. She started to reply
when the man in gray spoke again.


"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 lights had been lowered, leaving the audience
in shadows. Fasha felt her claustrophobia start to kick in again.
Involuntarily, she slipped her hand over Jahar's where it lay on the armrest
between them. He rolled his hand over and laced his fingers between hers. The
contact felt good. She gave him a wan smile of thanks.


"To begin, 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." 


Jahar's fingers squeezed hers. She couldn't tell if
he could hear the speeding rhythm of her heart, or if he noticed how cold she'd
become. The room was freezing, and she almost let go of his hand to rub her
palms over her arms.


The man in gray stared solemnly out over the
audience. "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."


Again, he scanned his audience, and for the first
time Fasha realized he hadn't introduced himself.


The man continued. "They were not myths. They
do exist...because they're Breachers."


"Breachers."


She glanced at the man sitting beside her. He kept
his face directed toward the dais, but his muttering was meant for her ears.


"Want to bet the Easter Bunny is a
Breacher?"


For some unknown reason, the idea tickled her funny
bone, forcing her to hide her snicker behind her free hand.


"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."


"Hey. Are you believing this?"


"Are you?"


A man from the audience asked a question. It was
quickly followed by another from a woman seated not too far away. Fasha
listened intently as remarks were thrown at the man on the dais, who fielded
them with a cool demeanor. This whole scenario was reminiscent of the lectures
given by her university professors. Except, in this case, it was hard to
believe this man was giving them this information.


After a few more comments, the man in gray peered
at those gathered, and for a split second Fasha thought he paused to stare
directly at her.


"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."


Why is he telling us this? Does he think I would
divulge what I know? Who in hell would believe me anyway if I told?


A warm hand squeezed hers again, reminding her of
the man next to her. 


"If that isn't an NDA, nothing is," Jahar
murmured.


Fasha adjusted herself in the velvet covered seat.
This whole topic was becoming very uncomfortable to listen to. She tried cross
her legs, when the toe of her shoe hit the back of the seat in front of her,
making a loud sound. Her ears grew hot as she sat up straighter and placed both
feet on the floor.


She knew others were asking more questions, but all
she wanted was for the lecture to end so she could leave this place and escape
out into the open where the air was less stale and the world was brighter.


It was Jahar who stood first and tugged on her
hand. "Okay. That's that. We're free to go."


She glanced about, surprised. "It's
over?"


"Well, the spiel about tooth fairies and
dragons is over, but you still owe me a dinner date, remember?"


Her heart thudding, she nodded. Her mouth felt dry,
and she could feel the symptoms of a nagging headache threatening to ruin their
evening. Regardless, she pasted a smile on her face. Once she got away from
this place, she could gather herself together again.


Jahar didn't appear to notice her distress. Or, if
he did, he brushed it off. With another tug on her hand, he led her out of the
auditorium and out of the building, where he waved down a cab. 


That evening, they enjoyed a nice dinner. As if by
silent mutual consent, conversation was kept to the present. Nothing was said
about their shared past. And when their date was over, he kissed her softly,
put her in a taxi, paid the driver ahead of time, and sent her on her way. 


At least she had to admit this parting was less
heartbreaking than the last time.


 








Chapter Three


Assignment


 


 


The following morning after receiving the phone call,
it took her less than an hour to make her way through airport security. When
she finally reached her gate, Fasha wandered over to the sandwich shop across
the way and got a cup of coffee. With her liquid energy in hand, she went to
find a seat next to the huge windows facing the tarmac. And east. She would get
to see the sunrise. The plane was already waiting for boarding at the end of
the jet way, but it was a good hour before takeoff.


She glanced at her watch. 4:42 AM. Who in hell
arranges a meeting this early in the morning?


"I don't believe it," a voice announced a
few feet away.


Glancing up in surprise, she stared at the man
giving her a big smile. "Jahar?"


"Let me guess. You got a call from Morrow,
too?"


Too overcome with shock, she nodded in reply. 


"Ah! I see you two are already here.
Good."


Coming from the opposite direction was the little
man. But instead of the dark gray suit, he wore a navy blue pinstripe. Fasha
barely had a chance to comment when the man motioned for them to join him over
in one corner of the waiting area where they could have a bit of privacy.


"Let me guess. You're Morrow?" Jahar
questioned.


"Olmsly Morrow," the man replied, but
didn't extend a hand to shake. 


Curious, Fasha sat closest to the windows. Jahar
dumped his bag on the seat between them.


"Let me explain why you're here." Morrow
sat his briefcase on his lap and extracted two manila envelopes, handing one to
Fasha and the other to Jahar.


"Please do," Jahar muttered. "It's
not every day I get to go to Great Britain." He started to open his packet
when Morrow stopped him.


"You can read through those and discuss them
during your flight. I strongly suggest you keep the photos from public
view."


"Why? What's inside?" Fasha spoke up.


"I'll keep this brief, as the contents of
those envelopes will explain everything thoroughly. But it appears that Jack
the Ripper may have returned to London."


It took several moments before she and Jahar could
answer. It was Jahar who commented first.


"You're shitting us, right?"


But it was clear by the expression on Morrow's face
that he was deadly serious as he tapped the packet on Fasha's lap. "It's
all in there."


"So why us? Why are you sending us over
there?" Fasha questioned him.


"Because we have come to conclusion that Jack
the Ripper is a Breacher."


"Who's we?" she persisted.


"Who do you think?" Jahar shot back with
noticeable sarcasm. He turned to Morrow to say something else, when Fasha got
to her feet.


"This is utter nonsense," she whispered
heatedly. She eyed the people starting to gather at the gate as the time drew
closer to departure. "A Breacher?"


"What kind of Breacher?" When Morrow gave
him a dark look, Jahar lifted his hands questioningly. "You said back at
the auditorium there were different kinds. What kind of Breacher is this one
supposed to be? The tooth fairy, or Rumplestiltskin?"


"One of the most dangerous kind," Morrow
answered in a low voice. "His type is known as a garphar. Or, as
most people refer to him, a vampire."


"A vampire? In London?" Fasha noted.


"May I repeat my earlier remark?" Jahar
asked.


"Of course."


"You're shitting us, right?"


Morrow's brows drew downward. If she didn't know
any better, Fasha would swear the man's eyes glittered. 


"Would I have asked you to come here, on the
pretext of sending you to Great Britain, if I wanted to tell you a joke, Mr.
Viento?" He tapped the envelopes. "Everything you need to know about
Breachers, especially the garphar, is in here. If you have any further
questions, there's also a card inside with a phone number you can call."


The little man abruptly got to his feet and glanced
at his watch. "Sorry to leave you so soon, but I need to make my next
connection. The man you'll be working with is named Eustice. Inspector Eustice.
A member of the Metro police will be waiting for you at the airport to take you
into the city."


"Metro police? Why not Scotland Yard?"
Fasha asked. "By the way, you haven't answered my question. Why us? Why
are we being sent over to deal with this vampire Jack the Ripper?"


Morrow sighed, giving them the impression that he
was already tired of this conversation. "The real name for the police
force over in London is the Metropolitan Police. Scotland Yard is a metonymy
for it."


"Met...ton..." Jahar began. Morrow
ignored him.


"And as for the reason why you two were
chosen, the answer is two-fold. Both of you are considered extremely qualified
at your jobs. That's why your job as of this moment is to find and kill the
Breacher. This...vampiric Jack the Ripper, if that's what you choose to call
him."


"Us?" She blinked, then glanced at Jahar,
who looked equally confused.


"Yes, Miss Bycote. Because the police have and
always will be inadequate against such a powerful force."


"Why?"


"Because they're human." Morrow gave her
a shallow smile. "And the only person who can kill a vampire is another
vampire." Giving her a curt nod, he turned and did the same to Jahar.
Picking up his briefcase, he proceeded to leave the gate. 


They stared at the retreating figure moving at a
brisk clip. It was Jahar who finally found his voice. "A metonymy?"


"A pseudonym, Jahar. Think of it as a
catch-all phrase, the way Hollywood stands for the American film industry in
Los Angeles. Hey, Mr. Morrow! You said the answer was two-fold! What's the
second part?"


Morrow turned around, still walking backwards.
"I already told you!" he called back, then pivoted forward.


She continued to stare at Morrow's retreating
figure until he was lost in the crowd. Vaguely, she became aware of Jahar
coming to stand behind her. His presence sent a little thrill through her, and
she must have involuntarily shuddered.


"Cold?"


"Not really," she claimed, clasping her
arms around herself. She turned to look at him and noticed he was doing
something on his cell phone. "Let me guess. Looking up the metonymy?"


"Nope. Checking the forecast in London. Hope
you packed a heavy coat. It's predicted to be a bitch of a winter this
year." 
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