5 –

Eodearas prodded and pulled at the areas of the brain that held memory, looking at the slave body’s thoughts and beliefs; the things It believed of worth to remember. Long calculations held a large place, and the beauty of the world as seen from beyond it. These occupied much of the memory of the slave body. Other things were curious, but unimportant. Then Eodearas found concepts that bemused him. Vacation: time away from one’s work to do as one pleased. What kind of idiot idea was that? The strong always did as they wished, as they pleased. What else was there?

The slave body looked at the world through a broken mind. He worked to protect those who could not protect themselves from a threat that would cull the weak and leave those who were stronger. As Eodearas sifted through the memories of alien encounters and leavings he realized that even the strong could fall to these intruders. Interesting. The beings in Its nightmares were very strong, but uncommunicative. 

It was “on leave” for an undetermined number of days. That should give Eodearas enough time to find out if this world had forces he could channel as he believed, as he had felt while disposing of the slave body’s occupant. He searched the memories for a suitable site, finding several within easy reach of the cottage the man inhabited. Eodearas looked around and snorted his disdain for the place. The only touch he approved of was the incongruous white fur on the floor. It shimmered in the light as his hair did. His stomach grumbled with hunger which made him glare at the nearest servant … only there weren’t any. Well, he’d fended for himself before, he could do so now.  Perhaps that “fast food restaurant” the slave body had visited …

>>>>

Ed Straker was peripherally conscious of cool air wafting over his body.  It felt good although he was beginning to chill. With an effort of will, he opened his recalcitrant eyelids and blinked a couple of times at the view. Above him soared a high arched ceiling looking much like that of the only Gothic cathedral he could think of immediately. Tan stone carved into graceful curves that drew the eye upward to a point where he was somewhat surprised to find only a joining and not some fanciful but fervent carving. Sucking in a deep breath, he stretched luxuriously until at full extension it occurred to him that there wasn’t anything under him. Carefully, he returned to his initial position, tangling one hand in long pale threads. He yanked on the threads. Ouch. Apparently, they were attached to his head, just behind his left ear. 

Ed raised his hand to his head, then traced the hair back down to his hand. That was very long hair. At a guess, were he vertical and … he looked down the length of his body … yep, naked, the amount and length would probably keep him semi-decent. He turned his head from side to side. The pale hair floated around him and dropped down from the back of his head in a thick, straight curtain. 

He swallowed his fear and concentrated on getting vertical.  Slowly, he rotated until he was upright. He was right about the hair. He slammed the lid on a hysterical giggle that rose when he dubbed it his “hair shirt”. Looking down now, he could see a worn floor of the same stone as the walls. Ed wasn’t happy that he was apparently hovering about five feet off that floor. He wanted to scream, to demand answers, or to at least find out if there was anyone here. In answer to that thought, a door opened and closed quietly behind him followed with what sounded like a low “Oh, shit!” from a man. 

Aliens didn’t make sounds like that, so maybe this wasn’t as bad as he thought it was. Solid footsteps came across the floor and then around him. Alec … no, not Alec. The hair was severely confined to the nape of the man’s neck instead of kept short and a fresh scar ran the length of the left side of his face. The clothing was all wrong also, although Ed could see his friend clad in such things in another time and place. Dark eyes searched Ed’s face for a moment, then the man who wasn’t Alec nodded and made an odd gesture coupled with a couple of harsh syllables. 

“Welcome to Aerix Pahl.” The words sounded odd, muffled. Ed realized the man spoke and a fraction of a second later he heard the words in English, but that was not what the man was speaking. 

“I’m Ed Straker. Where is Aerix Pahl?” he asked, more to buy time, than to get an answer.

“You are in the ancestral home of Eodearas Strakerius.” Again that odd double sound. Edaras Strakairius? Peculiar coincidence, that … or not. Ed frowned at the man who wasn’t Alec and felt great sorrow. Something twitched somewhere on the periphery of his consciousness. 

He looked down and then at … “Your name? Something to designate you other than “not Alec”?” Why had he said that? Yet the other man seemed struck by what he said.

“Not Alec,” Alaric repeated. “So there is a double of me over there, beyond the Barrier.”

Ed could hear the capital on the Barrier. “What Barrier?” He searched the other’s face for more knowledge, for some indication of his status here.

“I am … Alaric Freedman, Holder of the Great Key, last of the line of Marishktaph.” Might as well give him the whole thing and see what happened. There was no way It should be awake, yet it was. Death stared him in the face if this was a ruse by Eodearas.

“Alaric …” Ed repeated the name. So close, and yet so far; his own situation reflected in a name. “What Barrier?” he asked again, certain that this was something he needed to know.

“The Barrier Between Worlds,” Alaric answered, confused when the Other who bore a name so close to that of Eodearas showed no understanding. “It keeps your world and ours apart,” he explained as he became aware that he was no longer looking up. Ed had slowly drifted to the floor as they spoke. 

Ed was taken aback by the fear in Alaric’s gaze and looked around for the cause. Not seeing anything, he met that gaze again, curious. His feet were cold where they touched the floor. “Have I done something?”

Alaric stared at him for a moment in disbelief. The Other did not know, did not understand. He almost laughed as he realized Ed Straker knew nothing of magic; saw nothing odd in what he had done to break the bonds that had held him. There was no magic in the other world, or so the stories said. Often Alaric had thought that there was magic in all worlds but perhaps not the ability in men to see it. Then he realized he had worried Ed Straker with his reaction and he dissolved the spell that had held the Other . 

Ed nearly went to his knees as the spell dissipated. Without thinking, he threw out a hand to keep from falling. Alaric, responding only to the need, caught him. Dark eyes met blue. Alaric gave him a wry smile and brought the more sparely built man upright. Ed was right, the full length of hair was concealing. 

“Hungry?”

“Cold and … naked,” Ed shot back with a half smile of his own. 

“This way, Ed Straker.” Alaric led him out of the hall and down a corridor that was nearly as impressive in stonework. Instead of taking him to Eodearas’ quarters, he went to his own. Shea and Heron gasped and went wide-eyed as he ushered Ed in. “No fear,” he told them. “This is not Strakerius. “

“Not Strakerius,” Shea agreed. “Other.” 

Heron placed a hand on her shoulder. “Other is not evil,” she said quietly.

Ed had a hard time not staring at the two women. Both wore gowns of leather work that did little to conceal their beauty of body. That they closely resembled women he knew and worked with was a shock. He would have to work not to call them Ayshea and Joan. He nodded to them in what he hoped was courtesy here. 

Alaric worked hard not to show his shock. No one acknowledged his bonds like that. Shea and Heron were from lines of non-mages that had served his family for centuries. When lacking a truemate by maturity, the men of his family always took two or more such women to them. It was considered an honor by the families serving Alaric’s line; or so he had always thought. Eodearas’ fall had opened his eyes to the error of a lot of things he had once believed. 

“Shea and Heron, my … companions.” Did he catch the hesitation? If so, he said nothing, just waited patiently. “Bring clothing. Robes. Master Straker is cold.”

Heron regarded him obliquely. “Food? We were about to collect midday.”

“Yes.” Alaric frowned at her. Were the servants here so arrogant as to think themselves above serving his companions? 

Shea, coming back with robes caught his look. “My lord?”

“Not you. Why will the meal not be delivered?” he asked as gently as he could, taking the clothing from her arms.

She raised an eyebrow at that. “Would we trust those here to serve you?” she practically spat. “You are ours to care for, not some stranger.” The unaccustomed heat in her voice and stance startled him. 

“Then I thank you for your care of me, Shea,” he answered her as he helped Ed into a thin, soft under robe. He didn’t raise his eyes to hers. He needed some time to think through what he was hearing and feeling from his companions. He did meet Ed’s eyes for a moment and realized that perhaps robes were not what the Other was used to wearing. He settled the outer robe over Ed’s shoulders and stepped back. “You don’t wear robes?”

“No. Probably something closer to what you’re wearing,” Ed told him. “But this is much warmer than I was. Thank you.”

Thank you. Simple words, yet so seldom heard. He realized Shea and Heron had both stopped in the doorway and were staring at them. 

Heron snorted. “That is definitely not Eodearas, not even with brain damage and no powers.” She looked to Alaric and her eyes became cloudy as though something filmed them. She stood, motionless for a few moments, blinked, shook her head to clear it and focused on the two men again. “Keep him safe,” she whispered before meeting Alaric’s gaze fully again. He could see she had paled beneath her golden skin. “Keep him safe or we will all fall.”

With that, the women left to collect the midday meal.

The men exchanged looks, neither knowing exactly what to think of what had just passed.  “Sit,” Alaric told Ed and went to look for other clothing for the pale haired man.

While Alaric rummaged, Ed took stock of his surroundings. The room was large, sleeping areas blocked off by thick woven hangings. The robes were masterpieces of the seamstress and weaver’s arts. The heavier outer robe was brocaded and embroidered, the cut somewhere between Asian and Western giving it fullness to allow movement; the sleeves fell to his fingertips and were lined with a soft napped fabric. He looked more closely and realized it was actually fur.

Brain damage and powerless, Ed mulled the terms over in his mind. Eodearas was some kind of power here, not just as in political or military but … he stumbled around that thought. Telepathy? Telekinisis?  He forced his unruly thoughts into order. Psionics of some kind were at use here? Or was it the unthinkable, the stuff of fantasy?  Was it magic?

