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Grace struggled to keep him out of her mind as she could not keep him from her body. He invaded her, taking everything; stripping her naked mind, body and soul. He left her sobbing in the dirt, knowing that Eodearas owned her as no being should own another.

“I’m hungry.”

“Yes, Master.” What else could she say? Yet there was nothing here to feed him. “There is no food here. I can take you to a restaurant, if you desire.”

“I desire.” He gestured and she was clothed as he deemed acceptable for a slave. Her hesitation told him she had an issue with what provided. Eodearas invaded her mind again, seeking what foolish objection she could have, intending to crush it. Instead, he saw that to clothe her as befit her station would draw attention to them, could delay his work with legal issues. With a snort of derision, he waved his hand again and returned her to the state in which he found her, as far as clothing was concerned.

>>>>

At Rutland Mohr, Gael was in the midst of granting audience and surcease to his people when his betrothed broke in on the gathering. His people cringed away from Merry as the waves of magic lifting her hair and robes set things smoldering around her. 

“Merry,” he called to her, heart and voice as one, he sent calming to her.

“Can you not feel it?” she demanded, even as she pulled in her rage. The gentle people around her did not deserve her ire.

Gael looked puzzled as he moved toward her. “Feel what, beloved?”

Of course, Gael’s powers were drawn from earth and rock, the slow, long melding of time rhythms, not air and fire. “Forgive me,” she asked, laying her forehead against his shoulder.

Gael’s people gathered to them, their care and support for liege and lady pouring from them like sweet scents after a rain. They knew what faced the pair should Merry’s vows not be unmade before the sorcerer Eodearas’ body was disposed of. His bindings would hold her for eternity, all liaisons condemned, all children killed or doomed to madness because the mating link could not be formed. 

“He’s back,” she told him, her voice barely a whisper in his ears.

“That’s not possible, beloved. He is beyond the Barrier. The link is broken. There is only the Other who is …” He stopped in shock. The Other; the one who transposed with Eodearas … was a mage? How could the fates be so cruel as to supplant one evil with another? His eyes met hers and saw there the end to all things for them. “It cannot be all you fear,” he told her, his heart withering as he saw her fierce determination. Gael released her, knowing he could not hold her now. “Return to me.” He would not beg, but he would hold her to her bond with him. 

Tears filled the eyes that met his, her mouth trembled and she was in his arms, willing, one last time, her mouth finding his and making promises her voice could not. Then she tore herself away and was gone, striding through his halls; vengeance incarnate.

>>>>>>

Grace drove the car, her master beside her, watching how she smoothly integrated her movements with the vehicle. How she wanted to tear that smug look from his face and trample it underfoot. Yet there was nothing she could do to him that he could not counter before she struck. This was not her boss, this was some monster who had taken on his semblance. Grace felt as though she’d gone mad but could not surrender to the release of that insanity. 

The phone in the car rang. With an effort, she kept from reaching for the handset. Her companion gave her a smile, feral in the number of teeth showing. It rang twice more before he answered its summons. 

“Straker.” His voice was just off somehow, but the line would disguise that. “Hello, Alec. Just going for a drive,” he answered whatever question he’d been asked. “I’m feeling more myself,” he continued. “Probably take another day and then I’ll be back.” He listened intently for a moment, frowning. “You had me followed?” His voice was soft, dangerous. “No, I haven’t seen anyone. Yes, I understand why you did this … Oh, Jackson. Well, I guess that was to be expected.” He reached over and ran a hand over her side and thigh. “No, I haven’t seen anyone,” he confirmed with a nasty smile. “You know how to find me. Good bye.”

He replaced the receiver with a laugh that would have chilled Grace’s blood, had it not already been running in arctic temperatures. Now she was completely certain that whoever this was, never had he been Ed Straker. She didn’t  know why she was so convinced, but there was just something about him that she could not believe her Commander would ever be. In a small compartment of her mind, Grace began to build a wall that wouldn’t look like a wall, a place to hide.

>>>>>>>>

Alec Freeman ran a hand over his face and tried to fight the hollow feeling his conversation with Ed had produced. There was no way the agents assigned to Ed were so good that he hadn’t spotted them, especially when those agents were not responding to Jackson’s call. He replayed their conversation in his mind, searching for a clue, anything to settle this unease he felt.

He stopped at Ford’s station to discuss the communications reports.  Ford had again located a minor issue and fixed it before the aliens could use it to their advantage. He was also getting better at delegating work and responsibility to his crew; and remaining at ease while talking to his superiors. 

“That’s it,” Alec exclaimed suddenly. 

Ford looked confused. “What is, sir?”

“He was relaxed, entirely too relaxed,” Alec muttered, not focused on Ford at all. “Keep up the good work,” he told the younger man with an unexpected clap on the shoulder before he headed off to see Jackson. 

“Something’s wrong,” he announced as he burst into Jackson’s office without even a perfunctory knock. “Ed’s not acting like himself.”

Jackson’s large dark eyes met the SHADO second in command’s gaze with a curious lift of the eyebrows. “Indeed. And why is that, Col.?”

Alec explained briefly. Jackson nodded. “Yes, it would seem that something has happened to the Commander.” Jackson’s phone rang and he answered it. “They’ve found at least one of the security detail and the car. It would be best if you accompany me, Col. This should not become general knowledge.” 

Any time Jackson wanted one of the command team with him the news was never good. Alec nodded and waited for Jackson to retrieve his coat before they left the office and the facility together.  

Sgt. Jordan Crale had seen much death in his 35 years but this was disquieting in a way even alien eviscerated bodies were not. He’d cordoned off the area containing the car and most of the body parts, leaving the investigation to his superior. This was not a report the Sgt. was going to enjoy writing.  One of his men was just returning from a search for Grace when Jackson and Alec arrived. He nodded to both men and listened to what the other security man was saying before greeting them.

“What?” Alec cut him off. He’d already surveyed the car and area, noting the blood and body parts as he did. 

“We think whoever did this took Kellogg with him. There are tire tracks further up the road and signs of a struggle.” 

Alec thought “signs of a struggle” was a mild term for what they found. The scraps of fabric in their pristine forensic bags amounted to pretty much everything the woman was wearing. Blood spatters showed on most of it and in the churned up grass and dirt. Kellogg had been stripped of her clothing in what looked like a brutal manner and then what? Beaten? Raped? Both? He stared at the tire tread impression in the dirt shoulder of the road until it dawned on him he knew that tread. His color faded as he recognized the pattern. Those were Straker’s tires. The space between the impressions was right. 

He swallowed the rising bile in his throat and called Jackson over. “I recognize the pattern.” He gave the man credit; Jackson’s mobile face betrayed nothing as he recognized the truth Alec had just handed him. 

“No man could have inflicted the damage that killed Lt. Stolz,” Jackson reminded him softly. “Not without tools.”

Two sets of dark eyes met, a frisson of horror climbing each man’s spine as they came to grips with that idea. 

