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Merry rode air currents to the hated palace of her lord. Stepping from air to ground she strode into the structure, smoke curling from her hands and the tangled curls streaming down her back. The air around her heated as she passed, homing in on the clear trail of Eodearas’ magic returning to him. He would die now, at her hand, never to harm another being. 

She crossed the inner courtyard where Eodearas had imprisoned the Lake Jen forever, trapped in stone, pits where once clear blue eyes saw truth and prophecy. He’d built a fountain around her, yet not a drop of water touched the rock locked Seelie. Only the translucent fluid of her bloody tears cut wet trails down her face. 

Nearly crazed now, flames licked around the hems of Merry’s robes, flickering red and yellow around her hands and hair. Heron and Shea met her in the hall.  She could feel their fear, taste it in the futile protective and calming spells thrown up against her. She laughed as she tore through them, only to be met with Alaric’s casting.

Merry screamed in fury, flames flowing brightly from her hands as she wove death in the corridor. Stone began to glow under her feet, burning away her leather shoes. 

“Eodearas!”

“It’s not him!” Shea and Heron spoke in her mind as one.

“IT DIES!” she sent back, crushing their attempts to show her reason.

“NO!” Alaric bellowed on both levels. She smelled kelp and dying sea creatures as he sought to keep the room and man behind him safe. “It is not Eodearas!”

Merry’s flames caught at the leathers Alaric’s women wore. The area was drenched in freezing salt water a moment later. Alaric shoved Shea and Heron behind him, his face blistering in the steam Merry’s heat created from his attempt to cool her and the walls. He fought for control as his opponent flared again, her robes turning to ash as she tried to move against his wall of cold. 

“Merry – Nightingale – Strakerius.”

The voice calling her name was so calm she didn’t recognize it. With eyes like glowing coals, she looked to the doorway behind Alaric. The door stood open. Framed within that opening was Ed Straker. He stood there scared out of his mind, long strands of white hair lifting on the heated air, and called to her; begging her not to continue, not to darken her soul with the deaths of innocents. 

He shoved forward, between Alaric and his women who stared at him amazed. He placed himself directly between the blazing sorceress and his protectors. Ed had never seen anything like Merry before, alluring and terrifying in ways that were the stuff of legend.  “Please, I’m not worth this,” he told them all, giving Alaric a brief smile that Freeman would have recognized before facing Merry again. “You want me dead. I’m here. I don’t know how to fight you. I am unarmed. If my life will help right the horrible wrongs done to you; then take it.”

The flames died. Merry stood naked before the man who willing offered his life to her. Blinking like an owl in the sun, she struggled to understand what was happening, why he was facing her, afraid, not wanting to die, yet offering to do so for the sins of another man. She lifted a hand to touch his cheek, tears spilling down her cheeks as wonder touched her. “Who are you?” she asked her voice hoarse. Before he could frame and answer, her eyes rolled back in her head and she tumbled limply into his arms.

Ed looked around helplessly as Alaric, Heron and Shea also stared at him in wonder for a long and increasingly uncomfortable moment. “Could I get some help here?” he finally broke the silence that had fallen.

>>>>

Alec slammed his fist into the side of the car. The remains had been carefully bagged and tagged for autopsy, not that there was any question how the man had died, just at whose hands. Right now, all the evidence pointed toward Ed Straker committing a crime he could not have committed. Dwayne Stolz had been a big man, not the kind to go down without a fight, yet he’d apparently been hacked into pieces without getting a chance to defend himself. What had the aliens done to Ed to get him to do this?

Doug Jackson regarded Freeman dispassionately. The anger and frustration was easily understood. Freeman had been with Straker since before SHADO and was intensely loyal to the Commander. He did not know the basis of that loyalty, although he had tried to get to it, but it sufficed that Alec Freeman would willingly lay down his life for Straker and most of SHADO knew that. Alec would believe that the aliens had done something to his friend. But Jackson did not believe this had anything to do with extraterrestrials. He controlled the shudder that tried to rip through his body, clenching his teeth as he did so. All around them he sensed a flow he had nearly forgotten, something from his childhood, before the horrors of the war and its aftermath had burned it out of him. 

There was something about this area Jackson felt he should remember as he looked at the churned dirt. He squatted down to regard the area curiously, knowing that he was annoying Freeman as he did so. He reached down with his left hand, not quite touching the dirt, blood and other bodily fluids. A spark leaped from the ground to his hand, shocking him. Losing his balance, he sat abruptly, staring at his hand and at the small charred spot beneath it. This was not good, not good at all. Freeman was going to think he was crazy. 

The doctor put both hands down to push up off the ground. The recent past here flooded through him, filling him with sight, sound and feelings. He couldn’t think, couldn’t react, all he could do was pray he survived as the emotions of victim and abuser coursed through him. 

Freeman, noticing Jackson was missing as they hooked up the car to be towed, went looking and found the smaller man curled tightly into a ball, shaking, weeping and begging for it to stop. Blood welled in abrasions on his thin face, only to disappear as swiftly as it appeared. What the hell?

Alec made a snap judgment that lying in the dirt was a bad idea, grabbed the doctor by one arm and hauled him roughly away from the disturbed area and into the nearby grass. Jackson stilled, his eyes open, but blankly staring at his knees more than anything. Was he even breathing? Alec leaned down to listen. Yes, Jackson was breathing, but it was shallow and quick, not a good sign.

Jackson closed his eyes and let the comforting darkness of being unconscious take him. For once, he did not relish what the conversation would be like when he wakened.

Seeing the doctor relax, Freeman scooped him up and carried him back to the car. His look shot down any questions the crew might have had. There was entirely too much unnatural going on to quibble about the doctor and Freeman’s actions. 

