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Straker awoke just after sunrise feeling as though he'd been beaten with sticks, or maybe fists and feet all night. Visions he only partially understood remained with him as he hit the shower and leaned back against the wall letting the water run down his tired body. He didn't want to crawl back into bed; he just wanted to get some sleep. Only he was fairly certain that the minute he closed his eyes, the dreams would be back. 

He got out, toweled off and stared into the face of a stranger in the mirror. Oh, it was his face, but his eyes looked sunken, tired, worn out. He shaved carefully and combed his hair. He still looked like he'd been rode hard and put away wet, as the saying went. He called Dr. Jackson before brewing his morning coffee. 

“Commander …?” Jackson sounded surprised. 

“Yes. I need to see you when I get in. Clear your appointments.”

“Certainly, Commander. I will be ready when you arrive.” 

Straker could just see the look on Jackson's face in his mind: curious, concerned and wondering just what was up. He sat back in the chair and then jerked up out of it as his eyes drifted closed. No. Not until he was at SHADO. Not until he was … safe. What a laugh.

The drive to work was uneventful. He was even feeling a little more like himself by the time he arrived, but still tired. He checked in with his secretary and proceeded to his office, downstairs and to Dr. Jackson's office without really checking in with anyone else, including Alec Freeman. 

Jackson rose from his seat as Straker entered his office. “Commander. Please, have a seat.” The questions were all over his face, but he waited for Ed to start.

Straker sat and then couldn't figure out where to start. 

“You wanted to talk to me, sir?”

“I think you and Alec may be right about my needing some time off,” he dove in without preamble. “It's been quiet the last week and it seems that maybe the stresses of the last few months have caught up with me.” The blue eyes slid away from direct contact with Jackson's dark gaze. 

“Would you object if I ran a few tests first, sir? It might be best to make certain there isn't anything more than just being tired.”

This was exactly what he'd worried about. He hated taking tests. Ed considered refusing, but he knew that the doctor was in the right, so he nodded and submitted to Jackson's explorations. Half an hour later, blood work and other tests ordered he put up with Jackson's questions as to his mental state. Apparently his answers were not indicative of imminent breakdown and Jackson sent him on his way to a week's rest away from the studio and SHADO.

Ed caught Alec on the way back in to the office. “Alec. Need to see you, now.”

“Where were you?” Alec asked curiously.

“Seeing Jackson. I'm taking a few days off. You're in command. Try to keep Foster in line while I'm gone.”

“Gone? Where are you going?”

“Don't worry, Alec. I'm just taking a few days off.”

“Ed,” there was no brooking that tone. Straker looked up at his second in command. “What's really going on?”

Straker leaned back in his seat with a sigh. “I think the let up from the aliens has given my body the chance to tell me how badly I abuse it. You and Jackson are always at me about taking time off. I’m taking some time off.” Explaining about nightmares you didn’t understand would not help here. Much as he appreciated Alec’s concerns, his odd fears were not the kind to be reassuring. Therefore, Alec would not hear about them. “Call me if something blows up. Otherwise, I think it’s time for you and Paul to see if you can work together without me breathing down your necks.” He held up a hand to forestall Alec’s objections, if any. “If we can’t survive a few days of my absence, what happens when time or the aliens or an accident catches up with me?”

“Dammit, Ed.” Alec didn’t argue and stopped asking questions, but he didn’t have to like it. 

Paul, on Moonbase, actually took the news well. “So, he needs rest. The rest of us get it whether we like it or not. Straker’s the only one who doesn’t have to follow medical orders. Time he did. Things are still quiet. With our luck, all hell will break loose the day he comes back. Even the aliens take time to plan things. We’re running drills tomorrow and the day after. If we don’t answer the com, we may be in blackout or power down simulations. We’ll answer as soon as we can.”

“All right.” Freeman signed off and scowled at the control room, looking for anything out of place or out of order. Nothing.

Instead of going home, Ed pointed his car east as he left the studio and just drove. His mind was still in turmoil after the nightmares of last night. There was something about the dreams, as though he was looking at someone else’s memories, yet they felt like his and that frightened him. Jackson believed he just needed some time away from SHADO, but he wasn’t certain. He wasn’t certain at all. 

Grace Kellogg and her partner, Dwayne Stolz, followed their boss at a discreet distance. Jackson felt there was something up and they were not inclined to argue with him. Demotion for arguing with el creepizoid was not high on Grace’s list of things to do. Lucky the Commander drove such a distinctive vehicle. 

Straker found a park with ancient trees and a lovely view. There was even an old fashioned fish and chips vendor wending her way through the park. He found a bench and sat on it in the sun, letting the warmth of the day soak into him as he watched young mothers and children move through the park.

Warmth. Sunshine. Freedom. Eodearas reveled in the sensations pouring through his slave. He eyed the young women in their un-self-consciously alluring garb; shirts that clung to their torsos and leggings that hid nothing from a discerning eye. As to the children, well, they had their uses. Sweet memories of twisting small bodies to his desires came unbidden followed swiftly by the nauseating wrench of the slave reasserting his control over his mind and body. A wall slammed between Eodearas and his slave. The Mage screamed in impotent rage, clawing at the iron wall. Sparks flew where he touched the barrier. So, the bastard knew something of magic after all. Eodearas settled in to wait. Sooner or later, the slave would have to sleep.

Ed sat on the bench wondering if his mind was indeed going. The thoughts watching the children playing in the park had brought to him were horrific, terrifying. He was afraid to move, afraid the thoughts would return, causing him to act. The last thing he wanted to do was become anything like the person whose memories he … was … sharing? Fear held him still. Had the aliens at last succeeded in getting to him? Was this some insane plot to make him fear himself? To make him crumble and lose his mind so that they could claim … claim what? Why would the aliens take this path? How could they know that harming a child was anathema to him when so many of them were the additional victims of the alien marauding? The aliens had shown no understanding of the parent/child paradigm among humans, although they had used the caring between adults to manipulate them. 

What was wrong with him?

Carefully, he returned to his car and started the drive home, his mind full of questions he could not answer; questions he had no intention of sharing with anyone. He passed a McDonald’s and for no reason he could later assign, turned around and went back to the restaurant. Normally, he would live on coffee until he could get real food. He almost chuckled at that thought. There were people for whom hamburgers, French fries and a soda were real food, or as close to it as they would get in the near future. He used the drive through and ordered a “combo meal” which he took home to eat.

Odd, the meal wasn’t as greasy or bad as he had expected. Maybe he’d simply figured out the right one to order. The cold soda tasted good, felt good as it slammed down his throat and chilled him from the inside out. The French fries, still hot and salty, were a far cry from the chips the English knew. Not that chips were bad, just different. Ed found he understood why his countrymen had been so easily seduced to the fast food craze. The meal was filling, tasty and not as expensive as a meal at a restaurant as he knew them. He wouldn’t be doing that again anytime soon, but it was informative. 

It was barely afternoon, but he felt full and tired. Well, he was supposed to be resting; perhaps he should do exactly that: rest. His bedroom was cool and dark, the blinds and curtains still closed. He pulled off his jacket and shoes, hanging up the former and placing the latter neatly on the closet floor before stretching out on the bed, on top of the down comforter. He passed from awake to sleep almost immediately. 

Eodearas stretched behind the wall and was unsurprised to see it melt away, vanishing to allow him access to the slave’s mind. Angry, he stormed into the dreams of his new body and smashed what he found there. What were these strange silver spinning things? Nothing! He raged at them, throwing bolts of energy at them … or trying. With a snarl, he threw himself on the red clad beings and killed them with blades, with thoughts. Only when he was through with the first four did he stop and see the killers for what they were. They slaughtered as they wished and stole from those who died; not things, not wealth, but their insides. They honored the old gods as did he! Perhaps these beings could be of use to him.

He spotted the dream self of the slave and for just a moment was afraid. They looked much alike, this slave and he. Eodearas reached for the power that should be there and felt a tremor of familiarity. Yes, there, buried beneath the rubble of the other’s life, of his scarred youth and ruined childhood, Eodearas could sense that which would be magic in his own world. He roared his victory, smashing the dreams, catching the slave’s mind and ensnaring it. He reached out to the knowledge that was buried in the slave’s mind and called it to him. 

Pain! Agony! What he called to him ripped and tore at his very being, bloodied him as he had not been in decades. Eodearas fought the power of the slave, knowing it for the instrument it was, for the cost it would tear from him every time he used it as long as the slave was also there. Finally, in fury, he slammed the other out of the body, shoving it as far along the golden thread that stretched through the barrier as he could. With the other gone, the body was his! He was victorious! The other world might not know that he had won, but he knew and this world would know! It would bow to Eodearas! It would bow before the might and magic of the world conqueror. They would weep at his feet, Strakerius would win!

Ed Straker, Commander in Chief of SHADO, huddled within himself and held onto the scream that threatened to rip out of him with all his might. Terror tore at him, pulling him into the maelstrom of panic all around him. He was … he was nowhere. He was cold and terrified and wanted nothing more than to find a warm dark place to hide. Only, he was afraid of warm dark places, especially small ones; and cold dark places. If he could just wake up. Please. Someone. Anyone. Let me wake up. He felt cheapened for begging, but there was nothing else he could do.

Or was there? Tentatively, he reached out, not quite understanding how, and found the warmth of the golden thread. It had to lead somewhere, didn’t it? Please? Without knowing what he did, Ed Straker followed the golden thread to a barrier. The barrier flared with energy, but there was a very, very small hole through which the golden glow went. Behind him was only cold and dark … that was gaining on him. The thread was disintegrating … he plunged forward, squeezing through the hole and then gaining speed as he rushed down the thread to … Pain!

Ed was in agony as he searched for a resting place within; a safe, dark, warm, welcoming place. Everything stopped and he fell exhausted into ebon velvet.

