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  WHAT THEY ARE SAYING ABOUT

  Æthereal Clans



  “...adds a whole new dynamic to the Æthereal universe and this reviewer, for one, was absolutely enthralled by it. The Ursar are a wonderful addition to this literary world—invariably charming, completely fascinating, and a perfect match for humankind despite the sizable physical and culture differences between them and us.


  If this series continues to improve, Love Romances will need to come up with a new rating of five and a half hearts just to do Mr. Wilcox and this fabulous series sufficient credit. This reviewer so enjoyed revisiting the Æthereal’s human partners, and watching their relationships develop—with one another and with the Ursar—that he truly hated to finish the book and set it aside.


  This reviewer’s advice? Grab the nearest dragon and fly, not drive, to the nearest place to pick up a copy of this novel. If you like dragons or even giant purple bears, this book is not to be missed.”


  ~~Reviewed by Saje for LoveRomances.com


  “...I loved this book. This is the third book in a trilogy about the Æthereal. The plot was unique, creative, and interesting. The Ursars race enchanted me with their honor, culture, and intelligence. The political situation added an interesting angle to the cultural exploration of a newly discovered race. I liked having characters in the last book used again in this book. It was fun seeing how married life works for Spyder and Katherine. It also was interesting to see the relationship with these newlyweds with the other newlyweds, Danny and Katarina. Their evolving relationships and personal growth add a lovely and interesting touch to this intriguing tale. The expanding story that spans this series, leads me to hope for more books from Christopher W. Wilcox Sr. If you like fantastical, intelligent creatures in a modern setting, definitely give this series a try.”


  ~~Reviewed by Gretchen for Fallen Angel Reviews


  Other Books by Author Available at Whiskey Creek Press:

  www.whiskeycreekpress.com


  Æthereal


  Æthereal Revealed


  First, to my new family at Whiskey Creek Press, especially my phenomenal cover artist, Jinger Heaston, and my editor and friend, Chere Gruver. Working with you two is always a pleasure.


  Finally, to my family. While my previous dedications have been to the ones that live in the immediate area and who have read all the drafts in their various stages, I want to thank those who live far away, for love and support that distance cannot diminish. So, here’s to you, Laura, Lisa, and James, and your families, too.


  Chapter 1


  The rising red sun cast its crimson light over the rolling hills, highlighting the ridge crest that had been the favored roost of the seven Guardians from Sol. It was still empty. The Æthereal had been recalled for something they called the Grand Council, which Korin thought sounded a lot like a full gathering of the Clans. Glancing back at the empty ridge crest, Korin hoped they would remain gone for a long time so the Clans could once again find peace and serenity.


  The initial excitement from contact with the long-lost Guardians of Sol had quickly faded when confronted by the reality of having seven of the massive Æthereal living among them. First of all, it had come as a psychological blow to the collective psyche of the Clans. For millennia, they had been the undisputed masters of their world, easily coexisting with all other life forms. Being suddenly confronted by the virtually immortal winged dragons who towered over even the largest member of the Clans was more than intimidating. In fact, the Clans were afraid of the arrogant dragons, who had gone out of their way to enhance that fear through the flagrant display of their huge teeth and claws. The first time the Æthereal had loosed a blast of flame across the ruddy sky, it had frightened many of the Clans so greatly, they had hidden their cubs.


  The problem had been exacerbated by the refusal of the Æthereal to adopt any other form that would be more suitable to their surroundings, and less imposing to the Clans. The Æthereal had made it abundantly clear they regarded any other form as beneath them and spoke disparagingly of those other Æthereal who had adopted lesser forms to fit in.


  The one blessing had been the Æthereal had gone elsewhere to feed. They claimed the shifted light spectrum from the red sun interfered with their appetites. Korin was grateful for that since the idea of seeing them consuming enough food to support those huge bodies was enough to give him nightmares for years.


  Korin returned to Clan Home. It was typical of the dwellings used by all Clans, built entirely of natural materials carefully shaped to meet their needs. It contained chambers for the cubs, as well as various other rooms for the adults, kitchens, and communal spaces for their various activities. Once the cubs returned, it would be a very noisy place once again. For now, however, it only held the adults. He ducked his head as he entered the dwelling, since he was slightly taller than the doorway. As he expected, Clan Mother was waiting for him.


  “Are they still gone?”


  “Yes, Clan Mother, they are still gone.” He could see that Clan Mother had spent time with the other females because the patterns in her fur were new. Why anyone would spend hours manipulating the structure of individual hairs in a pelt to change their color was beyond Korin, but he had to admit the rippled pattern of the striping that now graced Clan Mother’s fur was quite beautiful. He supposed that decorating someone’s fur and transforming a stone into a striking piece of art were part of the same creative drive.


  The booming voice of Clan Father came from behind Korin. “It has been almost one hundred days since the Æthereal left us. That is too long. Either those arrogant flying lizards have decided we are not worth their time, or something has happened.”


  Korin dipped his head in respect to Clan Father. While not quite as tall as Korin, Clan Father was much more heavily muscled and there were white scars across his muzzle from one of his earlier battles to secure Clan leadership. While they may be civilized, there were still some legacies from the past too inbred to overcome; leadership through ritual combat was one of them. “I agree, Clan Father. Have the probes given us any insight into the cause for this prolonged silence from the Æthereal?”


  Clan Father looked sharply at the younger male. Korin had always been too smart for his own good. No one had said a word about probing the Æthereal, yet he instinctively knew the Clan had been doing just that. While the others of Korin’s year group had found their path and life’s work, Korin still floundered, dabbling at this and that. He had an affinity for the cold logic of the thinking machines, the great crystal computing systems left behind by the Ancients, but was too young to be accepted by those already working with them.


  “The probes have shown us nothing to explain. We have seen the largest of the ones who had come here, but he seems to have been badly injured in some kind of fight. The others pay him little heed. We have also observed the new partners of the Æthereal, these humans. I think we will find we have more in common with them than with the Æthereal,” Clan Father said. “The question is how we get in contact with the Æthereal.”


  * * * *


  Danny and Forrest arrived at the appointed time to see Ebon. Both had been off-world exploring yet another uninhabited planet while the Guardian forces on Earth had been involved in the search for the nuclear weapon in Washington. The deaths of Sorcha, Striker, Obsidian and the others had struck both of them rather hard.


  “Welcome back to Paradise!” Ebon said by way of greeting the top exploration partnership. “I realize you just got in but I need you to do something for me; a mission that may require some delicacy.”


  “Oh? And what makes you think that Danny or I can handle anything that needs a light touch, old friend?” Forrest asked.


  Ebon gestured at the chairs grouped in front of his desk as he said, “Have a seat and let me explain the situation. As you know, the renegades have been dealt with but ever since then, I have experienced a growing sense of unease about what they had been doing even before the Grand Council. I am not speaking here of their depredations on Earth but rather, the mission I had entrusted to them with the Ursars.”


  Danny looked puzzled. “Who are the Ursars?”


  Forrest looked at his young partner and said, “The Ursars are another Guardian species created by the Ancients to battle the Grays. The existence of the other Guardian races was revealed when your friend Spyder translated some captured Gray data. Celadon and I traveled to the various worlds indicated as holding a Guardian race in hopes of establishing relationships with them and perhaps working together to eliminate the Gray menace. We brought a representative from both the Ursars and the Pride back with us to meet with the Grand Council a few months before the Æthereal were revealed.”


  Ebon resumed speaking, “When I consider the complete arrogance of those seven renegades and their attitudes about any species not Æthereal, I am convinced they were the worst possible choice to send to another Guardian race. Too much time has past since we recalled the renegades without contact with the Ursars. That is where you come in.”


  Forrest said, “You want us to go to the Ursars and see what the current situation is.”


  “Succinctly put. Yes, I want you to travel there as soon as possible to reopen communications with the Ursars,” Ebon said. “Once the lines of communications are open again, I want you to assess what damage, if any, the renegades did and what should be done to correct it.” Looking at the partners, he added, “I do not see this as a long mission; just a quick in and out. What you learn will determine what we do next.”


  Standing, Forrest said, “Should not be a problem, Ebon. We will leave in the morning after I have rested.”


  As they departed Ebon’s office, Danny asked, “So what do the Ursars look like?”


  “The Ursars live on a world with a slightly heavier gravity that Earth, so they are very strong. Their sun is a red one, so on their world, their fur appears as a rich brown color. They are about two or three times your size.”


  Ebon’s partner Eric, who had overheard the exchange, chuckled. “Danny, the Ursars are twenty foot telepathic purple bears.”


  * * * *


  The alarm had flashed through the minds of all Clans the moment the Æthereal had portaled into their world. The younger adult females had herded the cubs back into the sanctuary of the great caves while the remaining females withdrew to reinforced inner chambers within the Clan dwellings. Even though there was only one Æthereal, the Clans took no chances.


  There was some relief when the Æthereal was identified as the same Green who had made the original contact between the Clans and the Æthereal. Since this Green had proven to be both honorable and reliable in his dealings with the Clans, there was some release of the tension that had filled them. The fact this Æthereal traveled with a human partner also helped.


  Forrest broadcast a general greeting of peace and friendship. ‘Greetings, fellow Guardians! It is good to be back among you once more.’ He also included a request to meet with the Clan leaders.


  Danny wondered about the silence that met them. The terse mental directions to a landing spot had done nothing to alleviate his apprehension. As they winged down toward the vast clearing indicated in the response, Danny looked around. The low light levels from the red sun gave the appearance of twilight. The color shift from the crimson light turned his dark green leathers into almost a black hue. The foliage of the trees and shrubs were also dark shades. The clearing was still empty when they landed and Danny climbed down to the ground to stand at Forrest’s side. Danny scanned the edge of the clearing but didn’t notice the approaching delegation until they were well clear of the trees.


  Korin had been honored when Clan Father ordered him to accompany the delegation to the clearing to meet with the Æthereal and the human. As they approached the visitors, Korin was struck by the disparity between them. The Æthereal towered into the sky at least three times Korin’s height, while the human would barely come to Korin’s waist. The Æthereal exuded an aura of invincibility, while the human looked fragile and harmless.


  ‘Greetings, Forrest the Green. It has been long since you were last here. In fact, it has been long since any of your kind were here,’ Clan Father’s mental voice rang out.


  Forrest dipped his head in acknowledgement. ‘There have been some changes and that is but one of the reasons we have come. May I present Danny, my human partner?’


  Danny stepped forward and bowed. ‘Greetings, Guardians. It is indeed an honor to be here.’


  ‘A display of manners is most welcome, for it is a skill your predecessors never exercised,’ Clan Father said. ‘Would you care to join us inside in comfort, or choose to remain here in this field?’


  Danny could sense this was a test. Forrest merely shifted shape to his human form, allowing the Ursars to set the tone for their discussions. ‘By all means, let us be comfortable while we talk! Lead on.’


  ‘Danny, it is clear Ebon’s fears were justified.’ Forrest sent on a tight mental channel. ‘‘The renegades apparently would not change shape to accommodate the Ursars in order to maintain their feelings of superiority. We must tread very carefully now.’


  Korin was behind the human called Danny as they walked from the clearing into the trees around the village. The human was smaller than a six month old cub, had no fur to speak of, no claws at all, and barely any teeth. Korin wondered how such a creature could ever defend itself. Perhaps there were no clawed or fanged creatures on its world. Its face was curiously flat with a little nose and small mouth. How did it scent for prey or predators? Yet upon the creature’s face were several faint scars reminiscent of Clan Father’s leadership scars. What a curious creature!


  Danny hurried along the path, trying very hard to keep up with the strides of the giant bears. It felt so strange to be in the company of beings that reminded him of Kodiak bears, complete with huge claws on their hind feet. As he moved along behind the others, he caught sight of something dancing along the periphery of his vision. Small globes of gold light that vanished whenever he tried to look at one directly. They reminded him strongly of the fairy lights described in folktales back on Earth. No one else seemed to pay the lights any attention, so Danny could only conclude either they were harmless, or he was hallucinating.


  Danny was all too aware of the large creature behind him. The resemblance to a Kodiak was even stronger up close but at the same time, the similarity paled when one got a good look at the eyes. There was no beast behind those eyes; a keen intellect looked out at the world, assessing everything. Danny also sensed something else: compassion, understanding, and above all, curiosity. Danny could sense this was a kindred spirit.


  Danny could see the building they were approaching and he could only marvel at what he saw. Blending naturally into the surroundings, it looked as if it were made from a single piece of stone. Danny could see no sign of any tool markings on the window openings or the doorway, in which was carved an impressive relief of scenes depicting Ursars in various activities, and arched high above Danny’s head, although the Ursar behind him had to duck its head to enter. The building consisted of a single chamber, round like the building, and the thick walls were pierced at regular intervals by oval window openings that would permit a pleasing cross-ventilation, no matter which direction the wind was from. Lighting was indirect from sconces between each of the windows, aimed upward to reflect off the ceiling that must have been at least thirty feet above the chamber floor.


  Much to Danny’s relief, the chamber was filled with plush cushions that rested on the floor. Danny had envisioned trying to sit in a chair scaled to fit these gigantic bears and knew he would look like a toddler trying to sit in an adult chair. Forrest indicated that Danny should join him on the ones located at the center of the arc of cushions, flanked by the Ursars. Considered a position of honor, Danny also noticed it was the position farthest from the door.


  Forrest resumed the conversation he had been having with the leader of the group who had met them. ‘I must admit to you, the seven Æthereal who visited you were not true representatives of my people. They were renegades and engaged in behaviors that caused much harm in our relations with the humans and, apparently, with you as well. They have been punished in the manner chosen by our Grand Council and will never bother you or the humans again.’


  ‘It is true the seven who were here have created much distrust among the Clans regarding the Guardians of Sol. This distrust has been nurtured by their arrogant actions among us, and it will take more than words to undo this damage.’ Clan Father’s mental voice held a hint of a growl.


  Forrest asked, ‘What path should we follow to reach a new understanding between us?’


  Clan Father stared at Forrest and Danny for a long time before he answered. ‘This is a hard path we must take and there is much which must be overcome. The way shall be through your human partners. The Æthereal may not stay among us for a time while we learn to know the real nature of your kind through the way others view them.’


  ‘This is indeed a wise path,’ Forrest replied, ‘but I do not believe it will be a hard one for the humans, or for the Clans.’


  Danny watched the faces of the Ursars as they hammered out an agreement about a human settlement. Forrest gained permission for them to deploy a standard settlement configuration with independent shelters for the team members and communal facility housing a kitchen and common meeting areas. The initial team would be of no more than five humans. The Æthereal would provide the portal between Paradise and the clearing where they landed, which would be the site for the settlement of the humans. In addition, a daily portal could be opened to permit communication both ways.


  At some point during the discussions, other Ursars quietly entered the chamber, delivering beverages and food. Danny could not discern whether the new ones were female or just younger, but they had not remained in the chamber. Danny turned his attention to the platter of fruits and the graceful goblet of crystal. While of a size that would be suitable for the large paw of an Ursar, Danny had to hold it in both hands to pick it up. After a surreptitious sniff, he took a sip and found it held cool, pure water. The fruit reminded him of grapes, if he could imagine a grape the size of an apple. He had to take small bites of the fruit, enjoying the combination of sweet and tart that mingled. His pleased expression triggered a response in the Ursar seated to his side, who reached over and popped one of the fruits into his huge maw and then chewed with gusto, a pleased expression turning his lips upward. The Ursar extended a hand toward one of the melons and, using a single claw that extended from between his fingers, sliced the fruit into sections. Spearing one with the tip of his claw, he extended the piece to Danny. Danny took the offered piece and tasted it—a flavor that reminded Danny of a mixture of honeydew and cantaloupe. He nodded to indicate that he liked it.


  Danny turned his attention back to the serious matters at hand when movement on his right indicated that Forrest was starting to rise. Danny quickly followed suit. Once again, the group made its way along the paths back to the clearing. As Forrest shifted back to his natural form, Danny felt a heavy tap on his shoulder. He turned to find it was the younger Ursar who had been seated next to him. The large creature handed Danny a mesh bag containing several of the oversized grapes and a few melons for him to take back. Danny thanked him, and scrambled up onto the saddle. After tying the bag to one of the harness straps, Danny got himself settled, reconnecting his suit and visor to the systems imbedded in the saddle. As he did, he looked back to the group and captured a still photograph of the Ursars. Then, after exchanging ritual words of departure, Forrest sprang into the air and soon opened a portal home.


  * * * *


  Ebon was waiting for them when they landed on the Borland Guardian Base. “How bad is it?”


  Forrest shook his head. “It could barely be worse. Our renegades could not have sabotaged things more had they tried. The Ursars will continue relations, but only if the contact is through humans. We Æthereal are not welcome for now.” Forrest then explained the agreement that had been ironed out with the Clan leaders.


  “So what we need now are humans, steeped in the ability to deal with other cultures, who are not xenophobic and, more importantly, not afraid of bears. They must also have a great understanding of the Æthereal. Well, that can only mean the Science Support Staff and that means...”


  “Spyder,” finished both Danny and Forrest.


  “Danny, would you please go find Spyder and bring him to my office?” Ebon looked across the field. “Unless I am mistaken, you will find him at the Cenotaph. And it appears Katarina is waiting for you as well.”


  Chapter 2


  Spyder and Katherine stood on the field in the Borland Guardian Facility on Paradise, staring upwards at the memorial cenotaph at the six newly inscribed names. Neither spoke as they remembered the irreverent Striker and eager Sorcha, who took them into the skies of Serenity. Unpartnered, they felt the loss of each Æthereal personally and most especially, these two young ones. When they had learned of Sorcha’s sacrifice, neither had been surprised. Duty had run strong in the breast of that Red dragon.


  A small noise behind them made them turn to face the new arrivals at the cenotaph. It was Danny and Katarina. Katarina hugged the smaller Katherine with sisterly compassion.


  “Spyder,” Danny said, “Ebon is looking for you.”


  “Did he happen to say why?” Spyder asked, his eyes returning to the names once more.


  “He said something about a request for your help with the Ursars,” Danny said.


  Katherine turned to Spyder. “Who are the Ursars?”


  Spyder responded. “They’re another species of Guardians created by the Ancients to fight the Grays, Katy.”


  “What are they like?” she asked.


  “Try to imagine a twenty foot dark purple telepathic bear that walks upright. That’s an Ursar,” Spyder said. “I wonder what they want with me? Well, there’s only one way to find out. Let’s go find Ebon and see what the Guardian has to say.”


  Spyder knocked on the door to Ebon’s office, his mind churning over the possibilities. The Ursars had both fascinated and frightened him when he had seen one at the Grand Council. He knew little about them or their culture but he did recall they had intact records from the Ancients. Hearing Ebon’s voice, he opened the door and entered the room.


  For the next hour, Forrest detailed the recent expedition to the Ursars’ home planet and the agreement that had been reached to plant a human group among them. “The five Ursars we met with were all male, as were the few others we came in contact with. I do not know whether this is an indication of their cultural belief that females are inferior, or if it was an effort to protect them from us. I would recommend your team be made up of all males to start. Perhaps, once we have a better understanding of their society, we can bring human females there as well.”


  Spyder sat back. “My team?”


  “I want you to lead the mission to Ursaria, Spyder,” Ebon said.


  “No offense, Ebon, but have you lost your mind? I don’t know anything about dealing with other cultures or giant bears or whatever. I’m a simple computer geek!”


  Ebon laughed. “There is nothing simple about you, my friend, and you underestimate yourself greatly. Let it suffice for the moment that you are the acknowledged head of the Science Support Staff. The team members will logically be drawn from among the Science Support Staff, so they will already think of you in terms of being their leader. Furthermore, I suspect the Ursars have a tremendous technological base to their society, for all its simplicity. Your work with the Gray systems, as well as the completely alien technology found on Serenity, shows you are both adaptable and not adversely affected by any kind of xenophobia.”


  “No women, huh?” Spyder shook his head. “Katherine is not going to like being left behind like this.”


  “Katherine is your assistant, is she not?” Forrest asked.


  “That will never play, Forrest. You can’t just give an order to a woman like Katherine.”


  “That is not what I meant. I meant that, since she is your assistant, we could not afford for both of you to be off-world for any great length of time,” Forrest explained. “She must first find and train a replacement to run the operations here at Borland. Once she is comfortable turning it over to someone else, then she will be able to join you.”


  “Now, that approach might work! Thanks, Forrest!” Spyder said.


  * * * *


  Later that same day, Spyder and Katherine hosted Danny and Katarina for a quiet dinner. Danny brought with him the fruit he was given by the Ursar, which the group savored as their dessert with coffee.


  “These huge grapes are delicious!” Katherine exclaimed. “And you say one of the Ursars gave them to you?”


  “Yes, he and I had been sharing them during the meeting. In fact, he cut up one of the melons using a single claw that extended from his hand. That was startling, let me tell you. One second there are these fingers slightly curled and then suddenly, there’s this six inch razor-sharp talon jutting between them. I know how sharp it was because of how quickly it sliced through the melon. I had a tough time cutting these for dinner.”


  “Are they really as formidable as they seem?” Katarina asked.


  Danny called up the image he had taken just before they left Ursaria. The group examined the photograph Danny displayed on the large screen television in the room. The photograph looked like five Kodiak bears standing on their rear legs with their heads uplifted toward the camera.


  “What kind of filter did you use on this, Danny? I seem to recall their coloring was almost a royal purple,” Spyder said as he looked at the photograph.


  “None. The sun on their world is red and the crimson light shifts color values.”


  Katherine examined the picture, trying to get some sense of scale. “I just can’t get a feeling for how big they are from this. There’s nothing in the photograph that I can use as a reference.”


  Danny pointed out the Ursar on the extreme left side of the photograph. “You see this fellow here? I came up to about here,” Danny said, pointing to a spot on the torso of the Ursar to indicate how high his head had come.


  “Big, aren’t they!” Spyder looked carefully at the one Danny had indicated. “This one seems younger than the others somehow.”


  “I felt the same thing. I think he’s related to the Clan leader we spoke with,” Danny said, pointing out the leader in the photograph. “Any idea who you will invite to be a part of the team?”


  Spyder thought about it for a minute. “I’ll need somebody who’s really good with analyzing other cultures. I was thinking about what’s-his-name, the guy who was working with Azure on the Serenity mission.”


  “I believe you mean Doctor Richard Brasington, III; PhD in Anthropology from Oxford with another PhD in Paleontology from Cambridge,” Katherine answered. “I heard he’s gone back to Earth and is somewhere on a dig in the Yucatan.”


  “I’d bet he’d be willing to dump all that to spend time analyzing a living culture of intelligent bears,” Danny said. “Would you like me to see if he would be interested?”


  “Yes, because my second choice would be completely unacceptable,” Spyder said.


  “It’s too bad the Ursars banned women because Diana Richland would have been the ideal choice. Not only does she have the necessary degree qualifications, she spent several years studying Kodiak bears in Alaska,” Katherine said. “Frankly, if they allowed women, I’d be there in a heartbeat.”


  “Now, Katy, you know you have to run the depot until you can find and train a replacement. We can’t both be gone until there’s someone qualified to replace us,” Spyder said, trying to placate his new bride of six months.


  She had been upset about their pending separation ever since she learned of his new assignment. She had sworn that somehow, she would find and train a replacement so she could join Spyder as soon as possible.


  To avoid a potential problem, Danny shifted the conversation back to candidates for the team. “Assuming we can get Brasington, who else do you have in mind?”


  Spyder looked a little sheepish. “Well, I tried to get Ebon to let me smuggle Azure in disguise but apparently, the Æthereal have promised not to come in any form other than their natural ones until invited by the Ursars. So my idea got nixed. To be honest, I don’t know who I’ll need because I have no idea of what to expect or what will be the best mix of talents. I’m going to suggest I go alone for a week or two to get a feel for the place and the mission, and then make the team assignments based on that assessment.”


  Danny thought for a moment about the time he had spent with the Ursars. “That probably makes more sense than going with the wrong mix of skills. While you get set up, I’ll see about the good doctor and see if he’s afraid of the three bears.”


  * * * *


  Five days later as he watched the nimbus fade closed, Spyder began to wonder whether it made as much sense as he’d originally thought. The communal center and one dorm unit had been set up for him that afternoon in the clearing. He had not seen a single sign of the Ursars since the portal had opened. They had certainly made a lot of noise moving everything into place. Spyder suspected the Ursars knew very well the new human contingent had landed and they would make themselves known at the time and place of their own choosing.


  Spyder had to admit the transition from the warm yellow sunlight on Paradise to the ruddy light here was something of a shock. Nothing in Danny’s videos or the still photos had prepared him for the feeling of being perpetually in twilight. One modification Danny had insisted upon was a filter on every window to allow the internal lights to match the external color spectrum. There was even a light baffle at all the entrance doors to the human modules. Not only would it be polite to avoid light pollution, it might also prevent any potential damage to the eyesight of the indigenous species.


  Spyder glanced one last time at the tree line beyond the clearing, seeing those curious gold balls of light Danny had told him about. The lights would hold stationary for a moment or two and then either dart off to some other part of the tree line, or wink out of existence completely. Most curious. Spyder opened the door to his personal module and closed it behind him before opening the secondary light curtain. His new home away from home was certainly austere. Plain walls and floors. The bedroom held a double bed, a dresser with his folded clothes and a wardrobe with his leathers. His desk with all his computer equipment dominated the sitting room. One corner of the desk, however, was reserved for a framed photograph of Katherine that Danny had taken during their time on Serenity. Danny had caught her face in a moment of joyous abandonment, her eyes alight with merriment and her beautiful face illuminated by a smile that radiated happiness. Staring at that photograph, Spyder could feel himself falling in love with her all over again. It was going to be a very long mission if he had to spend it without her.


  Spyder opened his laptop and began his report, but that soon changed to just a simple letter to Katherine about his day and experiences so far. He typed far into the night.


  * * * *


  Korin had sat motionless under the tree line all day watching the human encampment come into being. He had been appalled as the blue portal had opened and the veritable army of folks and machines had brought the strange structures into the clearing. It had taken most of the day for the structures to be assembled, but Korin had been amazed at how quickly the constituent pieces had been put together to make the dwellings that now occupied the barren clearing. As quickly as that army had appeared, it had vanished just as fast, leaving only a single human behind.


  Korin had watched as that human walked around the clearing, looking at the tree line as if expecting the Clan to come swooping upon him. When at last either satisfied that its fears were groundless or determining that the Clan would be waiting for it to make the first move, the human had gone back inside after studying the flickering probe lights that dotted the trees.


  Korin wondered to whom those probes belonged. He knew that all the Clans were curious about the new visitor, but Clan Father had decreed the human would not be spied upon inside the clearing. He supposed that by not actually entering the clearing itself, the probes honored the letter, if not the spirit, of that decree. Turning his attention back to the clearing, he pondered the structures once more.


  They smelled just as wrong as they looked. There did not seem to be anything natural about them. They were all absolutely straight lines and did not blend in with the surroundings the way dwellings should. It appeared the humans had as much to learn from the Clans as the Clans had to learn from the humans.


  Korin sat in the darkness, watching until the lights went out inside the human’s dwelling. He then returned to Clan House and briefed Clan Father and Clan Mother on all he had observed. After that, he went to the sleeping pit and snuggled amid his Clan members until he fell asleep.


  Chapter 3


  Korin woke before dawn, as was his custom, even though he had been out very late the preceding night. After a quick meal, he raced back to the clearing for Clan Father had made it very clear that Korin was charged with watching the human and to learn as much about the stranger as he could. When he reached the clearing, he did not stop at the tree line. Instead, he made his way beyond the trees and sat in the open in hopes of drawing the human out of the enclosure. In this way, he would not be intruding upon the clearing, yet would be making his presence known.


  Seated facing the direction he was, Korin was able to enjoy the full dawn. He enjoyed the slow increase in the ambient light until the glorious moment when the red orb cleared the horizon, bathing the land in the crimson glow of a new day. It was one of Korin’s secret pleasures to greet the rising of the sun each day and a source of amusement to the other members of the Clan, who chose to remain snuggled in the sleeping pit until Clan Mother scolded them for laziness. And while Korin enjoyed the pleasures of the sleeping pit, he loved the peace and solitude of the dawn even more. At last the sun had risen fully above the horizon and Korin returned his gaze to the clearing. He was startled to find the human seated in front of him, less than an arm’s reach away.

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
@
S

-

AEthereal Series B?ookﬁ_ t,

akristaf[wr W, Wileox, 3r.





