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  WHAT THEY ARE SAYING ABOUT

  Æthereal’s Children



  “Christopher Wilcox creates a wonderful universe full of creatures not yet seen or found. The characters are engrossing, the situation feels real, the story moves at a great pace, and you can't put the novel down. Fora wonderful afternoon or two of reading, this is a must have book.”


  ~~Reviewed by Michael D. Johnson for Sage Fire Reviews


  “Aethereal’s Children by Christopher W. Wilcox, Sr. is part of the Æthereal series. This book easily stands alone. Wilcox successfully weaves the threads of the story together to form a tapestry that comes to life on the pages of Æthereal’s Children. The characters were well-developed and matured as the story progressed. The plot was entertaining and flowed smoothly. Fans of fantasy and science fiction will enjoy Æthereal’s Children.”


  ~~Reviewed by Debra Gaynor for ReviewYourBook.com


  “Mr. Wilcox has once again penned an engaging future for humanity. Taking what is known up to this point in the Æthereal series and adding a new twist to things, he has also brought forth some SciFi and special effects favorites from my own past movie watching experiences. Bravo for incorporating the classics into this soon to be classic series. As this is the fifth installment of the Æthereal series, Mr. Wilcox has included an introduction of what has gone before, and a glossary of who's who as an appendix to the book. But it would be my recommendation that you simply read the entire Æthereal series to enjoy the excitement and emotion of the stories as they build one to the next. Æthereal's Children carries the excitement, intrigue, and full-on SciFi adventure begun in the first installment, Æthereal, and continued through Æthereal Revealed, Æthereal's Clans, and Æthereal's Pride. It will be a long wait for me until the sixth and final novel, Æthereal’s Destiny.”


  ~~Reviewed by MargeAnn Conrad for Novelspot.com


  Other Books by Author Available at Whiskey Creek Press:

  www.whiskeycreekpress.com


  Æthereal


  Æthereal Revealed


  Æthereal’s Clans


  Spyder, the irreverent cyberpunk turned Head of the Guardian Science Support Staff, finds himself the de facto ambassador to the Ursars, a race of twenty-foot tall, telepathic and telekinetic purple bears. Forming unbreakable bonds with Korin, son of the Clan Father, Spyder soon finds there are some things that are worth more than your own life. Family, friends, and Clan, Spyder risks them all in a life-or-death struggle against the marauding Grays.


  Æthereal’s Pride


  When the Grays devastate the home world of the feline Guardian race called the Pride, a single family survives, rescued by the Æthereal. Resembling large lions and reared in a patriarchal society, can they adapt to the ways of the humans and Æthereals? Will the Ursars accept the addition of large predatory felines in their peaceful valley? When a much changed Spyder returns from near death to reveal the secret of the Ancients, the stage is set for a confrontation with the Grays.


  The Alurian Chronicles Book 1: the Heir of Westfell


  To Bob Fisher – for starting me on this journey


  To Debi and Steve Womack – for taking a chance on a novice


  To Jinger Heaston – for all the phenomenal covers


  To Chere Gruver – for being a real editor and a good friend


  To my family – for their unstinting love and support


  And most of all,


  To the readers, for without you, we’re just whispering tales in the dark.


  A Note from the Author


  Many years ago, when my children were still quite small, we watched a movie called The Great Muppet Caper. There is one piece of dialogue from that movie that has stuck with me through the years, echoing back when I watch a movie or read a novel. Diana Rigg’s character had just related an incredible amount of back story and Miss Piggy asks her why. Diana Riggs replies, “It’s plot exposition. It has to go somewhere.” Truer words were never spoken.


  One of the most difficult parts of writing a series like this is balancing the need to include enough of the back story from previous volumes so a new reader can fully understand the characters and species involved. The farther one travels in that series, the more back story exists which may impact the current tale. Where does one draw the line? How does the author (me) provide the reader (you) with enough information without it becoming redundant for those familiar with the story?


  So I thought I would take the simple and expedient approach by including most of that kind of information here, up front, where the new reader can prepare for the universe he or she is about to enter, while allowing the experienced Æthereal aficionado to skip straight to the story. In addition, a complete listing of the major characters can be found at the back of the story to help everyone remember who’s who.


  As always, I love to hear from my readers—both good and bad or even to just pass the time of day. Feel free to drop me an email at willwilcox@hotmail.com.


  * * * *


  Fleeing a great enemy, the Ancients came across our galaxy millions upon millions of years ago. They used their vast intellects to create races of Guardians, which they seeded throughout the galaxy to battle the Gray, a race of hive-minded planet-strippers.


  The first race they created were the Æthereal, virtually immortal fire-breathing dragons of immense size, gifted with telepathy, the ability to open dimensional portals to travel anywhere, and able to shift their shapes. The Æthereal are divided by function and gender based on color group. Four of the color groups are warriors, and are larger than the remaining classifications in physical size. The Blacks (males) are the largest, with overall body lengths of three hundred feet with matching wingspans, and the Browns (also males) are slightly smaller at two hundred and eighty feet. The female Reds and Oranges are of similar size as the Browns. The Reds are part of the battle wings (alongside the Blacks and Browns) while the Oranges protect the other four groups when they are away on missions. The Blues (male) are all scientists while the Greens (male) are explorers. The Golds (female), gifted with eidetic memory, are the archivists and historians of the species. Last, and the smallest of the groups, are the Whites (female), who are empathic healers.


  With the advent of mankind, the Æthereal guarded from the shadows, shifting form to pass as humans when they needed to move among us. They entered into a secret agreement with various governments to stop the underground testing of nuclear weapons as it was interfering with the breeding grounds of the mighty dragons. Eventually, the existence of the Æthereal was revealed, and a new era of partnership with mankind was begun. One result of that new era was the creation of the joint Æthereal and human force known as the Guardians, charged with protecting Earth and other worlds from the Gray.


  Another species created by the Ancients is the Ursars. Resembling oversized Kodiak bears, the Ursars are twenty-foot telekinetic and telepathic beings. Their worlds generally have a red sun, and their fur appears as muted browns, but when they are under the yellow sun of Earth, their fur is various shades of purple. They are charged with protecting the areas of the galaxy around Ursa Major and Ursa Minor. While assisting the Ursars in defending a planet in Ursa Minor from a Gray invasion, Spyder, one of the human characters, was shot in the head by a rail gun. Comatose, he was placed in the medical devices left by the Ancients. As he healed, he was also changed, as the device activated the dormant introns buried within the human genome, transforming him into the first fully enhanced human—and the forerunner of the returning Ancients themselves, for they had encoded their own genetic codes within the human genome.


  The Pride, guardians of the Leonid systems, are large felines resembling lions. Their home world was destroyed by the Gray, and the single surviving family was welcomed into the world of the Ursars. Other Pride worlds, separated from the home planet for a millennia by an artificial plague, were eventually found, but they had lost their belief in the teachings of the Ancients and their roles as Guardians. A vast Gray invasion fleet was barely stopped by the combined efforts of all the guardian species.


  Twenty years have passed since that titanic battle; twenty years without a single sign of the Gray throughout the known universe. The lessening of tensions has allowed the Æthereal color groups to focus on other projects, such as the reclamation of the planets destroyed by the Gray, especially the Pride home world. Life has moved on, and the children of the Guardians are coming of age.


  Chapter 1


  Ebon the Black, leader of the Æthereal Council and Guardian of Earth, stood staring out the window of his third-story office overlooking the large landing field at Paradise Base. He didn’t move when the door to his office opened as he knew who was coming through it. Being telepathic had its advantages.


  “There’s been no word?” asked Eric Johansson, Ebon’s human partner.


  Ebon shook his head mutely and continued to watch the field in vain.


  “How many teams does this make?”


  “Too many; twelve teams too many, and all of them trained combat veterans,” Ebon responded, a hint of anger in his voice. “What could possibly overcome that many Æthereals so quickly that not one managed to portal home or even broadcast a mind call to tell us what happened? Each team had been briefed to let us know when they arrived on their assigned planet, and yet not one of them has ever checked in once their portal closed behind them.”


  Ebon turned around and faced Eric. “I am recalling all the teams except for those involved in reclaiming the Pride home world. Until we know what we face out there, I will not send teams out blindly.”


  Eric shook his head. “That’s not going to be popular with any of the science or exploration teams. It will interrupt a lot of research.”


  “Better a temporary interruption than a permanent death,” Ebon said. “As head of the Council, that is my decision. I am convening a Grand Council in three days to discuss what we know, what we think, and what we will do next. I am also inviting the Ursars and the Pride to send representatives to the meeting as this will affect all the Guardians.”


  * * * *


  The Æthereal Grand Council was comprised of every available Æthereal who could be physically present or attend in astral form. On a vast plain on the Paradise planet, they gathered in a huge amphitheater with terraced edges that allowed the massive dragons adequate space for comfort during the long Grand Council meetings, which had been known to last for days. Grouped by specialty, they formed a rainbow of colors around the mile-long amphitheater. First came the Golds, the historian/archivists. Next to them were the Whites, the smaller healers. The Blues of the Science Corps and Greens of the Exploration Teams were next, followed by the Oranges of the warrior class charged with protecting them, then the Reds, Browns and Blacks—the combat wings that guarded the galaxy. The center of the amphitheater was filled with the human partners of the Æthereal, intermingled with the larger bearlike Ursars and feline Pride.


  What sound there was in that vast arena came from the humans, who talked quietly among themselves as they waited for the meeting to begin. The other species were also communing with one another, but their discourse was telepathic.


  The first rays of the rising sun broke over the rim of the amphitheater and edged down the western slope, highlighting the Golds. When that light came to rest on the lone Gold standing in the front of the assemblage, a mental tone rang in the minds of all attending.


  ‘Let the Grand Council of the Guardians convene,’ Amber the Gold’s mental voice echoed in everyone’s mind. Instantly all eyes and minds were focused on the ancient Gold dragon, the first female of their species created by the Ancients in their war against the Grays.


  ‘By request of the Guardian of Sol and Head of the Æthereal Council, this Grand Council has been summoned to discuss the grave peril that now threatens us all.’


  The massive form of Ebon the Black now strode to the front. Over three hundred feet in length, with a wingspread to match, Ebon was one of the largest Æthereal in existence. The rising sun glittered off his scales.


  ‘Since the destruction of the Gray fleet almost twenty years ago, we have not had a single encounter with the Gray. Many of you believe the Gray menace is gone forever since we have not seen any sign of them in all these years. We have shifted our focus from being protectors of worlds to being their conservators; reclaiming the damaged planets ravaged by the Grays, especially the Pride home world.


  ‘The battle wings have spent the past few decades working with the Science and Exploration Corps to explore and understand these other worlds left by the Gray, or else working with reclamation efforts on various worlds. Peace, we believed, was at last within the grasps of our talons and our eternal vigilance could ease.


  ‘For the past few months, a dozen teams of combat veterans from the Blacks have been simultaneously dispatched to planets bypassed by the Gray fleet in their rush across the galaxy to attack the Leonid worlds. These were to be routine missions involving a standard patrol of Blacks. Sixteen veteran warriors to a team, they would travel by portal to one of the bypassed planets to verify whether they were uninhabited before we would send an exploration team. Initially, the teams found many planets that will need the attention of the reclamation experts as they had been plundered far in the past, although they did find a few that seemed ready for exploration. Then one of the teams disappeared.


  ‘A second team was dispatched to check on the missing Blacks. Sent with firm instructions to immediately report their arrival at the new planet, they entered the portal to that world and vanished. Not one of them made contact again once their portal was closed.


  ‘This pattern occurred simultaneously on six different worlds. We have lost a total of twelve veteran combat teams, one hundred and ninety-two Blacks and Browns, on surveys of these worlds in six different planetary systems, two teams per world. Although we do not know what has caused this to happen, we must assume that it is of a hostile nature.’


  When Ebon finished, there was a moment of silence from the assembled guardians. This was followed by a burst of mental babble as everyone—Æthereal, Ursar, Pride, and human—all began to mentally speak at once. Thousands of side conversations erupted from the various color groups, punctuated by the growls exchanged between the Pride and Ursar contingents.


  Ebon turned to Eric, and said, ‘I think that went well. Do you not?’


  Eric looked at his giant partner and shook his head in disbelief. ‘How can you think such a thing, Ebon? With this many involved, it will take forever to reach a consensus of what should be done now.’


  ‘Consensus? Who said anything about a consensus? In a few days, when they all start to wind down, we will tell them what the actual Council has decided to do. Until then, let them argue and wear themselves out.’


  * * * *


  The smaller sixteen member Æthereal Council met in closed session. Membership in this body was confined to the acknowledged leader and deputy of each color group. Headed by Ebon the Black and seconded by Negron the Black, Guardian of Paradise, the Council met in their chamber inside the Austrian Alps. Each member portaled into the sealed chamber in human form and took their seat in the sixteen stone thrones that sat in a circle off to one side of the room. Representing the Blues were Azure and Indigo, the Browns by Grendal and Brundig, and the Greens by Forrest and Celadon. The female Æthereals present were Hecate and Scarlett from the Reds, Sienna and Terra from the Oranges, Astra and Etienne from the Whites, and Amber and Oura from the Golds.


  “Well, Mother, does the debate still go on at the Grand Council?” Ebon asked.


  “It does, indeed,” replied Amber. “I predict at least three more days before things start to wind down.”


  “What will be our guidance once they are ready to listen?” Astra asked.


  “First of all, we need to expand the ratio of human partners among the combat wings. We have allowed this to taper off during the past twenty years as the humans have retired. If we are facing combat, we need more humans to use the cannons and shields,” Negron said. “That means more humans through the training course.”


  Astra replied, “The deactivation of most of the human military has also eliminated the trained pool of humans we used to draw upon. Where will we find the resources?”


  “There are still plenty of young men and women on Earth who would come to us if we began recruiting again,” Ebon said. “Just because there was no longer a need for national defense forces on Earth did not change humanity enough to breed out those traits that make a good soldier. The off-planet militias are also a good resource to consider,” he looked at the other council members, “but we must take care not to leave the planets without a strong enough force to defend the settlements. We should also consider the viability of partnering with other guardian races, like the Ursar or Pride.”


  “I would hate to try to fly with an Ursar on my back!” Brundig laughed.


  “It is not that hard,” Negron replied. “I flew the Clan War Chief to the battle on Ursar Minor.”


  “But you did not try to fight with him there,” Grendal responded, and then laughed. “Ursars have short legs and big bodies, with a center of gravity not suited for aerial maneuvers. I once took a Clan warrior on a flight. If it weren’t for my scales, I would have had furrows from his claws along my entire side and across one wing as he scrabbled to grab hold of something when he slid off as I banked my wings in a turn. I managed to catch him before he hit the ground, mind you, but he was one very unhappy Ursar!”


  The whole council laughed at Grendal’s tale, breaking the tension. Celadon said, “These are good suggestions all, Ebon, but what do we know about the enemy itself?”


  “Absolutely nothing. We are not even sure there is an enemy. Perhaps there is some natural phenomenon on these planets that prevents the teams from returning or communicating. If it is not something natural, then perhaps it is something artificial which achieves the same thing and they are stranded,” Azure said. “If it is artificial and deliberate, then we face a new kind of threat.”


  “Azure, Forrest, we need some answers. How can we get some?” Ebon demanded.


  “The only way I can think of is to astral project to the planet and see what we find,” Forrest replied. “There is a risk. It is remotely possible that if there is something there which stops the ability to open portals and communicate mind-to-mind, then it could very well trap an astral projection. If that happens, there would be no way to return to the natural body.”


  “What if we were to portal into the world in human form? If something happened to that form, would we not automatically return to our real bodies?” Brundig asked.


  Azure shook his head. “That would be much too dangerous. If this mysterious force keeps your consciousness prisoner, then your body would be alive but devoid of a conscious mind to control it.”


  Astra spoke out against the idea. “I cannot support anything with such a grave risk. There must be some other answer.”


  “Astra, if we dare not explore the place using astral projection, and we obviously cannot portal there, what other way can we discover the truth? Fly there through space?” Grendal grumbled.


  Forrest looked thoughtful for a moment, and then said, “That is not such a bad idea. The humans have done quite a bit of that in the past, you know.”


  * * * *


  Ebon took his place in front of the Grand Council after a week of debate among the various species present. He waited until the vast assembly grew still, and then began to speak. ‘There are several measures that the Æthereal Council have determined are necessary to meet this new challenge. First and foremost, we must expand the battle wings, and that means more recruitment among the humans to serve as partners to replace those who have retired as well as expand the number of partnered Æthereal. In addition, we will implement a test program to recruit partners from among the Ursar and Pride, as well. Negron will oversee the recruitment and training of the new partners.


  ‘Secondly, we must gather intelligence about the threat itself. I have asked Azure to head up a commission to determine the most effective means to gather the information we need with a minimum risk of more lives. He will be contacting those he wishes to assist in this venture.


  ‘Finally, we must assess that information and determine the best means to deal with what we find. That will probably mean physically traveling to that world by some method other than portals. Indigo will be heading up a group looking into means of accomplishing that. As a part of that, we need to determine the best possible mix of forces to bring to bear against the threat. Our experiences together have shown we are stronger when we combine our forces. Therefore, whatever strike team is put together will have a mixture of Æthereal, human, Ursar, and Pride.


  ‘These actions will all take time, and that is something we risk running out of. Whatever is on those worlds may decide to move against us at any moment. Everyone needs to be vigilant and prepared for combat.’


  The assembly stood and shouted their approval in manners appropriate to their species. The humans applauded and cheered, the Pride and Ursars roared, and the Æthereal trumpeted.


  Chapter 2


  The science committee held an impromptu meeting on Ursaria, the home world of the twenty-foot telepathic and telekinetic creatures that resembled oversized purple Kodiak bears. The meeting was actually started when Forrest the Green came to visit his human partner, Danny Trasker, after the Grand Council broke up. As Forrest explained what had happened with the missing teams and what the Æthereal Council had decided, Danny suggested they bring Spyder into the discussion.


  Spyder, the former head of the Science Support Staff and now the forerunner of the evolving human race thanks to the effects of the Ancient’s medical technology, had full mental access to the entire computerized knowledge of the Ancients themselves. After hearing a summary of the situation, Spyder suggested that Azure, Indigo, and Ebon join them, and moments later, those three were also lounging on the back deck of the house.


  “As I understand it, the situation is this. There are six worlds which have swallowed any team that has portaled there. There has been absolutely no communications from any of the missing teams since their arrival portals closed,” Spyder summarized. “As I see it, the first thing we need is some hard intelligence.”


  “Exactly,” Azure said. “However, we feel the risks inherent in even astral projecting to that planet are too grave.”


  “So use technology,” Spyder replied.


  At the confused looks on the faces of the Æthereals, Spyder explained, “We put an observation satellite in a wide orbit around one of the planets. We use full spectrum analysis, from visual through the radio spectrum up into the ultra bands encompassing known radar emissions. We link the whole thing back using a subspace channel to the big crystal computers in the Chamber of the Ancients. We can achieve near real-time downloads using the subspace technique. If we include some altitude control jets, we can practically fly the thing around the planet, take a peek at whatever is there, and then bring it right back home again with another portal.”


  Azure pondered the concept, and then asked, “How long would it take to put something like that together?”


  “Actually, about a day or two, tops.” Spyder grinned at the disbelief on their faces. “You see, I’ve been tinkering with this idea for the past few years to use for some survey work I was thinking about doing in the areas known to be Gray enclaves. I’d like to see if I can get an idea of what they have been up to in the past twenty years. I basically need to fine-tune the stasis shielding around the payload to permit the subspace link to be in harmony so it will pass without any degradation.”


  “Spyder, you are truly amazing,” Indigo said. “Despite all these years of working together, we Æthereal need to learn to speak to you humans more about things before they become bad. Had we done so, perhaps fewer teams would have been lost. What is that colorful phrase you use? ‘Thinking outside of the box.’ That is something we all need to learn to do.”


  Spyder just waved off the praise. “Tell me that after we have the data. Meanwhile, you can all start thinking about what you are going to do after we know what is down there.”


  * * * *


  Once their visitors had left, Spyder and Danny called a meeting of their entire extended family. Ever since they had their telepathic senses awakened by the Ancient technology, Spyder, Danny, and their mates, Katherine Dwyer and Katarina Kasperov, had formed a unique family grouping through the full mental communion between the two couples. When Spyder had been badly injured by a Gray rail gun drill that had passed through his brain during the battle in Ursa Minor, he was treated by the Ancients’ medical systems and had been changed. Long dormant portions of the human genome had been activated by the technology when it had sensed the presence of small bits of code known as introns. As a result, Spyder had been changed into a fully enhanced human, a forerunner of the returning Ancients who had hard coded their own patterns into the human genetic code.


  Meredith, his daughter, had been born with partially activated introns, giving her the ability to open portals and use telepathy, as had the Trasker twins. Brianna, conceived after Spyder had been altered, had been born with fully activated introns. They grew up on Ursaria, the home world of the Ursars, with Lili as their nanny and Korin as their friend, until the time came to send them back to Earth to attend school. Then fate intervened in a seemingly random event—a car accident when Meredith was just a teenager learning to drive. She had taken the twins for a ride down the winding road from their private boarding school on Earth. A drunk driver coming the other way had hit them head-on, forcing both cars off the road and down the mountainside. They were burned, crushed, broken, and seconds away from death when Spyder had reached them from across space, whisking them away from the wreckage and directly into the medical pods. It was during their vigils by those pods when Katherine and Katarina made the decision to also be enhanced, with Danny reluctantly agreeing days later. Fortunately for them, the medical station had kept them each sedated throughout that DNA conversion process, because it could have been quite painful otherwise. This entire family group was now an enclave of the future of the human race expressed by the coding in the genome.


  Physically, the changes marked them as different from the rest of humanity. Each was now very tall by human standards, almost seven feet in the males and just above six feet for the females. Their body types were slender, with a wiry musculature that masked their superior strength. Their eyes were now much larger, elongated and slightly slanted, with the unconscious ability to polarize the corneas in strong light, yet see clearly in the dark. Their ears were now slightly larger than normal humans, and ended with a pronounced point at the uppermost tip. Internally, there had been changes as well. Their bodies now operated at peak efficiency, and they had the ability to heal almost all injuries short of actual death. This had the effect of slowing the aging process of their bodies, making them all look to be in their very early twenties no matter what their physical age. They had been transformed into the physical resemblance of the Ancients—what human mythos had called elves.


  The changes were not limited to the physical; they had all gained astonishing mental abilities as well. In addition to being able to communicate telepathically, each could also open portals to other places, project their astral selves anywhere, and were fully integrated with the great crystalline computers of the Ancients, giving them access to the total knowledge of that vanished culture as well as instantaneous access to every computer system tied to the Internet on Earth.


  Spyder was now physically six feet ten inches in height yet weighed only one hundred and eighty pounds. His bright red hair was worn long, gathered into a braid that reached halfway down his back, and exposed his pointed ears. An urban cyberpunk in his youth before being caught and then recruited by the FBI, Spyder had become the head of the Science Support Staff of the Guardians, and he habitually wore the powder blue leather garments of that group.


  Danny matched Spyder in height and weight, but kept his dark brown hair cut short and styled much as he had when he was a “normal” human. A former nature photographer, Danny was the partner of Forrest the Green and wore the dark green leathers of the Exploration Corps.


  Katherine Dwyer came into the family room. She, too, wore the powder blue of the Science Support Staff, since she was Spyder’s deputy as well as his wife. Her transformation had added almost nine inches to her height, bringing her to six foot three, but her willowy build made her appear taller. In deference to her husband’s wishes, she’d grown her hair long and loose, it was almost three feet of vibrant brown waves. Her large blue eyes seemed to sparkle as she sat in one of the chairs. “So, what’s up?”


  Spyder said, “I would prefer to wait until everyone arrives.”


  “Every one who is important has arrived,” came the accented voice of Katarina Kasperov, Danny’s wife, as she entered the room. Almost as tall as the two enhanced males at six foot eight, Katarina moved like a panther on the prowl, befitting her status as a warrior. Her partner was Laranja the Orange, Forrest’s mate, and responsible for protecting the exploration teams whenever they deployed off-world. She wore her hair short, making it easier to fit under the flying helmets worn during their missions. Her form-fitting orange leathers hugged her every curve.


  A blue nimbus appeared in the room, and their four offspring stepped through the aperture. Clad in swimsuits of varying degrees of modesty, the two girls could have been twins despite the three year difference in age. Both had heart-shaped faces, long lustrous red hair, and leaf-green eyes, and were both six foot three. Meredith, the eldest of the group at twenty-three, had a slightly fuller figure than Brianna, the youngest at twenty. Jason and Jared, born a few months before Brianna, were carbon copies of their father with the same rugged good looks, but they wore their brown hair long, gathered at the nape of their necks in a leather strip. Meredith said, “Must be important for a full family conference. What’s up?”


  Katherine smothered an amused smile at the echo of her own question as they all turned their attention to Spyder and Danny.


  “Twelve patrols of Blacks have vanished without a trace. We have been tasked to provide surveillance of one of the planets involved to see whether we can determine whether this is from natural causes or by hostile intent.”


  “Grays?” Jared asked.


  “That’s the question, isn’t it? It has been over twenty years since we last encountered any of them. No one truly believes that we got rid of all of them when we destroyed that invasion fleet in the Leonids,” Danny said. “Naturally, the Guardians tend to think they are behind anything unexpected in the galaxy.”


  “The obvious thing to do would be to send a probe. Do we use a new one or retask one already deployed?” Brianna asked.


  Spyder said, “I would prefer to use a new one. Merri, did you finish setting up the next one?”


  “I just finished the final assembly last night. It has full spectrum analysis capability like you wanted,” she replied. “I also added a small remote probe that can be launched from inside the satellite with its own separate subspace links. It would be a one-way mission unless we get really lucky at placing a portal in front of it once it has finished, though.”


  “Excellent!” Spyder beamed at his daughter. “Tomorrow, we’ll get some of the Ursars to give the package a telekinetic push through a portal and get it into position to swing past the planet.”


  * * * *


  “So Spyder has the initial reconnaissance issue well in hand and we should be seeing some hard data before very long,” Ebon said after hearing the report from Azure. “What is next?”


  “Before we can begin to plan what kind of vessel we need to build, we will require an idea of the size force you envision being involved,” Indigo said.


  “Well, that is the big question. Worst case scenario has the planet under Gray domination. If we opt to attack, we will need to have a large enough force to handle the job. That means one or two fully-partnered battle wings, plus however many Ursar and Pride Guardians become involved.”


  Azure looked at him in disbelief. “You are talking about several thousand warriors, plus their equipment, plus supplies. What about Healers and the Science Corps, with all their equipment? Ebon, this thing would have to be the size of a small moon to carry that many!”


  “That thought has occurred to me. We have always used portals to travel between points, so the idea of physically moving such a force is something I just cannot get my mind around.”


  “Well, it sure will take an incredible amount of work to design and build. I will start a group working on it now that I have idea of the scope of the thing.” Indigo shook his head.


  Chapter 3


  David Ericsson stood off to one side of the modern steel and glass training facility reception center at the Borland Guardian Base on Paradise. He always knew he was destined to become a Guardian. Throughout his time in high school and even college, the idea had lurked in the back of his mind. After all, his parents were Eric Johansson and Judy Deavers, the first two human partners and responsible for the creation of the joint human-Æthereal Guardian Force that protected the Earth and other planets. David had been born before the use of the medical systems in the Chamber of the Ancients had started and was a normal human male who bore a striking resemblance to his father. At twenty-four, he stood six foot three and weighed a mere two hundred pounds of solid muscle. While he’d lettered in every major sport in high school from football through track, he’d stayed away from organized sports in college. He’d preferred to focus his time on his studies, earning two degrees—one in mathematics and the other in astrophysics. He’d continued to stay in condition through several martial arts classes and solitary sports like cycling, running and rock climbing, which accounted for his wiry physique.


  The past few days had been spent taking care of some last minute things that needed to be done before reporting for training. His medical clearance had been handled by Astra the White personally. Since she had taken care of his medical care from the moment he’d been born, David was in perfect health. He’d boxed up the clothing, books, and other things he felt he’d want, and had gotten his hair cut to the relatively short style suggested in the Guardian Force welcome package. Those boxes had already been sent ahead so all he had needed to bring with him was the welcome package when the portal from his home had opened.


  He peered around the reception room at the other trainees. The female recruits had gathered in a group for mutual protection from the males, who were circling them like hungry sharks. David had to admit that some of the women were very attractive, especially the tall blonde in the center of the pack. She exuded a toughness he found interesting, despite the aloof disdain with which she regarded the men who had tried to approach her.


  Glancing around, he took in the reception room itself. It certainly was not the stark military facility he’d expected. Resembling a modern conference facility in any major corporation, the room was designed to support a myriad of functions. Right now, the room was filled with comfortable chairs and two-person tables arranged in a horseshoe facing a large, flat screen monitor. Between the chairs and the back wall of glass was a wide open space where David and the other recruits were gathered. The view through the floor to ceiling windows was spectacular—the large expanse of the base landing field edged in the distance by the rugged mountains; the sky the clean blue of air uncontaminated by industrial pollutants, dotted with occasional white clouds. The only indication that this was not a room somewhere on Earth was the various Æthereal in view, either on the ground or flying in the clear sky. Even after a quarter century, it was still rare to see them in the skies of Earth.


  “Excuse me, but would you all please take a seat?”


  David turned and saw the speaker was a middle-aged human clad in the standard black leathers of the Guardian Force, a man whose skin tone was only slightly lighter than the uniform he wore. His head was completely bald, and gleamed under the recessed lights illuminating the room. The twenty recruits, evenly divided between male and female, took their seats. As expected, the women all sat together, although David found himself seated at the table nearest the one occupied by that tall blonde he had noticed a few minutes earlier.


  Once all the recruits were seated and the windows had polarized to darken the room, the man spoke once again. “I am Master Sergeant Marcus Richards, formerly an instructor with the Special Forces of the United States Army. In that position, I was charged with training the best of the best in the deadly arts of hand-to-hand combat, escape and evasion, and survival. In my career, I have trained hundreds of the finest soldiers ever to grace a battlefield. When the Guardians began training humans to become their partners, I volunteered to become one of their instructors. I am now the senior instructor here at Borland.


  “This is not your father’s military.” The screen behind the sergeant lit up and began displaying images of traditional military training, the images matching his words as he spoke. “Open bay barracks, forced marches, five-mile runs in full field gear in the rain or heat, screaming drill instructors, endless inspections. Those things are all relics of the past.” His voice sounded almost wistful. “Those were the good old days.”


  The recruits could not help but nervously laugh as he said that.


  “Those training methods were designed to take young men and women from a variety of backgrounds and mold them into a standard image for the purpose of bearing a weapon in the defense of their country. Such training planned for the worst possible combination of recruits from widely disparate backgrounds and with completely unknown ethics, and force fed them the doctrine of the military. In almost every group of trainees, there were those who just could not hack the program, whether through attitude or physical limitation.”


  “We don’t do it that way because we don’t have to,” Master Sergeant Richards said. “Our screening methods are so different and reliable that we have never had a recruit fail through temperament or physical defect. When the Whites get through examining someone, they know everything about that person physically, emotionally, and mentally. We know what kind of people we need, and the Whites make sure we can use the people we get.


  “Your training here will be quite different, more like college in most respects.” The images behind him now showed modern classrooms. “You will be attending classes on a variety of things centering on a subject of interest, such as weapons training, survival, battle tactics, and of course, working with the Guardians. Finally, you will receive certain physical enhancements needed for your role in the Guardians.”


  The screen now showed the living spaces for the recruits. “You will be housed in the same kind of quarters provided to all the human Guardians, one person to a room. We are all adults here, so I will be frank. We don’t care what you do in your off-duty time as long as it does not bring harm to yourself or others, doesn’t violate any of the laws, and doesn’t create a nuisance that interferes with training. There are no room inspections, but we do expect you to maintain the standards listed in your package. If, for some reason, you manage to foul up in some fashion that comes to my attention, we will have a nice quiet chat, just the two of us. Upon your subsequent medical release by the Whites, you will be returned to training as if nothing had happened. I can promise you though, the experience will be memorable.


  “We do operate within the framework of military discipline, which means that recruits obey the instructions of anyone who holds a higher office than they do. For all intents and purposes, right now, that means anyone who wears the leathers of the Guardians is your superior. Is that understood?” He paused to see if there were any comments. “Didn’t think anyone would have anything to say, but you never know.


  “During training, you will wear leathers that identify you as trainees. They are identical to standard leathers except for their color, which is a pale tan. You will find all your uniforms and other field equipment already in place in your rooms, properly stowed in the wardrobe provided. Your personal gear has also been delivered to your rooms, but it will be up to you to unpack it and put it away. Break down the empty boxes and leave them in the hallway for the custodial crew to collect tonight.


  “You have the rest of the day to get settled into your rooms. There will be a social gathering this evening at eighteen hundred hours. Attendance is mandatory. You will also have a physical conditioning examination tomorrow morning at zero-six hundred hours, so I would suggest you refrain from any overindulgence at the party tonight. Are there any questions?” Again, he paused to see whether anyone would ask anything, but no one did. “Then you are dismissed until tonight’s social.” Without another word, he left the room.


  * * * *


  David followed the directions on the map inside his welcome package to the wide stairway that led to the second floor. At the top of the stairs, he found a long corridor of doors, much like in a finer hotel, leading off to both his left and his right. In place of room numbers, each door had a small brass frame affixed next to it, holding a white card embossed with the occupant’s name. David’s door was one of two located at the head of the stairs. Finding the door unlocked, he opened it and entered his new home away from home.


  David had spent time in college dormitories, but they had been nothing like this. Calling this a simple room was a complete misnomer, because the space was actually divided into a suite. The door opened into a living room, with a comfortable sofa, two pub chairs with ottomans, end tables, and a coffee table, all grouped together in such a way that they formed a nice conversational setting while still permitting anyone seated in any of them to have a clear view of the high-definition plasma screen hung on the wall. There was also a full-sized two pedestal desk, with file drawers in the pedestals, bookcase, and a high-backed desk chair. Just off this area was a small kitchenette with a refrigerator, microwave oven, and cooktop.


  Another door led into the bedroom itself, which was furnished with a high quality mahogany bedroom suite, with a queen-sized bed, two matching bedside tables, dresser with mirror, and an armoire. David peeked inside the armoire and found another plasma screen positioned to permit viewing from the bed. There were two doors in the other wall, and the first opened into a large walk-in closet. One side of the closet held his uniforms and boots, plus cabinets containing various items of field gear needed during training. The other side was presently empty, but was obviously meant for his civilian clothing.


  The other door led into an amazing bathroom. In addition to the expected commode and sink, there was also both a shower and a tub. David had never seen a shower quite like this one, oversized with multiple heads located at varying heights on three sides. The tub was fully featured as well, with jets that could be set to pulse for hydrotherapy. There was also a storage closet filled with large bath towels, hand towels, and washcloths. A selection of bar soaps, shampoos, and body wash products filled the shelf above the towels.


  After returning to the main room, David quickly unpacked his boxes, placing his books, music, and videos into the various spots prepared for them, and then put his civilian clothing away. Once he had broken down the boxes and left them in the hallway, he sat down at the desk and opened the training syllabus. The schedule for the first day read:


  
    
      0600 hours-0730 hours Physical Conditioning Assessment (PT Field 1)


      0800 hours-0845 hours Breakfast (Cafeteria)


      0900 hours-0950 hours Guardian Races: Æthereal (Room 101)


      1000 hours-1050 hours Guardian Races: Ursar (Room 101)


      1100 hours-1150 hours Guardian Races: Pride (Room 101)


      1200 hours-1245 hours Lunch (Cafeteria)


      1300 hours-1430 hours Introduction to Weaponry (Armory)


      1500 hours-1645 hours Basic Self-Defense Techniques (Gymnasium)


      1700 hours-1745 hours Dinner (Cafeteria)


      1800 hours-1950 hours Introduction to Tactics (Auditorium)

    

  


  He flipped through the pages and discovered that every day was filled with scheduled classes that began at six in the morning and extended until eight at night, seven days per week. During the third week, there was a three day slot labeled “survival exercise” and the fourth week was reserved for “medical enhancements” which could only mean time spent in the medical pods of the Ancients having selected introns activated so they could speak telepathically with their partners.


  Since it was now almost five in the afternoon, he knew he’d better start getting ready for the social gathering. He laid out his best gray dress slacks, a blue pinstriped broadcloth shirt, subdued blue and gray tie, and black sports jacket. After buffing his black oxfords to a high gloss, he went to check out that fancy shower.


  * * * *


  David knew he had chosen his wardrobe correctly the moment he stepped into the social gathering. He recognized most of the Æthereals present because he had seen them hundreds of times since he was little. He just hoped they would go along with his request that none of the other recruits know exactly who his parents were. That was the reason they had adopted the Scandinavian custom of using the patronymic form for his last name, rather than the more modern and customary use of his father’s. No one would suspect by his name that he was the son of Ebon the Black’s partner, and that had allowed him to enjoy a level of anonymity throughout his school years that might have otherwise been impossible. His parents had supported his quest for independence.


  Immediately to his left as he entered the room was a small bar. Just as the bartender handed David the requested diet soda, another trainee came over and stuck out his hand. “Hey there! I’m Kevin Patrick Milligan, KP for short. They sure go all out here, don’t they? I’m still in shock over my room.”


  Even as he shook KP’s hand, Dave took stock of the stranger. Not quite as tall as he was and even lighter in build, with thick wavy black hair, frank blue eyes, rugged chin, white teeth and a big smile. “Dave Ericsson. The Guardians have the reputation of providing the best of everything to their forces. Right now, I’m curious about what they have on the buffet table.”


  “Now, you’re talking,” KP replied. “Let’s go grab some of the food before the others catch on.”


  A few others had also moved over to the buffet table, and David found himself directly behind the blonde woman he’d noticed during the morning introduction. He realized she must be close to six feet tall in heels. Her hair was cropped very short, with an average length of no more than an inch, and was so pale in color that it almost appeared white. Her black cocktail dress hugged a very trim and fit body.
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