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  WHAT THEY ARE SAYING ABOUT

  ÆTHEREAL’S PRIDE



  “...ÆTHEREAL'S PRIDE is similar to the previous book in the series as it still highlights the power of family. However, it also explores the nature of equality between the sexes in a culture. The Pride or Leonid worlds, cut off from their home world after a plague broke out, have developed in surprisingly different but also similar ways. The home world culture changed so women took a subservient role to men, and the opposite occurred on the other worlds. But the one thing all of the Pride forgot was the existence of the Grays and that their purpose in life is to destroy worlds. The lesson is bought in blood.


  The most interesting part of this series remains the characters and their relationships, specifically Spyder and his closest family and friends. They are the pivot upon which the plot turns, and it’s their interactions that draw you in.


  If you’re as caught up as I have been in this out-of-the-ordinary series, ÆTHEREAL'S PRIDE will not disappoint.”


  ~~Reviewed by Kathy Samuels for Romance Reviews Today


  Other Books by Author Available at Whiskey Creek Press:

  www.whiskeycreekpress.com


  Æthereal


  Æthereal Revealed


  Æthereal’s Clans


  To Bob Fisher – for starting me on this journey


  To Laura Barnette – for being my first “editor”


  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 support and love


  And most of all,


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


  Preface


  ‘As a species, we were not prepared for dealing with the humans as equals, for we truly did not comprehend the great differences between us. More than just the physical differences divide us, although those are all too obvious. We are a race of virtually immortal beings, capable of great feats of the mind, such as opening dimensional portals and even changing our forms. We are a race capable of speaking mind-to-mind with one another. There is no chance of misunderstanding in such a manner of exchange; what one of us feels and knows, we share completely with others of our kind. Humanity can do none of those things, and are as much separated from one another as they are from us. They are practiced at deceit, not only of each other but even to deceiving themselves.


  ‘We Æthereal are all moved by the same imperative: to defend the galaxy and its life forms from the enemy of all life: the rapacious Grays. For millions of years, we had battled them alone in secret; always hidden from the eyes and awareness of the fledgling species called humanity. Humanity seems to have no common goals or even common interests.


  ‘The revelation of our existence was a shock for humanity and yet served as a catalyst for greater change and advancement in the war against the Grays. Partnering with the inventive and inquisitive humanity opened many new horizons for both species. It even led to contact with other species of Guardians created by the Ancients. It is through those contacts that each species has grown to be more than it was before. The recent battle against the Grays on the Ursar settled world proved that we are each more powerful when we work together than when we fight alone. If only that lesson had not been so costly for all of the Guardian races.’


  —Amber the Gold, Historian/Archivist, Grand Council of the Æthereal


  Chapter 1


  Right on schedule, the meeting began in the conference area at the Borland Guardian Facility on Paradise. Ebon the Black, Guardian of Earth, watched as the facility began to fill. The facility, created to house the joint human and Æthereal force known as the Guardians, was both their home and the embarkation point for its many missions. As a part of the principle mission to protect the galaxy from the planet-stripping Grays, the Guardians also performed other missions. Divided within their species by color group, the Æthereal had eight functions. The Blacks, Browns, and Reds were warriors, charged with defending the planets. The Blues were scientists, while the Greens were explorers. The Oranges were also warriors, but their mission was to protect the Blues and Greens. The Golds were historians and scholars, and finally, the Whites were healers. Many of the mighty Æthereal had bonded with human partners in the years since they had chosen to reveal themselves to humanity. It had come as a shock to most humans to find their legends were true, for the Æthereal were fire-breathing dragons.


  Together with the humans, the Æthereal had prevented a Gray invasion of the Earth, foiled a terrorist plot to detonate a nuclear weapon in Washington, surveyed other worlds and established settlements on a few of them, and more recently, assisted a fellow Guardian world in wiping out a Gray incursion. The cost of that battle had been high, and that was the purpose of this meeting.


  In addition to Forrest the Green and his mate, Laranja the Orange, the other senior members of the Exploration Corps and their Orange counterparts were also present, along with their human partners. Danny and Katarina, Forrest and Laranja’s partners, were not there. Ebon and Negron were conversing quietly at the front of the briefing room while the last of the stragglers came in.


  “If everyone would please take a seat,” Negron said after a moment. A hush fell over the room as the Æthereals sat around the table and their human partners sat in the chairs along the walls.


  Ebon stepped forward, and said, “Thank you all for coming. This is one of a series of briefings we are giving to all the various branches of the Guardians and to all Æthereals. It concerns the recent battle against the Grays we fought in conjunction with the Ursars on one of their out-system worlds.” He let the group settle back and then said, “As you may be aware, we sustained high losses during the battle because of an unexpected weakness in the shield developed by the humans.


  “In retrospect, the flaw was obvious and we all should have seen it. The shield does not cover either our feet or our heads. This means the Gray beam weapon can seriously damage our claws and allowing the beam to strike our unprotected heads is fatal. Scientists, both human and Æthereal, are working on extending the shield to provide protection to our heads and feet. Until a fix is found, however, it is important that all of us remember our limitations. Avoid any direct head-on confrontations. Turn to the side and let your human partner use the shield cannon to return fire. Is this clear to everyone?”


  Making sure he looked each and every Guardian in the eye and that they all nodded their heads, he waited before he spoke again. “Okay, next point. The unalterable fact is the Grays now know we have a defense against their beam weapons. That means we can soon expect them to change their tactics and possibly their weaponry. It is an inevitable point of history that as soon as one side develops a counter to the other side’s weapons, it results in an armaments race to newer and more deadly military hardware.


  “I bring this up because I want you each to brief all your teams thoroughly, here and at all off-world locations. Furthermore, we need to start contacting the other Guardian races to warn them about the probable escalation in weapons and severity of the Gray attacks,” Ebon said. “That is your mission, Celadon and Forrest. I believe you can skip the Ursars; they already know.” The two Greens nodded.


  “One final point. From this moment on, no Guardians travel off-world alone. There must be a minimum of two pairs on every mission. If you run into trouble, your first duty is to return to let us know where the Grays are. I do not want heroes and I really would prefer not to add any more names on that Cenotaph.” The mention of the monolithic monument that bore the names of the Guardian dead was a sobering thought for the entire group.


  As the meeting broke up, Ebon asked Forrest and Laranja to remain behind. Once the three were alone, he said, “I am not comfortable with sending you off on a mission without your human partners.”


  “There is no way we could ask Danny and Katarina to abandon Katherine, Ebon,” Laranja said. “They are all she has right now and she is due to have her baby any day. That has not stopped her from making the long trek from her house down to the Chamber of the Ancients so she can sit by Spyder’s medical bed. Clan Mother finally insisted they put a pallet in there for her to lie on.”


  Ebon shook his head. “I have not spoken to Astra recently. Has there been any change in Spyder’s condition?”


  “Not that we can discern. Astra repaired the physical damage caused by the Gray rail gun drill that passed through his skull and brain, but he remains in a coma. Katherine insists she can still talk to him mentally, although no one else has been able to detect him, not even Danny or Katarina,” Laranja said. “It may be a part of their life bond. No one believes it to be just the blind hope of a pregnant woman.”


  “Astra said that Katherine was also convinced she could talk with her unborn baby,” Ebon said.


  “Talk may be too strong of a word, but they do pass emotions back and forth. Clan Mother says this is normal for telepaths,” Laranja added.


  “Our own young have been known to communicate with us before they break their shells, Ebon,” Forrest said. “Why is it so hard to accept that the telepathic humans can do the same?”


  “Because those telepathic humans were not born that way. They got that ability from one of the machines in the Chamber of the Ancients on Ursaria,” Ebon snapped.


  “Even Astra admits the machine could have done little if the human mind did not already possess the capability. She says it merely awoke what was dormant,” Forrest said.


  “My sister is a dreamer when it comes to humans. She spent sixty-five million years on Earth and the last three or four thousand of them studying humans,” Ebon said. “All right, I will grant that ultimately, it has paid off for both our species. Adopting human forms and human ways has made us better Guardians.”


  “It has also shown us our limitations, Ebon. We may be almost immortal, but we do not know everything,” Forrest said. “Any time I start thinking that way, I just remind myself that it was the humans who developed the shield against the Gray beam weapons. It was the humans who revealed the existence of the other Guardian races from the captured Gray data. And if that were not enough, our very own Council Chamber on Earth and the tunnels underneath it appear to have been built and designed for humans and not us.”


  “I do not need reminding of that. Azure plagues me with his attempts to penetrate the chamber on Earth but so far, none have succeeded,” Ebon said. “Well, do be careful, my friends. Where will you head?”


  “To visit the Pride, I think,” Forrest replied.


  * * * *


  Katherine sat in the tall chair the master artisan had crafted for her so she could see and reach her beloved Spyder. She held his hand as she sat with her eyes closed and her other one resting on the unborn child inside her swollen body.


  ‘Spyder, I think the time for Meredith’s birth is approaching, so I probably won’t be here for a few days. Once she is born and Clan Mother permits, I shall come back.’


  Her mind echoed with his response. ‘It doesn’t matter whether you sit beside me or are home in bed, I’m always with you. Our thoughts are not limited by distance, my love.’


  ‘I thought the barriers around the chamber prevented such a thing!’


  ‘Not to me. I am changing, Katy. I know so much more. I can move beyond this chamber at will now,’ Spyder said. ‘I can even reach our Meredith. You are right. She will be born tomorrow.’


  ‘Why is it that only I can hear you?’ Katherine asked. ‘Katarina and Danny have both tried, and so has Astra, but none hear you save me.’


  ‘It is our life bond that makes it possible for us to communicate,’ Spyder replied. ‘There will come a time when I shall awaken and then all will know what I have learned.’


  * * * *


  Korin gently carried Katherine up the long spiral ramp from the Chamber of the Ancients to Clan Home. The gigantic Ursar, resembling a twenty-two foot Kodiak bear, had been Spyder’s first friend among the Clan and Katherine’s as well, unless one counted the Clan’s youngest cub, Lili. She had attached herself to both Spyder and Katherine from their earliest days amid the Clan, especially after Spyder had saved her life. When Korin reached the top of the ramp, Clan Mother was waiting for them.


  “You must go to your home and get ready, Kay-Tee,” Clan Mother said. “Your cub will be here soon.”


  “Yes, I know. It will be tomorrow.” With a rueful smile, Katherine said, “I am so glad she is finally going to be born as I’m very tired of being pregnant.”


  Clan Mother nodded as laughter danced in her eyes at this common complaint by all females of whatever species. “Be glad you are not Ursar, or you would have another nine months to go!”


  Katherine groaned at the thought. “Korin, could I impose on you some more? Could you carry me back to my house?”


  “It is no imposition, Clan sister. I would be honored to carry you there for you are no burden to me,” Korin replied.


  “I will go with you,” said another voice. Lili stepped forward. She was no longer the small cub she had been when Katherine first came to the Clan. Lili was now an adolescent, standing nearly ten feet in height. Her fur had started to darken but she retained the lighter shades around her eyes and her upper chest.


  Clan Mother started to object but Katherine forestalled it by saying, “You will be welcome to come along, Lili, so Korin will have company on the walk back. Perhaps you will come with Clan Mother tomorrow.”


  * * * *


  Once she was safely back in her home and the two Ursars had departed back to Clan Home, Katherine sighed. Katarina and Danny fussed over her, making sure she was comfortable, and she thought it would be a long night. She closed her eyes. ‘Spyder, can you hear me?’


  “Of course.’ The essence of his being filled her mind and, for a moment, she felt his lips pressed upon her own. ‘I am with you always.’


  Content, she drifted off to sleep. Perhaps the night wouldn’t be so long after all.


  Katarina looked in on Katherine and decided not to wake her for dinner. She knew Katherine had not been getting much sleep since Spyder was injured. Katarina did not know how she herself would have reacted had it been Danny lying there. As bad as it was having one quarter of their conjoined mind missing, it would have been worse for her had it been her own life bond. Accepting that fact had made it easier to deal with Katherine’s insistence that she still heard Spyder in her mind. Perhaps she did or maybe it was only her fervent desire for some hope that Spyder might recover. Katarina had her doubts of that; she had seen people with serious brain injuries before and those who did wake up...well, sometimes death was more merciful.


  Since Spyder’s fall, there had been no mental joining among them; primarily out of compassion for Katherine, who would feel everything the other two felt, but also because of the pall that had fallen over them all since the battle had ended. Katarina knew she wasn’t “in the mood” and she suspected even Danny had lost much of his desire. The imminent birth of the baby had them all on edge, too. She hoped Katherine was right and the baby would be born tomorrow. Little Meredith may be able to bring some joy back to their home.


  Chapter 2


  Forrest had spent the previous hour telling Laranja all about his first visit to the world of the Pride. “It is a beautiful planet filled with vast forests of conifers and deciduous trees, crystal clear lakes, majestic mountains, and some of the most spectacular waterfalls I have ever seen. The Pride is a patriarchal society. The males make the decisions, while the females rear their young. In many respects, they exhibit some of the best features of the lions of Africa that they so resemble.”


  Laranja snorted, and said, “It is the lioness that does most of the hunting. She does the work and the fat, lazy male lies in the sun.”


  Forrest laughed. “Of course, they are much more than that. They usually walk upright now and are tool users like the humans. Their cities are spread among the branches of the big trees, high above the ground. All in all, it’s a fascinating planet.”


  Without partners, there was little preparation required for departing. At Ebon’s insistence, they had retained their saddles to permit the activation of the protective shield it included. While they wouldn’t be able to discharge the energy of any beams directed at them, it would at least provide them some protection from the deadly microwave beams the Grays were using. They also no longer had to consider a rider in their flying maneuvers; they could snap, roll or stoop if they needed to avoid an enemy strike. In many ways, this flight would be almost one of mating for it was the first time since they had bonded they would fly together without their partners. As Forrest remembered, there was this one lake, high in the mountains, away from the Pride villages, that would be a perfect place for the two of them to spend some quality time together once they had completed their mission to the Pride.


  Forrest linked his mind to his mate’s and gave her the spatial coordinates of the Pride home world. Once he knew she had them firmly in her mind, they opened a portal and flew into hell.


  * * * *


  Katherine’s call had summoned Astra to her side. “Today is the day, then?” were her first words to Katherine.


  As the next contraction hit, Katherine sucked in a deep breath and said, “Oh, yeah.”


  “I know you studied the Lamaze DVD, so I want you to start panting through the contractions. You are not ready to have this baby yet.” Astra placed her hand on Katherine’s belly and extended her empathic senses to check on the baby. Katherine’s cervix had thinned, but she was barely dilated. It would be hours yet. The baby was in the proper position with her head down and pressing against the cervix. As she checked the baby’s health, she felt the faintest brush with the mind inside. She could sense the baby’s discomfort and also the determination to be born at last. ‘Soon, little one,’ Astra sent to the uncomfortable baby.


  The next two hours were spent monitoring mother and child as the contractions became stronger and more frequent. Clan Mother and Lili arrived and took their positions nearby. As Astra observed Clan Mother’s own examination of Katherine and Lili’s rapt attention to what was being done, she realized Clan Mother was training Lili to be a healer. No wonder the Clan had been so appreciative when Spyder had saved this cub; she was earmarked to be the healer of the next generation.


  “Where are Katarina and Danny?” Katherine asked. “I want them here.”


  Katarina came in and sat by Katherine’s head. Danny sat by her side and held her hand.


  “Thirsty,” Katherine said, so Katarina gave Katherine some chips of ice to keep her mouth moist since the constant panting dried out the lips and tongue.


  When the next contraction hit, Katarina said, “Remember to pant,” and she proceeded to demonstrate, “Hee-hee-hee all through the contraction. Now, a deep cleansing breath. That’s good.”


  ‘You’re doing great, dear one.’


  ‘Spyder? It hurts!’


  ‘I know but think about Meredith. Can’t you feel how squeezed she feels? The sooner you get through this, the quicker she will be free.’


  ‘Can you help me?’


  ‘No, but Astra will if you ask. She can’t stop all the pain, but she can take the edge off enough to make it easier to bear.’


  Katherine turned her head to look at Astra. “Can you do anything about the pain?”


  “Yes, I can and I will once we really get started,” Astra said. “Now, what hurts?”


  “My back.”


  Danny moved around and began to massage the muscles in her back. The rapport they shared helped him pinpoint the correct spots to rub. He placed the heel of his hand in the small of her back and applied pressure, easing the cramps in her back.


  As they went through this cycle for the next several hours, Lili was drawn to another presence she felt. Extending her inexperienced senses outward, she reached that faint consciousness. It was the cub! She was frightened and beginning to panic. Lili tried to radiate a calming spirit, telling the small human that soon she would be free of the terrible pressure and that nothing would be allowed to harm her. Lili could feel the cub respond to her thoughts, the fear and panic subsiding. Lili promised to stay with the cub and as each cycle passed, she would renew her thoughts of peace and love.


  Now the contractions were very strong, and Astra told Katherine it was time to start to push with each wave. Katherine bore down, grunting with the effort to push her daughter out, and crushing Danny’s hand in her grip, her nails carving small half moons in his flesh. Astra extended her senses once more. The cervix had completely dilated and the baby’s head had engaged the birth canal. Katherine could feel Astra’s healing touch as the baby’s head began to crown.


  “Now, push hard!” Astra said.


  “I am pushing hard!!!” Katherine exclaimed through her gritted teeth.


  ‘Easy, love. You’re almost done.’ Spyder’s mental connection poured new strength into her.


  As she strained and grunted, the baby’s head was expelled, along with a splash of blood.


  “The head’s out!” Danny yelled.


  Astra rotated the baby, freeing first one shoulder and then the other. “One more hard push,” she said to Katherine.


  With that final push, Meredith was born. Astra cleared the baby’s airway and Meredith gave her first loud cry. Using her talents to close off and sever the umbilical cord, Astra then handed the baby to Katarina to clean up. She then turned her attention to Katherine, quickly repairing the injuries caused by the pregnancy and birth. Even the stretch marks became a memory.


  ‘Spyder, Meredith is here!’


  ‘I know and she is beautiful. I can see her through your eyes. Looks like she has all the standard equipment, too.’


  ‘I love you, Spyder.’


  ‘I love you, too. Now get some rest.’


  Now that Katherine was recovering, Astra turned her attention to assessing Meredith’s condition. After being cleaned up from the blood and amniotic fluid, it was obvious the baby had red hair like her father. Astra probed the little one, making sure she had come through the trauma of birth without any injury. The child was perfect. Astra healed the navel as a minor repair rather than letting nature take its course. As she reached out for the baby’s mind, she found...Lili!


  Astra’s eyes fastened on the young Ursar female’s. ‘Lili, what are you doing?’


  ‘She was frightened, so I calmed her.’


  Astra tilted her head slightly as she observed the young Ursar. ‘I knew she had been strangely quiet, which is why I was checking her just now. I was not aware you had been in touch with her.’


  Lili’s look was defiant as she said, ‘Someone had to help the cub. You all focused on Kay-Tee and helping with the birth. No one saw the cub was afraid but Lili.’


  Astra reached out to Lili, touching her arm. ‘You did right, Lili. Your gift is strong and you used it well. Clan Mother should be proud.’


  Another voice rang in Astra’s mind. ‘Clan Mother is proud of her young healer.’ The Clan Mother stood and walked over to Lili. ‘Very proud.’


  At that moment, little Meredith stirred and opened her bright green eyes and stared up at Astra. This was not the first newborn human she had held; she had delivered Judy’s son David last year. It was, however, the first time she had looked into the eyes of a newborn and sensed awareness in them.


  Astra focused on those shining green orbs and sent, ‘Hello, Meredith. I am Astra. Would you like to go see your mother?’ as she carried the swaddled newborn back across the room to the bed. As she handed the infant to Katherine, she added, ‘Here she is. I will see you soon.’


  And for the briefest moment, Astra could have sworn she felt Spyder’s mind say ‘Thank you for caring for my family, Astra.’


  Chapter 3


  They flew into a sky choked and blackened with smoke, dust, and ash. The ground below them had been blasted clean and the fires that must have burned for days had finally died out from lack of fuel. Even high in the sky, they could feel the heat radiating from below.


  They flew on. Everywhere they looked, they saw devastation. What Forrest remembered as sweeping forests were now nothing but ash. Huge craters gouged the sides of the mountains; the waterfalls were gone because there was no longer any water to feed them. There was absolutely no sign of life, not even plants.


  ‘What happened here?’ Laranja’s anguish came through in the emotional overtones of her mental voice.


  ‘I have no idea. We must search everywhere in case somehow, someone survived.’


  They flew for hours in an ever-expanding spiral, their every sense open and questing for any sign of life. The bleak and blackened world had depressed their spirits as they futilely searched for something that might explain what had happened. They no longer even exchanged their thoughts, each afraid to be the first to suggest abandoning the effort.


  As they neared the peak above the lake Forrest recalled so fondly, Laranja thought she heard a faint mental call for help. She banked her wings and drifted lower.


  ‘What is it?’ Forrest called after her.


  Laranja sent back, ‘Quiet! I thought I heard someone very faintly from over this way.’


  Energized by the possibility of a survivor, Forrest swooped down even lower on a slightly different track nearer the fouled lake, the only body of water they had detected. It was there, near the brackish black water, that they spotted tracks in the ash and soot. The undeniable tracks of a member of the Pride led away from the lake to a cave in the side of the mountain.


  Forrest landed outside the cave and called inside, ‘This is Forrest from the Guardians of Sol. Is anyone inside?’


  The response was so weak, he could barely make it out. ‘Please, you must help.’


  Forrest shifted form to that approximating the appearance of a member of the Pride, deciding that might be less threatening to a cub than any other he might choose. Carefully walking into the cave, he soon found the survivors. There was an adult male, emaciated and burned, as was the adult female. There were also four cubs in varying degrees of dehydration and starvation.


  ‘Laranja, go back to Paradise and ready a place for them immediately! We will need clean water and at least a couple of Whites to see if they can save the adults. I will open a portal to you in a few minutes and start bringing them through.’


  He crouched down near one of the cubs and it lifted its head to look at him, then drew back its lips in a feeble snarl. ‘You are not Pride.’


  ‘No, little one. I am a Guardian from Sol. I am going to take you where it is clean and warm, with lots of water and food.’


  Forrest opened a portal to the location Laranja had given him seconds before, and he scooped up the cub. He was startled at how thin the cub was; it must have been days, perhaps weeks, since the cub had last eaten. He passed the cub through the portal to the waiting hands of his mate and then picked up another one. This one was too weak to even speak mind-to-mind, as were the two other cubs when it was their turn for rescue.


  Forrest moved over to the adult female. She was so gaunt, he would have doubted she lived had her ribs not moved as she took shallow breaths. Still, even as thin as she was, she was a substantial cat to try to pick up. He lifted her limp body up and put one shoulder under her chest, lifting her completely as he stood. With her head and front legs dangling down his back, her long torso and rear legs almost touched the ground in front of him while her long tail dragged in the dirt as he moved toward the open portal. He had no choice but to stagger through carrying her dead weight and several Whites rushed forward to ease the cat off him and onto a prepared pallet.


  He motioned for one of the Browns to follow him back through the portal as he knew it would take them both to carry the male. The Brown had brought along a stretcher the Whites had provided, so they carefully moved the unconscious male onto the litter. Even with their prodigious strength, the male was a heavy burden to lift. Soon they had the male resting on a pallet near the female.


  The Whites, under Etienne’s guidance, were treating the large felines for dehydration, malnutrition, and shock. Although not familiar with their physiology, the family was close enough to their feline counterparts on Earth that Etienne felt confident of her assessments. None were badly injured, except for the male, who had a broken left leg as well as major burns, which Etienne repaired. She also addressed the minor wounds all had suffered: smaller burns, lacerations, and abrasions.


  ‘Do you know what they eat?’


  ‘They are omnivores but their principle foods are proteins, mainly raw. I believe they will find beef very much to their liking.’


  Etienne nodded. ‘I shall have some brought immediately. It will take time to build them back up to strength. This is not something we can just heal.’


  ‘When will they awaken? Ebon will want answers about what happened on that planet.’


  ‘Tell my uncle he will get his answers, but only if he is patient. Perhaps in a few hours,’ Etienne responded, as she guided Forrest out of the makeshift infirmary.


  * * * *


  Danny was enchanted by the baby. She had her mother’s beauty, but the combination of the red hair and her grass green eyes gave her a unique quality all her own. In her first day, Danny had already taken almost a hundred pictures, trying to capture that subtle and elusive sense of awareness that sparkled in those eyes. The rest of the time, he merely watched her.


  They had been unable to get Lili to leave since the baby’s birth. She had announced that it was her path to watch over the small child and not even Clan Mother had been able to dissuade her. Katherine had accepted her presence as a given, and that had ended the discussion. Lili seemed to anticipate the baby’s needs with uncanny accuracy. Whether it was changing a diaper with an unexpected gentleness or bringing the baby to Katherine for feeding, Lili was always there.


  Katherine was currently breast feeding Meredith and she found this act to be the most satisfying facet of motherhood. There was more than simple bonding during these moments. She would merge her mind with her daughter’s and they would share in love and enjoyment. Meredith may have been much more aware than a normal baby, but she still lacked the language necessary to articulate her thoughts, so such sessions were more laden with emotional content than actual exchange of concepts. Still, it was a beginning, and Katherine used these moments to try to give Meredith the necessary labels for what her emotions revealed. When Meredith drifted off to sleep, full and content, Lili appeared to take the sleeping baby back to her crib.


  Enough of this laziness. Katherine got to her feet and went into the shower. She caught her reflection in the full length mirror and marveled at the changes in her body. Although her breasts were larger than before, the rest of her looked as if she had never been pregnant. It was hard to believe she had given birth just yesterday. There was no residual pain anywhere. No doubt about it. Astra gets to be my midwife every time! As she showered, she had to admit one small correction to her previous assessment. The one thing Astra could not prevent was the soreness in her nipples from breast feeding. Small price to pay, however, for so much gain.


  Clean once more, she returned to her bedroom and opened her closet. After donning panties and a nursing bra, she scanned her clothes. What to wear? It had been a long time since she had been able to fit into most of her clothes. She decided to wear the one outfit she had found she missed the most: her powder blue leathers of the Guardian Science Support Staff. The snug leather pants felt good on her once more, and she slipped her feet into the matching boots. The leather jacket was a bit snug over her enhanced bust line, but the extra tightness also helped provide support.


  She brushed her hair until it shone and then braided it into a coil at the back of her neck out of the way. Katherine’s experience with her nieces and nephews had shown her the wisdom of keeping her hair away from Meredith’s tiny fingers. Looking in the mirror once more, she decided against wearing any makeup. Spyder had never liked it, anyway.


  “Don’t you look nice?” said the voice behind her. Katherine spun around to find Katarina leaning against the wall that divided their two bedrooms. “I find it unbelievable that you had a baby less than twenty-four hours ago. You actually look better than you did before you got pregnant.”


  Katherine laughed. “Yeah, now I have cleavage. Nothing like nursing a baby to add a cup size or two.” Pointedly looking at Katarina’s already ample chest, she added, “Not that you need the help. The men will go crazy when you start nursing a baby.”


  “Well, that won’t be for a while,” Katarina said, taking Katherine’s arm and leading her out of the bedroom. “So what’s on the agenda for today?”


  “I imagine we’ll soon have visitors to see the baby.”


  “You must be psychic. Astra and Judy are here and Ebon and Eric will be along shortly once Forrest and Laranja are free to come here, too. There’s some kind of big problem but we’ll hear all about it once they get here.”


  * * * *


  The living room was crowded when all the Æthereals and humans were gathered there. Lili sat protectively near Meredith’s cradle while everyone paid homage to the sleeping infant. Talk had drifted from the baby to Forrest’s discovery.


  “So the Pride home world has been destroyed?” Danny asked.


  “Yes, although until the survivors recover enough to answer questions, we will not know how,” Ebon said.


  Forrest, still shaken by the devastation he had seen on the Pride home world, said, “Whatever caused it, the damage was reminiscent of atomic explosions, although we detected no radiation and the survivors do not appear to have any sickness from the effects of a nuclear explosion.”


  Astra added, “I would have thought it might be an asteroid strike, such as the one on Earth so long ago, or the one recently diverted from this world, but the destruction would have been localized rather than a global event.”


  Eric asked, “Do you think the Grays are behind it?’


  “Until I know otherwise, we should assume so,” Ebon replied. “It could be a coincidence that the Pride home world was destroyed so soon after the near-miss on the Ursar home world and the defeat of the Gray incursion in Ursa Minor, but I doubt it. I think the Grays are going after the Guardian home worlds in an effort to wipe us out once and for all so they can have free reign over this galaxy.”


  Chapter 4


  His head hurt. That was Ragnok’s first thought as he started to regain awareness. His second was one of puzzlement for he was lying on something soft. He carefully opened one eye. Where am I? This is not any place I recall. He could see Liara, his mate, still sleeping on a cushion near him. The cubs were close by; he could hear them from somewhere behind him. Okay, let’s examine this logically. What’s the last thing I can remember? That would be crawling back into the cave and collapsing near my dying mate, knowing I couldn’t save any of them and being ashamed to even look at the faces of my trusting young.
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