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Chapter 1

Dining Out on a Paleo Diet

Colorado. A really,
really long time ago.

 


High-pitched chirps echoed through the
breezy morning air. They were the
chirps of hungry mouths in the swaying canopy, annoyingly needy,
spoiled mouths. Blazing yellow eyes peered intently from behind,
shimmering black feathers at the small herd of creatures that fed
in the clearing below. Those
fat, smelly dinosaurs looked
edible, and perhaps abundant enough to shut the chirping meat holes
of her flock. Hunger also filled
her gut, but she was not about to chirp about it like a hatchling.
She wanted to shriek at them to have some self-respect, except that
it might prematurely spook the easy meal that was grazing
below.

The new leader looked back at her flock
hiding between the leaves with some trepidation. She knew that
a flock could turn on a leader in
a moment. It was, therefore,
prudent to maintain control of the flock at all times. She could feel that her control over the others was slipping, especially
when they hadn’t eaten in a couple of days, even the overfed ones
got testy at the thought of missing a meal. They were a sneaky
backstabbing bunch. Not one of them gave a chirp when she fought
and killed the old leader, not one of them. But run into a lean
hunt or two, and they squawked and
chirped. Did they not know how annoying it was, and how sharp the
claw on her foot was? How easily
they forgot how effortlessly she cut the guts open on the former
leader.

It hadn’t been easy. There were always upstarts, others who feel that they
could do a better job of leading the flock. Since she took control
of the group, there had been a few such troublemakers. It seemed as
though she was always cleaning
their blood out of her beautiful black feathers. No one was a
contender to her authority for long. It’s wasn’t that she wanted
to be in charge anymore. That had long ago lost its thrill. If
she knew the others would chirp at her to solve every little
problem, the matriarch would never
have ripped the throat out of the old leader. ‘I’m hungry, and I’m
cold, a tyrannosaur bit my back leg off’—
it was bloody endless. If it didn’t mean her death, she’d give it
up in an instant. Let one of the others have the responsibility.
Then she could be the one they all chirped their complaints
at. But no, she thought, it was a
thankless job, but she was quite fond of breathing. Once bellies
were full, the insolent and whiny chirps would cease. Full stomachs
led to obedience, peace, and
quiet.

In the clearing below, a banquet was already laid out. All she had to do was
choose her prey—and hope the rest of the
flock didn’t screw it up. She flicked another chunk of dried blood from her forewing and
watched as the slow, fat dinosaurs milled around nibbling on leaves
and rubbing their massive
backsides on the tree trunks. What a life — eat, poop, eat, walk to the next tree, eat some more. She was doing them a favor by
ending such a pitiful existence.

The leader of the microraptors idly leaned
over the edge of a thick branch and scrutinized the menu. A young
grazer would be tender and easier
to catch. She ran her tongue over her sharp, jagged teeth in anticipation. The flock was a
large one. Nevertheless, there
were a lot of eggs this season, which meant a lot of new
hatchlings. The group was growing
larger all the time — more abundant and fatter. Okay, then, it would
have to be one of the larger ones. The meat was tougher, but it would fill the bellies of her
flock for a few days. A few days of blissful quiet, if they knew
what was good for them, Yep, it would have to be a big one. She
made a mental note to come back later for the tasty-looking little
one after all the commotion — and there was
most certainly about to be a tremendous commotion if she had her
say in it — and she was, after all, the one
in charge.

The large
raptor stood, stretched, and spread her iridescent black
wings, front and back. She stretched her long neck and shook it back and forth to
loosen the inexplicably tense muscles. Then with a majestic swoosh,
she leaped into the wind, soaring high above the buffet spread
across the field beneath her. A very
large and strong-looking
beast marched around the herd. It seemed formidable; it might be too hard to take down, and
the meat would be tough. Near the
far end of the herd, however, was another large one. It moved with
difficulty, and judging by its smell, it was old. The meat might be
tough, but at least she could be confident that her flock could
take it down if they could get it
away from the rest of the heard. The
beast was so aged, it probably just wanted to die. Or would opt to
end it all, with a little encouragement.

She landed on the tallest branch. It was a
prime location from which to be viewed by the entire flock. She spread
her forewings and chirped loudly to get their attention.
Nothing stirred. CHIRP? Hey morons! She chirruped with deadly, annoyed menace. That got their
attention. Even the most oblivious
members of her flock were suddenly
watching her intently, too afraid
of her displeasure to blink. It dawned on her that she was
too nice to her flock. Her
predecessor used to get the flock's attention with a single
sustained soul-piercing shriek. It was a sound that was burned into
her soul; it was a sound that demanded obedience. Once heard, it
could not be disobeyed. Maybe she needed to rip out some more
throats until the flock learned to fear her more melodious, yet
still terror-inspiring shriek. It would cut down on the whining
— it was considerably more difficult to
complain without a throat. She peered from branch to branch as the
flock positioned itself for the hunt. She smiled as she made a
mental list of the next ones to go.

“Get ready!” She chirped loudly enough to be heard even by the members of the
flock who had grown bored and wandered off. The ones who were now
at the top of her to-do list. Leaping high into the air, she spread her black-feathered
limbs wide and caught the morning wind. The warm breeze filled with the salty rotting fish smell of the
not-so-distant inland sea carried
her well above the herd. If her
flock didn’t get its act together, they could look forward to feeding on those rotting fish and as
many of them as she saw fit to eviscerate.

The timid
beasts on the ground stopped chewing and looked stupidly upward in
apprehension. But only one lonely black
dinosaur appeared, and she was keeping her distance from the herd
flying high above them circling, soaring, trying to get the
attention of the others. Seriously, what part of
shrieeek didn’t they get? Well, they were all unworthy of
licking her tailfeathers, but maybe she could make this work for
her. She flew a little lower. The brutes would not understand the
danger until it was too late, she thought. If they weren’t so
tasty, these brainless monstrosities would be completely worthless
“This one, right here,” The black-feathered dinosaur
shrieked.

“What?” the ancient
dinosaur seemed puzzled. The large herbivore rose on its hind legs
and bayed in annoyance at the small black flying dinosaur that
harassed it. “Ooooh, Craaaap!” The old hadrosaur
panicked.

“Dinner time!” The
black dinosaur shrieked again.

“Food. Food. Food,”
The flock chirped. The canopy top came alive with movement as
dozens of her small feathered subjects took to the air. It was
finally a pack of killer carnivores. They had evolved for millions
of years to be the perfect killing machines when she drove them to
it — the feathered diners dove with ruthless hunger toward their
prey. “Glad you could make it,” she glowered back at them in
annoyance.

The plan was
simple — give victims a bit of a scare, and all of those herbivorous scaly
brutes would huddle together for protection. Big, little, long
neck, short, everyone panicked and huddled except for those on the
fringes, the ones she liked to think of meat. Survival of the
fittest. So, as the fittest, she pressed her attack on the old one.
She loved this part of the hunt. Although her flock could be fairly
dense, once they smelled fear, they also showed persistence. In
truth, they would follow fleeing prey into an erupting volcano if
not called off. The group continued the assault, circling the herd,
chirping and snapping — in short, putting the fear of raptor-kind into the
large hearts and tiny brains of their prey.

One by one, several
of her most aggressive hunters joined in a support formation behind
her. It was about time. With a proper hunting pack to lead, she was
finally prepared to attack. Her chosen victim was slowly plodding
toward the huddled herd. Well, she thought. That would have to be
stopped. The black raptor flexed her razor-sharp leg claws and
swiftly dove out of the sky, directly toward the dinosaur’s eyes,
knowing her victims hated that. The revered bark-muncher burst into
a lumbering trot, crying for help, like any of the others were
capable of assisting. The rest of the herd just shivered in fear as
the flock circled and chirped. Really, at his age, the old beast
should have accepted his role in the universe as prey. The way he
stumbled around, groaning and trumpeting, was just plain
undignified. She was almost too embarrassed for him to end his
life. He was only making himself wearier and easier to catch.
Watching him struggle for his pathetic life made her mouth
water.

The others were
crying and trumpeting at the old one in distress, listening to that
while she ate would give her indigestion. Her dinner would have to
be driven further from the herd, or she’d never get to eat him in
peace. A few more diving swoops at its face, and she had it moving
in the right direction, too slowly, however, to appease her
grumbling belly. She descended again and emitting a loud terrible
shriek, built up from deep in her chest and full of malice. Still,
the lazy beast refused to pick up its pace. This required skill and
patience, but she hated being patient. She chirped again in
frustration. Her hunters sensing her foul mood grew more
aggressive, biting its tail and hind end. Her hunters were finally
getting into the spirit of the thin. She almost felt a sense of
pride when her lead hunters clawed its nose and panicked it into
full lumber, heading toward the river bed. She brought her sharp
muzzle into a smile. Plant eaters never crossed the water; by the
smell of it, they never bathed either. She thrilled with the
knowledge that it was running to its death. She could almost taste
its fresh, squishy innards.

It was time for the
final stroke, the killing blow, the coup de gras. Or, as she liked
to think of it, the bloodletting. Rising high into the morning sky,
she flexed her wing muscles and ruffled her feathers. It was one of
her favorite attack stances. It made her look even more menacing.
With her wings angled slightly back, diving out of the sky with her
two sharp curved claws leading the way, she was truly a sight to
behold. The very sight of it motivated her flock and terrified her
prey. She learned long ago that part of a leader's job was also to
inspire. She struck its neck, just behind the jaw. Her claws
latched on, making it difficult for the beast to dislodge her, even
as it swung its head wildly side to side. She held on tight like a
tree in a storm.

Several of her
hunters found strategic spots on the massive beast and likewise
latched on. With each, the burden of the additional weight and
bloodloss made each step more difficult for the aging dining
prospect to remain on its feet. It started to stagger from blood
loss. Come on, old man, give it up. More of her flock came to join
the party. Better late than never, she thought. The sandy ground
below its feet caused it to stumble just short of the river. It
staggered for just a few moments longer before recognizing its fate
as food for the flock. Its blood poured from the wound as she road
it to the ground.

There was a flurry
of very excited chirping. She flexed her wings and shrieked in
victory.

From the tree line,
the smaller, weaker members of the congregation cautiously emerged.
The hungry little ingrates converged on the bloody whimpering
banquet and started to rip the protesting creature’s flesh from its
bones with their sharp teeth. The leader beamed with satisfaction
as she pucked out and nibbled on its eyeballs. It was a good day,
she lifted her head and swallowed the bloody orb along with all the
dangly bits. With some food in her stomach, she felt more inclined
toward generosity. There was enough meat for all. Maybe she would
only have to eviscerate a few of them for incompetence. At least no
one was brazen enough to challenge her authority.

The remainder of
the flock abandoned their herd harassment and converged on the
dying creature. She watched its blood flowed freely into the eager
toothy maws of her subjects. Several smiled in appreciation of her
leadership as chunks of flesh were wrenched free of the groaning
victim. The dumb beast didn’t want to give in. It struggled, which
only served to excite the flock even further. They did so love
their fresh meat, and nothing was fresher than still breathing. She
took a few moments to soak in a barrage of loving chirps that
periodically emerged from the full jaws of her flock. Live was
good, but not for this poor sod, she ripped into the hadrosaur’s
throat with her claws, screeching and chirping in joy as she tore
its throat out.


Chapter 2

Work Place Shake-Up.

Colorado. A few years
back.

 


Joel Whitmore sat down his paperback novel long enough to
chug down the remnants of his diet soda. He had heard that
diet soda was good for losing weight and had been drinking two
six-packs a day for the last
couple of months, but it hadn’t made a bit of difference. Still, it
was nice working at a job where Joel could drink a nice, cold
soda at his desk. It was even nicer having a job that paid well enough to afford a
decent apartment; he was tired of
the pay-by-month efficiency apartment he’d been living in since his
wife served him with the divorce papers.

“Are you still on break?” His boss, Mr.
Vargin, asked from behind the overly colorful aluminum can.

“For another three minutes, yet,” Joel said, pointing to his watch. “Not to
worry, boss. I’ve run the checks
several times. Everything is perfect. You’ll have more than enough
power for the test run.”

“Good, good,” Mr. Vargin replied.

“I can’t sit still.
I am so excited.” Joel childishly spun his chair around.

“We have nearly done it. The future is
coming, Joel. And we are Johnny on
the spot for it. I just want to make sure everything is ready.”

“A-okay
boss.”

“You're not
stressed or anything? You’re comfortable, you can see all the
gauges without adjusting things.” Mr. Vargin's concern for his
comfort touche Joel deeply. He had never had a boss who was that
interested in his well being.

“I’ve got a good chair,” Joel replied,
patting the soft padded arm of his swivel chair. “Nice.”

“You’re not tired from the Zoo trip?” His
boss asked.

“Nah, I love to drive, and Denver isn’t too far,” Joel assured him.

“Good, good. How are the daughters doing?”
Mr. Vargin always asked, but Joel always felt it wasn’t as though
he cared about the answer so much as it that the procedure was written in a boss’s manual
somewhere. To keep the employees happy, they appeared to be
interested in their personal lives. Ask about their families.
Appear to care about the answers. Mr.Vargin, to his credit, did it very well. Joel suspected that if
he searched his boss's pockets,
he’d find note cards with info on all his employees. He probably
read them while walking from office to office. Still, Joel wasn’t going to gripe. It was the best job
he’d ever gotten. Heck, there was even time to read his favorite
books when it was slow or during coffee brakes.

“They are great, doing good at school.
Negotiating with my ex for time to take them on a trip to the Grand
Canyon after we get this baby online and running smoothly.” Joel
responded. He generally didn’t like to talk about his family, but
Mr. Vargin had been supportive during the divorce. The boss barely
complained at all when he came to work in smelly clothing,
hungover, and screamed at the walls for hours at a time. Mr. Vargin
saw to it personally that he
was promoted to supervisor of the
powerplant monitoring room. Joel didn’t even have to move his
things, Mr. Vargin saw to that as well, he just arrived one
morning, and all his possessions were transferred to his new office. A good thing too, the
powerplant was about as far as you can get from the office and
still be on the facility. Personally, Joel felt that supervisors
should have employees, but Mr. Vargin had supreme confidence in his
ability to do the job alone. In the face of such trust, Joel felt
that answering a few questions about his family from time to time
wasn’t too far out of bounds.

“Just checking.” He
looked around the room, paused the monitor, and then reached down
and picked up the paperback. “D-Sending? Is it good?”

“It's about a young
scientist who learns he is working for demons that are trying to
take over the earth.”

“Ah, Good. Good.” Mr.
Vargin shifted his glasses. “And how does that work out for
him?”

“Not well, everyone
thinks he’s crazy, and he loses everything,” Joel tossed his empty
can into a trash receptacle. “I’m hoping for the best, though. The
world needs saving, ya know.”

“Yes. Well, that
can happen to a person who goes around screaming at things that
don’t exist,” Vargin stood straight and adjusted his
tie.

“I certainly wouldn’t
want people to think I was a nut job.” Joel offered.

“Indeed.” Mr.
Vargion added then picked up a union envelope from his desk. His
eyes drew into small beads, and his mouth tightened. “Still paying
your union dues.”

“Yes, sir,” Joel
beamed. It was nice that his boss cared about him and the other
employees. His other supervisors discouraged workers from joining a
union.

“Good.” Mr.
Vargin's voice dropped. “Wouldn’t want to lose those union
benefits, “ He said. “and protections.” He added.

“No, sir,” Joel
reassured him.

“Good, Good. Well,
everything looks in the green. Ready to change the world?” He
tapped Joel on the shoulder. “And you are not going to adjust
anything?”

Joel nodded and
looked at his watch, “No, sir. It's all good. Well, break time’s
over.”

“Good, let’s get to it.
Time to unlock the secrets of the universe,” Mr. Vargin pulled a
handkerchief from his hands and whipped them several times, then
looked at his wristwatch. “T -minus thirty and counting.”

“Today is a history
maker, sir,” Joel said.

Mr. Vargin replaced the
handkerchief. “Well, If you need me, I’ll be watching the show from
the main control room. Sorry, you’ll miss it, but you know, those
serve who only watch the gauges.”

“If you and the big
wigs want to collide particles, then I’ll stay right here to make
sure you have the power to do it. Besides, I can watch the whole
show from the monitors.” Joel said.

Mr. Vargin turned
and headed for the door. “Good man. Let’s get through the day, and
I’ll see that you get plenty of time off.”

“Thanks, boss,”
Joel turned his attention back to the control panel and rolled up
his sleeves as his boss walked out, shaking his head.

Joel felt confident
that everything was in working order. At least all the gauges
looked good; all the right bars were green, none of the wrong ones
were red. The needles all pointed in the right direction. Although
Joel had little to do with the actual design of the power plant, he
was hired early on in the project. Because of all the time he spent
in the power plant alone, he knew just about every circuit in it.
Still, he had nothing better to do but wait, so he double-checked
all the readouts. It was America’s newest particle collider and the
most advanced on the planet. In just a few moments, Joel mused,
they would have evidence of ‘God Particles’or a perhaps they might
even make a ‘black hole.’ Not that he had much of an idea what
either of them was, but he figured it would look great on a
resume.

All the science
involved was over his head. It was theoretical, and he was a math
guy, he got his degree in electrical engineering. The scientists
and other people who worked with the collider spoke in hypothesis
and concepts that often went way over his head. Joel did, however,
understand that they were going to accelerate two particles. Each
going in opposite directions, like a race track, until they reached
a velocity near the speed of light. They crash them into each
other, like NASCAR on nitro. Joel wasn’t sure what the effect would
be, he figured the explosion was going to be big. He only had one
job, and that was to ensure that they had a whole lot of energy. A
dangerous amount, in fact.

Joel had several
minutes before the action started, so he sat back down into his
comfortable swivel chair and started to read more of his book. It
would be terrible, he thought, to have a secret that could lead to
the end of the world and not be able to tell anyone about
it.

Once it started, it
went like clockwork. The status light flashed green as the massive
collider machine started up. The slight vibration that was building
up in the window glass was cause for concern, but Mr. Vargin hadn’t
given him instructions for such a contingency, or any contingency
at all for that matter. Whenever Joel brought up the subject of his
responsibility in an emergency, the answer was always, “Just watch
the gauges. It’ll all be fine.” So, as the window shook, Joel
watched the gauges, they indicated a significant electricity draw.
The massive amount of energy pouring into the power plant would
have given him pause if it weren’t for two critical yet very
comforting facts. The first was that the power plant was in a
separate building, and second, it was built like a military bunker.
In his opinion, he had the best seat for the show. He leaned back
and opened another soda pop and watched the view screen of the
collider control room.

Between the video
readout, Joel could see everything that was going on, perhaps
better than the visiting dignitaries that roamed the central
control room sipping on what Joel assumed was sparkling cider as
the company rules did not allow alcohol at the facility. It seemed
to be going rather well, the executives and senators moved around,
occasionally looking around the various control stations. He almost
felt as though he was a part of the crowd; the video monitor had
not been installed for his benefit, of course, they were for
safety, security, and of course, to preserve a historical record of
the event. Even so, he wasn’t complaining. From his vantage point,
he could see the progress of the particles like they could in the
main observation room and judging from the look on Mr. Vargin’s
face; everything was going well. He was walking around shaking
hands and smiling, even after the first tremor hit he continued to
walk around and shake hands, pat shoulders, slap hysterical
politicians. To comfort the visiting dignitaries, Mr. Vargin
screamed, threw his arms in the air, and ran to the control panel
and frantically pushed buttons.

Was the collider
supposed to work like this, wondered Joel. If it was, the apparatus
worked more quickly than he would have thought. He thought that it
would take much more time to get the particles up to light speed.
But they were speeding happily along with enough force to shake the
ground. Joel was surprised that they were able to have that effect,
after all, particles were tiny things. How could they shake a
building? The big wigs and politicians, obviously elated that the
collider had managed to perform so quickly ran for the door shoving
and tripping each other as they did so.

“Its an earthquake!” a
visiting senator slugged a nearby businessman. “You did this!”

“No one has ever
proved. Fracking causes earthquakes.” The businessman swung back,
catching the older man in the gut.

Oh, an earthquake.
That made more sense. Joel watched in fascination. He wasn’t even
aware of whether or not the engineers could use the collider for
fracking. No wonder they wanted it going so urgently. A large, high
tech facility such as that could frak the hell out of
Colorado.

“I should never
have supported you.” The businessman said. “My fracking money got
you elected.”

“I never counted on
earthquakes.” He kicked the businessman in the groin and ran to the
door.

Joel held on firmly
to his new chair and wondered if there was a relationship between
earthquakes and the pouring of toxic chemicals down deep
mineshafts. Growing up as a kid, he learned that earthquakes
happened to foreigners and Californians. They were neither, so the
earthquakes stayed away. I seamed, however, that he was
experiencing, the third earthquake in southern Colorado since they
started the project. Whatever the cause, the building continued to
shake. Joel could see that Mrs. Vargin had been keeping up with his
yoga classes as only an incredibly flexible man could have dodged
the chunks of cement falling off the ceiling. The businessman was
not so agile.

“Is this normal” Joel
spoke into the panel comm unit. “Mr. Vargin?”

“Are you getting
that?” his boss's voice issued from the speaker even as the ground
started to shake with more violence.

“I don’t remember
earthquake procedures.” Joel had read the operations manual from
cover to cover. Still, it was approved years ago when they started
the project, back before the earthquakes decided that Colorado was
just as good as California. “Mr. Vargin? Do I turn off the power?”
From his view screen, he could tell that his boss wasn’t trying to
shut down the collider, and appeared to be fleeing from the room
with the rest of the dignitaries. Alright then, Joel thought. If
anything were seriously wrong, he would have shut it down. It must
be like a fire drill, everyone was probably waiting for him
outside.

Manuals plummeted
from shelves and tools bounced around their boxes. “Mr. Vargin?”
Joel tried once again. Well, no one would say that he wasn’t
dedicated. Before he went to join the others, he was going to make
sure the plant was operating in the green.

Joel turned his
attention to the video feed from inside the accelerator
chamber. Well, that’s
odd. There was a strange glow that
seemed to have no source at all. It floated in the air about hip
level. Could the particle collision do that? Joel couldn’t see what
the big deal was. Billions of dollars and several years of building
to make a tiki torch replacement and power fracker. As a taxpayer,
he felt robbed—until he realized it was growing. Nothing Joel had ever
heard from the lead scientist ever prepared him for what he was
witnessing. Could it be the god particle? Did God want a tiki
torch? A strange, nearly invisible, violet glow accented what his
brain could only make out as a growing rip — a tear in the very air
itself. Maybe it was a black hole. No, he determined, after a
moment of thought. Black holes supposedly sucked up planets and
suns and were, by definition, black. Or whatever was darker than
black. This one seemed to be shedding leaves and creating a
windstorm within the chamber — definitely a god particle. He
thought.

Mr. Vargin would be
so proud. The project was a success, and Joel recorded it
all — even the shaking. The rafters shuddered, and pieces of the ceiling
started to break free. Time to go, he would have to finish watching
the recording later.

Joel tossed his
drink can into the trash receptacle. As he was making his way to
the door, movement on the screen drew his attention. Something else
was moving in the wind, dirt, and leaves that were building up.
Joel was so glad that it wasn’t his job to clean up the mess in
there. Joel could have sworn that he saw birds moving in the dark
torrent. One spread its’ front and back limbs fully to fight the
winds, its wings formed into the shape of an x. Well, that’s new. Joel stopped to get a better look when the power
plant chose to self-destruct, a surge of electricity spread across
the room, raining sparks all around him as all of the lights and
monitors in the control systems went dark.

“Well, shit,” Joel
said.


Chapter 3

Time to blow this place

Colorado, a really, really long time ago,
later that same day.

 


The great beast took its last shuddering breath with the queen raptor’s teeth
embedded in its skull. Great, she
thought, now the meat would get cold. She wasn’t at all fond of
cold hadrosaur. The black raptor
was maw deep in dinosaur brains when an odd sound began to whistle
through trees. It was shrill, high pitched, sounding a bit like the
whistling the final breaths of her prey make when they such air
through a hole in their chest
instead of their throats. Typically, it was a sound she approved of — as her teeth were usually clamped tightly around a
throat when she heard it.

The force of the morning breeze grew more
robust, more insistent. She clamped down hard with her curved
claws, anchoring herself to her dinner as the other raptors were
reluctantly pulled off. Just
beyond her kill, a weird glow materialized. It was bright, like the
lightning that split the night during a storm, except that it just
sat there. The wind was gathering everything around, leaves, dirt,
and microraptor alike. Whatever it was, the tempest was pulling
everything around her into it. Several
members of the flock were caught unawares and dragged inside. There
was a startled flutter of feathers, and then they just weren’t
there anymore. She didn’t like that at all. Some of them were on
her list, and she was looking forward to ripping their guts out in
front of the others. Losing her flock to predators, in the hunt or
killing them herself, was something she could accept. Allowing them
to be eaten by a glowing whatever, well, that just felt like
carelessness. At least hers was a large flock, she could afford to
lose a few. Maybe the remaining idiots would be smarter and more
appreciative. She shrieked for them to hold on to whatever they
could find.

The wind promptly
increased, like a taunt, tugging and pulling at her. The feathers
which allowed her to fly caught the air and worked against her,
forcing her toward the terrifying thing. She dug her long claws
deep into the eye sockets of her prey, holding tightly to the bone
underneath and waited for the strange raptor-eating storm to end.
It was to no avail. The slickness of the blood and ichor made it
impossible for her to get a good grip. She could feel her talons
losing hold as the wind pulled her protesting body off her feast
and pulled her into the bright blue ball of light. Then the whole
world went dark, and she slammed into something hard.

Sometime later,
when she came to her senses, the black raptor blinked in
astonishment at the absence of total darkness and the re-emergence
of some light. The still-blowing wind didn’t help matters either.
She scrambled for cover, desperately trying to find a tree or dead
animal limb — anything she could cling to. The air smelled strange,
like rot, like tar, and her least favorite prey — mammals. She hated pulling
the fur from her teeth after eating them, there wasn’t enough meat
on their bones to keep her satiated for more than a few hours. She
tried to seek safety in the air, but the wind proved too powerful.
The leaves, blown from the trees, kept striking her in the face and
blotted out the light of the sun. The pressure continued to rise,
her ears were ringing, and it was growing hard to breathe.
“Whichever of you idiots did this is gonna get ripped apart, eaten
and killed.” She shrieked.

There was a loud
cracking sound. Then the world around her blew apart, letting in
the light of the sun. The wind slowly subsided, and the sounds and
smells of the world she knew faded away, leaving only the
strange-smelling world. It became hard to breathe. She tried to
screech, but she couldn’t get enough air into her lungs.

“Gather!” she
squeaked weakly. To her dismay, the air was too thin, and her
commands didn’t carry very far. It was challenging to breathe. She
stretched all four wings wide and leaped into the air, but the
winds refused to hold her aloft. She spread her wings to full
extension but only managed a short glide before she was again back
on the ground. “I hate this place!” she screeched and then panted
for breath.

As the dust
cleared, she saw several others. She spread her black wings,
flapped to get their attention, and chirped as loud as the strange,
thin air would allow. It wasn’t cooperating, and neither were her
microraptors. They were milling around the rocky cave pieces like
disoriented hatchlings. Okay, it was going to have to be the hard
way. That was why she was the leader. She pulled her back leg
feathers tight and ran across the ground as quickly as she could.
Her raptors were shaken and confused, but one by one, they came out
of the rubble and joined her. There were only a few dozen of them,
she could only imagine what had happened the rest of her
flock.

She climbed to the
highest part of the rubble pile and looked out at the world. It had
changed. It was like an entirely different world. The strange place
smelled of mammal as if she had fallen into the den of the furry
little rodents. Peculiar animal sounds greeted her ears. Never has
she heard anything like it. Her first thought was to gather the
flock and flee. After she realized that the sounds were those of
wounded animals, she changed her mind. It wouldn’t hurt to get a
bit of a snack, after all, she never got to finish the brains she
was eating. The blue glowy storm had robbed her of that
meal.

It took her much
chirping and several minutes to gather those of her flock that
remained. Her wings
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