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        This book is dedicated to everyone who has ever felt like they never quite fit in. In this grand universe, there is only one of you. Embrace your uniqueness. 

         

         

        A special thanks goes out to everyone who has had to put up with me talking incessantly about my book as this ‘tail’ was born. Especially those who have taken the time to read through multiple iterations. To my mother, who has read this story nearly as many times as I have, yes, there are changes. Sorry, you’re going to have to read it again. But I promise, this time I’m done. Maybe...

         

         

        With all my love, this story could not have happened without you.
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      Parents: This series is intended for adult and mature young adult readers due to scenes with both sex and violence. If you’re unsure whether this book is suitable for your child, I recommend reading it yourself first.

      Detailed trigger warnings and other in-fur-mation can be found on my website at https://heatingcats.com

      To my fans: from the bottom of my heart, I thank you! I would love to hear from you. Please consider leaving a review or sending me a message, even if you threw my book in the freezer until the characters learned to calm down. (Yes, that’s happened.)
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            JERAN: FIRST CONTACT

          

        

      

    

    
      Councilor Jeran Chenzira sat anxiously, waiting with the rest of the two thousand members of the Full Council, as they watched the long-range transmission that was displayed on the massive monitors surrounding the council chamber. Their joint delegation had left nearly two months prior, and now finally approached the source of the signal that the Ship’s Guild had intercepted nearly a year before. While they’d been unable to decipher the signal, they were clearly not of natural origin, and they were all hoping they’d find another friendly sentient species. It was all Jer could do to maintain the calm demeanor expected of a councilor or keep his tail from twitching in both excitement and nervousness.

      The five massive interplanetary ships, containing representatives from all five planets, had spent most of those two long months circling around so that they made their final approach from a direction that did not lead back to any of their home worlds. War might not have existed for millennia, but they weren’t taking any chances.

      The ships had been built specifically for this mission and were designed to support long-term habitation and observation. If they did find another sentient species, they knew it would take close to a year to determine if it would be safe for them to interact.

      Each ship was equipped with the most advanced long-range sensors and medical technology they’d ever created, including stasis chambers for every crew member, which also doubled as escape pods in the event of an emergency, and the same defensive technology used by the Water Sprites to ward off the massive predators on their home world.

      Every volunteer member of the five ships knew that this might be a one-way mission. Should the inhabitants of that distant world prove to be a threat, they were prepared to destroy their ships, rather than give a potential enemy information on where their planets were located.

      Quiet murmurs ran through the council chamber as they watched the crews of those distant ships make their final approach. Unlike a normal session, the floor had been closed off to outside visitors. And, while the press was in attendance and the session recorded, as was the law, they were not allowed to broadcast until they knew just what they’d found. By unanimous decision, the Council did not want to cause a panic in the general population if it turned out the inhabitants were, in fact, dangerous.

      “Ma’am, we have visuals on the planet,” a voice said on the monitor.

      The Council quieted instantly.

      “Long-range scans show one moon and what appears to be a large field of artificial satellites and debris surrounding the planet. Initial estimates show the planet orbits its sun just over three times per standard year, with its day being slightly under half a standard day. Gravitational pull is slightly less than Flyer’s, but not enough to be noticeable. I’m also picking up similar signals to the one we intercepted, on multiple frequencies, coming from both the planet’s surface and many of the objects surrounding it. Most appear to be retransmitting those signals back down to the planet, but a few are pointed outwards.”

      “Excellent. Display on screen. Ships, adjust speed and course to maintain this distance,” the Senior Ship Master commanded. She was both the commander of her own ship and the Senior in charge of the mission.

      “Yes, ma’am,” came the immediate reply.

      The image on the screen, now several hours old, due to the vast distance and the amount of time it took for the transmission to be relayed back to Jeran’s home world, switched to show a tiny blue and white dot, surrounded by a haze of satellites. The image slowly expanded as the ships slowed and adjusted their orbits, eventually taking up the whole screen.

      “Are you able to intercept one of those signals?” the Ship Master asked.

      “Yes, ma’am,” the first voice replied.

      “Good. Send that information back to the techs and see if they have any luck translating it. I want a better understanding of the people on this planet before we announce ourselves.”

      “Ma’am, I’m detecting heat signatures on one of the satellites surrounding the planet,” another voice called out.

      “On screen.”

      The image shifted and zoomed in to reveal an odd sprawling structure with seven small heat signatures moving around within. From what Jer could tell, based on the information that displayed on the monitor, the creatures were not much bigger than his young grand cubs.

      “So, we have confirmation that they’ve left their planet, not just placed objects in orbit?” the Ship Master asked.

      “Confirmed. I’m picking up indications of an atmosphere similar to that on the planet. Initial analysis indicates that it should be reasonably safe for us to breathe for short visits, but I am picking up high levels of carbon dioxide, methane, nitrous oxide, and a list of other contaminants that will probably make us uncomfortable or sick with any extended exposure,” came another voice. “It’s also making it hard to get a clear picture of the surface.”

      “Huh,” the Ship Master said, pausing to consider that information. “Pass those scans along to the Healers. Have them confirm that it’s safe for us to land, and find out how long it will take to adjust the masks to filter out those contaminants. Have the long-range sensors found anything on the other planets yet? I want to know how far they’ve explored.”

      “Yes ma’am, I have confirmation on the fourth planet. No signs of life yet, but I am picking up several drones that are transmitting back to the third,” came yet another voice. The image on front changed to show a small robotic drone slowly making its way across the sands of the fourth planet.

      “Confirmation on the moon as well,” came another voice. “The moon appears to be tidally locked, and I’ve found what appear to be several artificial structures on the side facing the planet, but no heat signatures.” The image changed again to rotate through several scenes.

      “Go back to that last one,” the Ship Master ordered.

      The image flicked back to show a craft or structure of some sort, and what looked like tracks leading away from it.

      “Are those tracks from a drone or a creature?” she asked.

      “It’s not regular enough to be a drone. Based on the gravitational pull of the moon, the computers say that there’s a ninety-three percent chance of it being from the same creatures on that orbital station.”

      “So, we have the strong possibility that they’ve landed on their moon, not just sent drones. That’s encouraging. Do we have visuals on the surface of the planet yet?”

      “Negative. I’m still trying to filter out the interference from their atmosphere,” the prior voice responded. “I should have something in a few minutes.”

      Suddenly, an alarm blared on one of the side monitors.

      “Report!” the Ship Master bellowed.

      “Ma’am.” There was the sound of a deep intake of breath before the speaker continued in a voice shaking with emotion. “Ma’am, I have a rather large asteroid on long-range scanners. The computers are warning of a potential impact with the planet.”

      Councilors around Jer gasped, and his own tail poofed out in instant fear for the inhabitants of that distant world. Even the five members of the normally stoic Senior Council looked worried.

      “On screen,” the Ship Master commanded.

      The image in front shifted away from the planet and zoomed in to show the slowly tumbling asteroid. It looked deceptively small on the screen, but the readouts showed just how massive it was. This was no mere asteroid. This was a planet destroyer.

      “Display projected course,” the Ship Master ordered.

      The image changed again to show the planet, asteroid, and the asteroid’s projected path, along with a color-coded degree of error. When the screen changed again, there was no denying the unavoidable truth. The asteroid was going to hit, and there would be devastating consequences.

      “How long before impact?” the Ship Master asked, her voice steady but soft and tinged with sorrow.

      “Twenty-three minutes and fourteen seconds,” came the reply a few moments later.

      “Probability of survival after impact?” she asked.

      The councilors all held their breath while they waited for the answer. It was so quiet in the council chamber that you could have heard a whisker twitch.

      “Assuming a direct impact, the probability of immediate survival is .0001 percent on the far side of the planet. Long-term survivability is essentially none,” the tech replied.

      “Plot an intercept course with the planet, emergency jump. In five minutes, I want to know if there’s any way we can deflect or destroy that asteroid, and if not, if a rescue mission is possible. I want to know how long it will take to get to the planet, how long we’ll have to perform a rescue mission, and the areas with the greatest probability for survivors.”

      The edges of the screen shifted and blurred as the ship shifted into jump. The Council broke into an immediate uproar, all protocol ignored as questions were shouted across the floor.

      Jeran sat and thought frantically as many of his colleagues argued, tails lashing, and in many cases, like his, sticking straight out in fear. Even the Diggers, a species not normally known for their emotional responses, were reacting, and he saw that several were struggling with their instinctive response to curl up and hide in their shells. Most of the Water Sprites were tinged in white, including Senior Councilor Clear Seas, although he quickly regained control of his emotions.

      “What are we going to do with the survivors?” yelled a councilor.

      “How are we going to keep everyone else safe? We don’t know what kind of pathogens they carry,” yelled another.

      “What about the first contact protocols?”

      “There isn’t time to worry about protocols, you idiot!” someone shouted back.

      “QUIET!” Senior Councilor Tabor roared.

      The room fell silent immediately, as they all turned their attention to her.

      “I want everyone to sit down and shut up. We don’t even know if anything will be left for us to rescue. Let’s wait for the Ship Master’s report. We’ll worry about what to do when, and if, they actually manage to pull off a rescue. It will take more than three days at maximum emergency jump to make it back here, giving us time to prepare for the casualties.”

      Grumbles came from the Council, but everyone sat down and waited as ordered. It was one of the longest five minutes of Jer’s life.

      “Report! Can we deflect or destroy the asteroid?” the Ship Master asked, exactly five minutes later.

      The side displays now showed the Ship Masters of the four other ships, while the main screen remained focused on the asteroid and its projected trajectory. A countdown to impact flashed in the lower corner. Every second ticked a deep gouge on Jer’s soul, and he knew he’d never see a timer the same way again.

      “Negative. Even at emergency jump, we won’t make it in time,” one of the pilots replied.

      “Is there a possibility of a rescue mission?” she asked next.

      “Yes, ma’am. The current models project that the asteroid will hit here, just offshore of this southern continent. Based on the size of the asteroid, we project the likeliest place for survivors to be on the other side of the planet here.”

      The main screen changed to show several highlighted locations.

      “These four zones are the areas least likely to be impacted by the crossing shock waves. The chance of survival is minimal, but not zero. These two zones are also possible, but they appear to be in major cities. While we might be able to rescue more individuals there, the damage incurred by the shockwaves would make rescue significantly more challenging and dangerous, as it would increase the risk of retaliation. If the inhabitants believe we are the cause of their planet’s destruction, they might fight back, and we have no idea what kind of weapons they might have. This northern zone, here, is the only one we think will be safe for the Water Sprites to exit their craft due to the protection of the glaciers, which will both provide protection from falling debris and keep the nearby waters cool enough.”

      “How much time will we have once we arrive?” the Ship Master asked next.

      “Two to four hours, depending on location. By the time we arrive, the asteroid will have already hit, and the first of the shockwaves will have made its way around the planet. Our shields should be able to withstand reentry, but it’ll be a very bumpy ride. The biggest problem we’re going to have is falling ash and debris thrown up into the atmosphere by the impact, and any volcanic eruptions that are triggered afterwards. We should be able to deflect most of it, but anyone outside of the ships will be at considerable risk and will most likely have to be treated for smoke and ash inhalation, burns, and, quite likely, radiation poisoning by the time we’re done, even with the masks. We project these two areas will likely be hit by a tsunami about two hours after we arrive, so the initial rescue should focus there and get out. We’ll have another hour, maybe an hour and a half, before the temperature and radiation exposure will be lethal on land, at least for us. We have no idea what it will do to the local inhabitants. This location here, being both under ice and water, might have another hour, but exiting the planet will be far more challenging. At that point, the shields might not be able to deflect all of the ash and other objects thrown into orbit from the impact. After that, we expect the water temperature will be far too high for the Water Sprites to exit their ship safely.”

      “That doesn’t leave us long to locate and rescue survivors,” the Ship Master stated with a heavy sigh. “This will be an extremely risky mission. Do we have any objections to moving forward?” When none were raised, she nodded her respect and continued. “Good. I expect that communication will be difficult once we begin our descent. Ship Masters, I’ll leave it up to you to decide when it’s time to leave. Do not be heroes. Better to rescue those we can locate and rescue quickly and easily, than lose everyone by taking unnecessary risks. Make sure you do your best to gather flora as well as fauna, especially anything that appears to be a food source for the primary species. We’ll need to know what these creatures eat.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” came the simultaneous replies from the four other Ship Masters.

      “Have we been able to break through the interference of their atmosphere to obtain visuals on the primary species yet?”

      “Yes, ma’am. We believe it is this tiny biped here. They match the heat signature of those in the orbital station, and appear to be the primary inhabitants of the various cities.” An image appeared showing a mostly furless creature with striped tan skin walking near a large body of water. Some sort of multi-colored garment appeared to be covering its head and lower torso.

      “Good. Focus on this species, but rescue anything you can safely catch. We don’t have time for first contact protocols, or to even try to convince them we’re there to rescue them. Stun anything that moves. We’ll deal with the consequences later. What of the creatures in the orbital station?”

      “We believe they will survive the initial impact, since their station will be on the far side of the planet, but it will likely be hit by debris before we can rescue them. I’m not detecting shields of any kind, although there does appear to be a small escape pod. Chances are not good for their survival,” the lead scientist stated.

      “Understood. We’ll focus on the planet’s surface first. If they should survive in the orbital craft, we’ll pick them up on our way out. Anything else we need to know?”

      “No, ma’am.”

      “Good. Whatever happens, I’m proud of you, and it’s been an honor serving with you all. May the Ancient Gods bring us luck!”

      Senior Councilor Tabor lowered the volume on the monitors as the Ship Master prepared for the rescue. “At this point, they’ll have already begun the rescue attempt. Let’s assume that they’re successful and that we will have badly injured casualties of many unknown species on our paws in approximately three days’ time. Suggestions on where to care for them?”

      Jeran hit the button on his desk that indicated his desire to speak.

      “Councilor Chenzira. You were first. Go ahead,” Tabor instructed.

      Jeran stood, the mic on his desk already activated by the program used to control the session. “Ma’am. As many of you know, I am from the South District, a sparsely populated area due to the intense summer heat that turns the area into a desert for several months of the year. My partner, Master Healer Myra Chenzira, runs a small clinic about twenty-five leagues from our home. It’s centrally located for the few dozen families in the immediate area, but nowhere near any major towns or cities. I recommend that we expand the clinic with quarantine habitats and bring the survivors there.”

      “What about any water species that are rescued? How are we going to care for them in the desert?” one of the other councilors asked out of turn. It was a valid question, so the Senior Councilor allowed it.

      “The clinic sits above a large aquifer, so there should be plenty of water to support those species, and I imagine we should probably build holding tanks to keep the water species separate and away from our main water sources anyway,” Jer replied. “We’ll need to be careful of introducing what could become an invasive species to any environment. Plus, we don’t even know if they will be able to survive in our oceans. If it’s safe for the Water Sprites to exit, probably not. We may need to transport them to one of the other planets.”

      “Agreed,” Tabor stated, flexing her whiskers forward in approval. “Does anyone have any objections to Councilor Chenzira’s suggestion?”

      Councilor Paxton Parner buzzed in. “I do. Why can’t we keep them onboard the ships in orbit? Then there won’t be any risk to our people?”

      Tabor looked over at Parner with an expression that clearly indicated she thought he was stupid. It was all Jer could do to keep from bursting out laughing before the Senior Councilor recovered her composure and explained with the same exasperated tone of voice that one used with an unruly cub. “The ships do not have the resources or staff to care for mass casualties for any length of time. But you do bring up a good point. The crew of those ships should be quarantined as well. They can help care for the casualties once they arrive.”

      Tabor looked down at her control panel for the next person to speak.

      “But why here and not one of the other worlds?” Parner asked again, out of turn this time.

      “Because our world is the closest to theirs, and if any of them are going to survive, they will need care as soon as possible. Even at emergency jump, the delay in reaching another planet would be deadly,” Tabor answered, frowning her displeasure at Parner for asking out of turn, then indicated that he should take his seat.

      “Any other objections?” she asked. There were none. “Good. Mark your votes.” When the votes were displayed, only Councilor Parner objected. “Councilor Chenzira, please contact your partner and begin arrangements for quarantine. Whatever she needs, this Council authorizes.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he replied. Raising the privacy shield around his desk, he placed the call to his partner while trying to figure out how under the three moons he was going to explain this to her.

      “Hey Jer. What’s up? I wasn’t expecting to hear from you for at least another couple of hours. Did the first contact go well?” Myra asked when she came on the line.

      “Not even remotely,” he said, and then quickly filled her in on what was happening.

      “Dark moons!” she said, putting a paw over her mouth in horror. “How can I help? I’m assuming that’s why you called.”

      “I was hoping you would say that,” he said with a wry smile.

      “You were?” she asked, squinting at him with suspicion. “Why? What did you get me into, this time?”

      “I sort of...well...I sort of volunteered your clinic to care for the casualties when they arrive,” he explained, and braced for her reaction. She did not disappoint.

      “You did what?!” she asked incredulously, blinking in shock at the absolute outrageousness of his actions. “Jer, how am I supposed to care for five ships’ worth of some unknown species in my tiny clinic? There are only three healers here, and that’s including myself, and the other two are only journeymen.”

      “I know that, Myra, but we needed an isolated location for quarantining the survivors, and well, I figured your clinic was about as remote as it gets on this planet. The Council has already authorized and prioritized anything and everything you need. You’ll also have the crew of the five ships to help, as well as any volunteers, which I imagine there will be plenty of, once the word gets out.”

      Myra leaned back in her seat; her face devoid of all emotion.

      “Speak to me, Myra,” Jeran said, worried that she was mad at him. This was a massive undertaking that he’d volunteered her for, and she was far too good at hiding her emotions behind her healer’s mask.

      “I’m thinking. Give me a second,” Myra snapped, pinning her ears back in annoyance at his interruption.

      He wisely kept his mouth shut and let her think.

      Finally, her ears flicked forward, and her attention returned to the screen. “Okay…I’ll contact the Healers Guild and start implementing quarantine protocols. I’ll need you to transfer the three patients I have here to Sand Dune for care, and someone is going to have to pick up Marsee from her classes at the Guild, since I imagine neither of us is going to make it home tonight. I’ll need specifics, as soon as you have them, on the number of casualties, along with whatever medical scans they take. Oh, and I’ll need to speak to the healers on board the ships as soon as it is even remotely possible. I’ll call you back when I know more,” she said, and hung up without saying goodbye.

      He stared at his blank screen for several seconds, blinking at the abrupt ending to the call, and then smiled. His partner, and the love of his life, was the epitome of a true healer. She immediately focused on the needs of her patients, no matter how impossible the situation.

      He texted Marsee, his youngest cub, asking her to see if she could beg a ride home from the neighbors, and possibly spend the night. Next, he called the Sand Dune Trauma Center to have transports sent out to Myra’s clinic for patient pickup. He was transferred three times before he was finally able to speak to the Senior Healer and have the transports authorized. Once that was done, he placed a call to Command.

      “We’re a little busy here at the moment. This had better be an emergency,” came the gruff reply on the screen.

      Jeran flicked his ears back in surprise at the unexpectedly rude comment. He wasn’t sure who he was speaking with, as the person was off-screen, but no one spoke that way to anyone on the Council, and whoever this was would have known full well who he was.

      The scene on the screen in front of him was barely organized chaos. From the sounds of things, the ground crews supporting the five ships were scrambling to prepare and launch another rescue mission, in case any of the other ships were damaged during the rescue effort and unable to return.

      On the off chance that this person hadn’t actually looked to see who was calling before answering, Jer introduced himself. “It is. I’m Councilor Jeran Chenzira of the South District. The Council has chosen my partner’s clinic as the landing site and quarantine location for the casualties. I’m calling to help coordinate those efforts.”

      Senior Commander Oscar Rynhold appeared on the screen moments later. As the Senior for the Ship’s Guild, Rynhold was one of the few with the authority and rank to have spoken so harshly to a member of the Council. Even still, Rynhold shifted his posture to one of deference and respect.

      “Forgiveness, Councilor. The last three calls I’ve had have all been from the press looking for information I don’t have, or the time to tell them. Tell your partner, thank you.” He leaned off-screen and bellowed. “Sampson!”

      “Sir?” someone replied.

      “Get over here!” Rynhold growled.

      “Sir!”

      A moment later, Sampson appeared. “Sampson, this is Councilor Chenzira. His partner is leading the quarantine effort. Whatever he or his partner says they need, make it happen.”

      “Yes, sir,” Sampson replied.

      Rynhold turned and left without a further word, bellowing commands to several others as he left.

      “How can I help you, Councilor?” Sampson asked calmly.

      Jeran blinked and refocused his attention back on Sampson. “I’m sending you my partner’s contact information and the location of her clinic, which we’ve designated as the site for the quarantine facilities. She’s requested whatever information you have on casualties as soon as you have it, and to be connected with the healers on board as soon as that’s possible. She’ll have more information and requests by now, I’m sure,” he replied, and sent the information over.

      “Understood. I’ll contact her right away. Anything else?” Sampson asked.

      “No. Thank you,” Jer replied, and Sampson hung up just as quickly as Myra had.

      Jeran lowered his privacy screen and refocused his attention on the main screens in the council chamber, only a matter of moments before the asteroid struck. A silent but massive explosion and plume of debris billowed out from the side of the planet, causing a visible shock wave that raced around the planet, destroying everything in its path.

      The Council was silent as they bore witness to the annihilation of what was only the sixth known world in the universe with a potentially sentient species.

      It was a sight he knew would haunt his dreams for the rest of his life.
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      Jessica O’Neil slammed her locker shut, following it up with a kick to the bottom of the ancient and dented door, as it never shut the first time. Today was no exception. It took her three tries to get it to shut enough to lock. With an exhausted yawn, she heaved her father’s old army rucksack, practically overflowing with textbooks and art supplies, onto her shoulder and started slowly trudging her weary way up to her first class of the day.

      She was positively dreading the next hour and the Spanish test that awaited her, and she hadn’t slept well the night before because of it. The hall was crowded with her classmates, and she had to weave her way around clumps of people chatting and milling about in their small cliques.

      “Jess! Wait up!”

      She turned to see her best friend running down the hall to catch up with her. Susie’s pigtails bounced as she ran. Jessica grinned when she saw her friend’s outfit for the day. As she often did, Susie was wearing a goth-style outfit, loosely based on her favorite television show, NCIS, and her signature black army boots. Her friend was ridiculously smart and had already started taking several classes at the local community college, as it was her dream to go into forensic sciences when she graduated, just like her favorite character on that show.

      It amazed Jessica every day that someone as smart and as popular as Susie was her best friend. If she were being honest with herself, Susie was her only friend.

      Several years before, Jessica’s family had moved back to the small, podunk town in the middle of absolutely nowhere, where her father had grown up. She loathed it here. The nearest art store was an hour’s drive away, which she could never get her parents to make, and everyone thought she was weird; everyone, that is, except for Susie.

      Susie had latched onto her on Jessica’s first day of school, when she found Jessica sitting alone in the otherwise packed cafeteria, and decreed then and there that they were now best friends. Jessica had snorted and muttered something about not realizing she’d ended up in Green Gables, which had made Susie roar with laughter, and they’d spent the rest of their brief lunch discussing their favorite TV shows and movies. True to her word, they’d been best friends ever since.

      They couldn’t have been bigger opposites either, but somehow that just worked. Susie was an extrovert to Jessica’s introverted nature. Susie could learn anything with little effort, while Jessica struggled with all of her classes except for art. Susie could make even the strangest clothing choices look like the latest fashion, while her style, or lack thereof, was third-hand, hand-me-down farm clothes that were always too big, stained, patched, or worn out, and did nothing to help with the short, flat, boyish frame that Jessica felt she’d been cursed with.

      Her family had little extra to spare on the latest clothing styles, and most of what she owned came from her older male cousins. This added to the effect that made her classmates think she was weird. She couldn’t even work to raise extra money, because her parents expected her to work in the family bakery after school.

      Thankfully, Susie shared everything with her and had even helped to dye her hair the week before, as there was no way she could ever hope to afford a professional hair coloring.

      That they shared the same first period was the only thing that made her Spanish class even remotely bearable, or school, or life, for that matter. They were required to take two years of a foreign language to graduate, and she had made the horrible mistake of picking Spanish, as she planned to return to the city after she graduated and had been somewhat fluent before, or so she’d thought. She’d barely passed the first year and, in all honesty, she would have failed if it hadn’t been for Susie’s infinite patience and tutoring.

      “So, did you ask your dad if you could come to the fair with us this weekend?” Susie asked when she finally made her way through the crowd and caught up with her.

      Jessica rolled her eyes in annoyance. “Yeah. He said ‘maybe’.”

      “Maybe?! What kind of answer is that?” Susie asked, incredulously.

      “He said it all depends on whether or not Grampa Ben and Uncle James need our help with the apple harvest this weekend, and whether or not I do well on the Spanish test today. He says I have to at least get a B, which means I have a better chance of waking up on the moon tomorrow. I’ll be surprised if I even pass,” Jessica replied woefully.

      “Ugh! That’s totally unfair! He knows how hard you’ve been studying. That should count for something at least,” Susie commiserated. Her friend had been over every night for the past week, trying to help her prepare.

      “You’d think, but you know I don’t do well with tests, no matter how hard I study,” Jessica replied.

      She worked her way past a large group of cheerleaders who were taking up most of the hall while they practiced for the upcoming homecoming game. They’re far too preppy and bouncy for this early in the morning, Jessica thought as she squeezed past and tried to stifle another yawn, failing miserably.

      “I don’t get it. You’re amazing when we study together,” her friend said when she made it through the crowd as well.

      “Yeah, if my grades were entirely based on class participation and verbal, I’d be fine. Tests, though, the words might as well be Klingon.” Jessica frowned as she glanced at her watch. “Well, we’d better hurry or we’re going to be late for class, and then I’ll never stand a chance of passing. You know how Ms. Walters is when we’re late.”

      They took off running down the long hallway and up the ancient and wooden flight of stairs to their second-floor classroom. “No running in the halls!” one of the teachers yelled as they flew past, but they only slowed until they were out of sight, then took off again, laughing.

      The equally ancient bell began clanging the start of the school day just as they skidded into their classroom. Hurrying towards their customary place at the back of the room, Jessica slumped into her seat by the window and let her backpack hit the floor with a heavy thud.

      Rubbing her ear as the bell continued to ring, Jessica muttered, “I’m pretty sure that bell is the reason my dad is deaf in one ear.”

      “What did you say? I can’t hear you over the bell,” Susie asked with an innocent expression, and cupped her ear.

      “I said...” Jessica replied, and they both burst out laughing.

      “Settle down, class,” Ms. Walters ordered, once the bell finally stopped clanging, and they could actually hear again. “Now, are there any questions before I hand out the exam?”

      “Can we have the answers?” piped up her classmate, Joey, causing the whole class to erupt into laughter.

      “Um...let me think about that for a second.” Her teacher paused dramatically, tapping her index finger on her lips as if actually thinking about it. “Hmm…No.”

      The class responded with a chorus of disappointed groans. Although no one actually expected her to say yes. Miracles could happen, Jessica supposed.

      “Do bees have knees?” another one of her classmates called out, causing the class to erupt into laughter again.

      “Not a clue, Mark. You’ll have to ask your biology teacher. Any Spanish questions, pertaining to the material we’ve covered, the material on the exam, Kuzco’s Spanish exam?” their teacher qualified. They’d watched the Spanish version of The Emperor’s New Groove the first day of class as a refresher and had been referencing it ever since.

      “Oh, you mean that exam?” the entire class said in unison, to which even their teacher chuckled. But when there weren’t any actual Spanish questions, she walked over and picked up a massive stack of papers on her desk. Counting out a smaller stack, she handed it off to the person in the front of each row.

      “You have the entire class to complete the test. If you have any real questions pertaining to the exam, raise your hand or come up to my desk.”

      Jessica took the thick stack of papers handed to her and double-checked to make sure that there was only one.

      There is no way I am going to be able to get through all of this in an hour, and absolutely no way I’m going to the fair with Susie this weekend, she thought.

      With a pained sigh, she put her name on the top and read the first question. Twenty minutes into the exam, she gave up. She’d barely made it through the second page when her test-taking anxiety, or whatever it was, kicked in, and she couldn’t even see the words properly anymore. They just jumped around the page, not staying in focus, and the letters often flipped around on her. It happened every time, and no matter how hard she studied or what the topic was, she always struggled with the tests.

      She’d tried talking to her parents about it, but they thought she was making excuses for her bad grades, since she had no problems reading for fun, and without their approval, she couldn’t get tested for a learning disability. She’d tried several times anyway, and had spent countless hours doing her own research on the computers in the school library, trying to find a solution, but nothing she ever looked up fit quite right, and so far, nothing had ever really helped. Once or twice, she’d been able to get the teachers to read the tests to her, and those she’d had no problems with, but most wouldn’t take the time without the proper diagnosis or the required paperwork.

      She flipped the test over and started drawing to pass the time and calm her frustration. Maybe if Ms. Walters likes my drawing, she’ll feel pity for me, and not fail me completely, she thought glumly.

      She began to sketch a picture of her failing her exam, desk poised over a trap door, with Ms. Walters dressed as Kronk standing in front of a pair of levers.

      Pull the lever, she thought, wishing it would be that easy to get out of failing her test.

      A few minutes later, she had a rough sketch and glanced up to peer out the window for a moment as she considered what else to add to her drawing. It was a beautiful late September day, with the bluest of blue skies and sunny, with just a few fluffy white clouds off in the distance. The giant maple trees in front of the school were starting to turn, their green leaves accented with a smattering of oranges and red. Smiling at the beautiful scene, she returned to her sketch.

      She loved to draw and wished everything came as easily to her as drawing did. Her dream was to illustrate children’s books, but her father didn’t think that would pay enough to live on, assuming she even found a job with her abysmal grades.

      He wanted her to go into business school like he had, after he’d left the military, and she wasn’t even going to think about how much she detested that idea. Still, no matter how much she argued with him, her father insisted that being her own boss was the only way she would make it in the world. If she wanted to do something related to art, he believed she should run an art gallery or store.

      She swore under her breath as her pencil snapped and reached into her bag to grab her sharpener. She was digging through the large pocket where she usually kept it when she heard what sounded like a large truck using its air brakes. The vibration caused her pencil to roll off the desk and partly under the desk in front of her. She tried reaching for it with her foot, but it was too far away. So, she crawled under her desk to retrieve it, hoping that her teacher wouldn’t assume she was cheating.

      I’d do better if I did, Jessica thought with a snort.

      “What the hell?!” she heard Susie exclaim.

      Thoroughly shocked, because Susie never swore, and certainly not in the middle of an exam, Jessica looked up to see her friend staring out the window with a look of absolute horror on her face. That was the last thing Jessica saw as the world exploded around her.
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        * * *

      

      Jessica woke slowly. A heavy weight on her back pressed her firmly to the ground, making it difficult for her to breathe. Her entire body throbbed in pain, especially her left arm and the side of her head, and her vision swam in and out of focus.

      Blinking furiously, she was finally able to focus on what turned out to be a black boot in front of her. She attempted to sit up, but the dull throbbing pain in her arm exploded as she pushed up against the weight of whatever was on her back. Screaming, she collapsed back to the ground and lay there whimpering until the pain eased.

      As she lay there panting, it slowly dawned on her that she couldn’t hear anything but a high-pitched ringing noise, not even the sounds of her own screams. Freeing her uninjured hand from the rubble around her, she brought it up to her ear and felt something warm and sticky.

      It took her several moments to refocus her vision on her hand and see that it was covered in a film of gray dust—all except for the globs of bright red on her fingertips. It took her several additional moments for her throbbing brain to realize that it was blood—her blood.

      Whimpering in fear, she tried to sit up again, careful this time to only push with her good arm. The heavy object on her back shifted to the side, just enough to allow her to take a slightly deeper breath. Pushing again, with a scream she couldn’t hear, the object slid off to one side, and she was finally able to sit up.

      Pain radiated along her side with every gasping breath she tried to take, and her head spun, making it difficult to remain sitting up. Darkness clouded the edges of her vision and threatened to pull her under.

      She focused on her breathing, trying to calm her panic and control the pain. Finally, when she was sure she wasn’t going to pass out, she lifted her head and looked around her, but it took her a long time to make sense of what she saw.

      Her school had been flattened, and it almost looked like it had been shoved over. The roof and most of the walls were gone, and it looked like her floor had collapsed onto the floor below, because she was now only a few feet above the ground and surrounded by crumbled brick, shattered glass, and the broken remains of the wooden window frame.

      She turned to look behind her and found the mangled remains of her metal school desk, with a large pile of bricks next to it. As her vision slowly focused out past the school, she realized it wasn’t just her school that had been destroyed. All of the nearby buildings and trees had been flattened as well.

      What the hell indeed, she thought, remembering what Susie had said. “Susie!”

      Struggling to her feet, she looked around in panic. “Susie, where are you?”

      Not being able to hear her own voice, along with her inability to stay focused, gave everything an eerie, dreamlike quality. Only the throbbing, sickening pain told her she was awake.

      Spotting the boot again, she started to dig with her uninjured hand. She wasn’t sure how long it took for her to uncover her friend, but when she did, she howled in horror and grief at the extent of her friend’s injuries.

      Susie had been injured so badly that she barely recognized her friend. If it hadn’t been for the outfit, she wouldn’t have been sure it was Susie at all. Still, she checked desperately for a pulse. When she found none, she turned and stumbled away with a cry, tears streaming unchecked down her dust-covered and bloody face.

      Somehow, she made it safely down the shifting rubble and out onto the street below. She started walking in a random direction, her mind completely lost in a daze of grief and pain. She paid no attention to where she was going until she tripped and fell hard over some debris.

      The pain in her arm exploded as she tried to catch herself, and it pulled her out of her grief with a howl. She lay there rolling in the middle of the street, screaming for what felt like forever, before the agony subsided enough that she was able to, once again, struggle back to her feet.

      Okay Jessica. What do we do now? she asked herself as she slowly spun, trying to figure out where she was.

      Every building she could see had been leveled, and her small town looked completely unfamiliar. Most of the buildings were on fire, thick plumes of black smoke rising from the rubble. The streets were littered with debris, crushed and overturned cars, the crumbled remains of buildings, and a tangled mess of downed power lines and trees.

      The pavement at her feet was ragged and torn. A piece of broken asphalt had tripped her up. As if to explain how that had occurred, the ground shook. She struggled to keep her balance as the earth bucked and heaved beneath her.

      Did an earthquake really cause all this damage? she wondered. It didn’t make sense. Earthquakes large enough to feel were uncommon in this part of the world, and even when they did occur, they rarely caused any damage. None of the videos she’d ever seen of earthquake damage even remotely came close to the devastation she was seeing before her.

      No, something else must have happened, she decided.

      Heavy, thick ash started falling silently from the sky, making her cough. She looked up at the now cloud-covered and darkening sky and frowned.

      Volcano? she wondered, trying to remember if there were any in the area.

      She pulled her shirt up over her nose and mouth to filter out the ash, not even noticing that her clothing was just as filthy. Nor did she notice as a piece of still-burning ember landed on her shoulder and burned her skin before fizzling out.

      What happened? she wondered yet again, a bomb?

      She’d seen footage of the Beirut explosion during her history class the year before, but this seemed so much bigger, and where was everyone? Surely, she couldn’t be the only one left alive.

      Who knows how much damage a modern nuclear weapon could do, or several, she thought, deciding that had to be what had happened. Nothing else seemed remotely big enough.

      That decided, she struggled to figure out what to do next. When her eyes took in the downed and shredded trees in front of her, she realized that they had all fallen in the same direction.

      Okay, so if they are all lying that way, then that must mean the blast, or whatever it was, came from the other way, which means I need to keep going this way if I’m going to find help.

      She tried not to think about what had happened to her family. They would have been at work in her mother’s bakery. If she was where she thought she was, that was in the direction the blast had come from.

      Worrying won’t help you now, Jessica, and if they’re okay, they’ll go in the same direction looking for you.

      With that somewhat nebulous thought, she set off down the street, taking far more care now as she picked her way through the rubble.

      She’d been walking for what felt like forever, but she’d barely made it a few blocks when she stopped to rest and pick out a safe path. There was so much debris to work around, and her vision continued to go in and out of focus. She’d thrown up twice from the pain in her head and arm, and that had caused her to whimper and gasp from the sharp throbbing pain in her side.

      She was pretty sure she had a broken rib or three, along with her broken arm, and probably a concussion. The second time she’d thrown up, it had taken her several minutes to stand up again. She couldn’t tell if the ground was shaking or if it was just her, and she couldn’t feel her arm below her elbow or wiggle her fingers anymore, and that scared her more than she cared to admit, especially since it was her dominant hand. Path decided, she continued on.

      When a large triangular shadow, obscured by the thick ash and smoke, slowly passed overhead, she stopped and waved, hoping it was someone looking for survivors. She couldn’t tell what it was. It seemed far too big to be a helicopter, but it moved too slowly to be a plane. When she lost sight of it, she shrugged and kept shuffling forward. Whatever it was, it was heading in the same direction she was.

      A few moments later, she realized she’d finally made it to the main intersection in town, obvious by the massive jumble of wires and traffic lights on the ground. There was only one set of lights in her rural town, so she at least knew where she was for sure now.

      I never knew these things were so big, she thought, standing next to one that was nearly as tall as she was, and trying to catch her breath, which was becoming harder every minute, both from the smoke and ash, and from the sharp pain in her side.

      She peered down the side streets, trying to see if there was an easier way to travel, but she couldn’t see more than twenty feet past the intersection, in any direction. Ash and smoke completely obscured her view now, and everything had turned the same uniform shade of gray.

      Wait! What is that? Is there something moving over there?

      She squinted, trying to make out what it was, wondering if it was another survivor. As she stood there and watched, the shadow grew larger until suddenly running towards her was the biggest cat she’d ever seen, covered in tawny fur that was quickly turning gray with ash. Before she could even begin to figure out where to run, she watched in surprise as the cat suddenly stopped, stood on its back feet, and loomed above her.

      How hard did you hit your head, Jessica? she thought, unable to process what she was seeing.

      She stood there, mouth open in shock as it walked towards her on two feet, removed something from a harness it was wearing, and pointed it in her direction.

      She had just enough time to think ‘gun!’, spin around, and take one step in the opposite direction, before she felt something hit her in the back. Pain exploded through her, and she crumpled to the ground, darkness enveloping her before she had even finished falling.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            JAMES: DRAGON FIRE

          

        

      

    

    
      James woke secure in the arms of his partner, Benjamin Frank O’Neil, with the early morning sunlight streaming through the open window of their ancient farmhouse. The sun was reflecting off the water in the large crystal vase of flowers Ben had picked the day before. Gentle ripples of sunlight and rainbows danced on the walls, accompanied by the sway of the curtains in the light breeze coming through the open window. Wind chimes tinkled from the porch below, a gift from one of Ben’s grandchildren. It looked to be an absolutely perfect morning. One of the few remaining before the cold of winter would set in.

      He glanced over at the alarm clock on the bedside table and grinned. It had been a long time since they’d slept in this late. Neither of them had anywhere they needed to be this morning, and they’d been up late the night before, talking, among other things.

      He was on a much-needed vacation from the stress of his veterinary practice, under the excuse that he was helping Ben with the fall harvest. But in reality, he was burnt out from close to forty years as a large animal vet, and he was seriously considering retiring and handing his practice off to one of his younger employees. He was getting too old to deal with his clients’ unruly animals, and still had a large bruise from where he’d been kicked almost a month before. He’d been lucky and hadn’t broken anything that time, but injuries took much longer to heal than they used to.

      Ben was usually up early to feed the animals on their farm, and judging by the sounds coming from the direction of the barn, their old draft horse, Buster, was not particularly pleased by his late breakfast.

      “I suppose I’d better go feed that old brute before he knocks the barn down,” Ben said from behind him, but James didn’t move.

      James snuggled into Ben’s strong arms and would have purred if he’d been a cat. Mornings like this were rare, and half the reason he wanted to quit. He didn’t get to spend nearly enough time with his family. They lay there, content in each other’s arms for several minutes before Ben sighed, kissed him, and climbed out of bed.

      “You might be on vacation, but there’s still work to be done. Come on,” Ben said.

      James chuckled and rolled over to look at his partner, arms laced behind his head. “Well, we could hire someone to come work on the farm so we could lie about all morning. Neither of us is getting any younger.”

      Ben snorted. “No point in paying someone else what we can do for free.”

      “You know, I’m half beginning to think you married me just for the free help and veterinary care,” James said with a mock glare.

      Ben chuckled. “The thought may have crossed my mind a time or two. However, you eat more than Buster, so economically it’s a wash. Now come on. If you help me with the chores, there will be just enough time for you to take that naughty horse of mine out for a ride before we start picking.”

      James grinned wickedly. “Shall I grab the crop on the way back from the barn then? I didn’t realize you were into that kind of thing.”

      Ben rolled his eyes, but they twinkled in amusement. “Well, you’ve never asked, but I was referring to Buster. The way he’s kicking that stall down says I haven’t been working him hard enough, and if Jessica’s going to be up this weekend, you know she’s going to want to go out on a trail ride. With that storm we had the other day, there’s bound to be a tree or two down that we’ll need to clear out before then.”

      “Uh huh, sure…” James replied. They’d just finished bringing in the last of the hay the day before, which meant their team of horses, Buster and Bonny, had been working hard for the past several days.

      Grinning, he climbed out of bed anyway and found the clothes he’d hastily discarded the night before, deciding there was no point in putting on clean clothes if he was just going riding, and would shower when he returned instead, assuming Ben didn’t put him right to work. It had been several weeks since he’d gone out for a trail ride, and that sounded like a perfect way to give himself some time to think.

      Ben was already downstairs and cooking breakfast by the time he’d made use of the bathroom and located his missing sock, which had somehow managed to make its way halfway under the bed.

      He snuck past Ben on his way to the cupboard and kissed him gently on the back of the neck, before grabbing dishes, which he set up on the island where they usually ate breakfast, and then dug through the fridge to grab something to drink. There was coffee brewing already, but James loathed the taste of it, unless it was buried under a ridiculous amount of cream and sugar, and usually avoided it unless he needed the caffeine. Grabbing a large glass of orange juice instead, he set that down on the table, along with the creamer Ben liked with his coffee.

      He fixed up Ben’s coffee the way he knew his partner preferred it and had that ready just as Ben finished cooking breakfast. Breakfast was always a large meal, and today was no different. Bacon, eggs, hash browns, and a bowl of fresh fruit topped with yogurt.

      Far too often, he missed lunch as the demands of his profession meant he never knew when an emergency would come in. Then again, half the time he missed breakfast, lunch, and dinner when an emergency came in, too. That was the challenge of running his own clinic.

      “I’m surprised you didn’t go feed Buster first,” James said as he sat down and dug into his meal.

      “If I ran to feed him every time he got grumpy, I’d have an unruly horse on my hands,” Ben replied. “Why do you think I keep you fed so well?”

      “Well, you’ve certainly got me well trained,” James said. “I haven’t kicked anything in days.”

      “It’s a work in progress,” Ben said with a wicked grin.

      Breakfast was far more leisurely than usual, outside of the banging and squealing that was coming from the barn, as Ben lingered over his coffee, long after they were both done with their breakfast.

      “Your coffee okay?” James asked, not sure if he was stalling or not.

      “Perfect,” Ben replied. “As always. I’m just waiting for Buster to quit his temper tantrum.” He paused, head cocked, listening, when things finally quieted. “Well, there’s my cue.” With a final long gulp, he finished his coffee and set the mug down on his empty plate.

      James chuckled and began picking up the breakfast dishes while Ben made his way out to the barn to begin feeding the animals they had on the farm. The slam of the screen door as Ben left set off another loud chorus from the barn, this time from all the animals.

      Theirs was a working farm, with most of the animals intended for harvest when they were big enough, although they had a flock of chickens for eggs, goats for making cheese and lawn care, half a dozen milking cows, the two horses that Ben used to farm and log with, a dog that was supposed to be for protection but ended up being anything but, and two very obnoxious geese, that they’d just ended up with, when one of their neighbors sold their farm and moved to Florida.

      James had a sneaking suspicion the geese were going to end up as Thanksgiving and Christmas dinner. After being attacked one too many times, he was perfectly fine with that. They regularly joked that their neighbors had moved just to get away from the geese.

      Once a massive dairy farm, Ben had decided he preferred working with the horses, as he’d learned from his father and grandfather. A good portion of their income now came from school field trips, tours, private lessons, and a growing interest in living with nature. Ben felt it was important to keep the knowledge of how they worked with draft animals alive.

      In addition to the crops they grew to feed the animals, one corn field now always ended up being a maze for Halloween, and they made a lot of money on hayrides and their apple harvest every year.

      They used wood for heat in the winter and for sugaring in the spring, as Ben insisted that wood-fired maple syrup was better than any other form. He honestly couldn’t tell the difference, as he’d grown up in the south, but he was more than happy to have it with his meals, so he always agreed whenever the topic came up. They’d also converted one of the unused back pastures to solar. That had been far more lucrative than either of them had expected, and they were considering converting another field.

      This weekend would be the first open pick for the apple harvest, so most of the rest of the week would be in preparation for that, including dragging the large cider press out of storage and setting it up, cutting the maze through the corn, and stocking the concession stand for those that didn’t want to pick their own apples.

      James made more than enough with his large animal practice to allow Ben to do whatever he wanted with the property. Farming made Ben happy, and the smaller farm was far more manageable in their old age.

      That had been a big part of their lengthy discussion the night before, as they tried to determine if they were financially stable enough for him to retire and live solely off the income of the farm and savings.

      Far too many of those Ben had grown up with had long since sold their farms, and James hadn’t planned to retire for another five years. So it would be a big hit on their income. He wasn’t sure he had it in him to make it that long. Stress was taking far too big of a toll on him, and his last physical hadn’t been good. If he didn’t change several things about his life, he was likely to have a heart attack before he could even retire.

      By the time the dishes were washed and put away, Buster had been fed and was happily munching away in his stall. James helped with the rest of the animals, somehow managing not to get attacked by the geese for once, and by the time they were all fed and watered, Buster had finished his breakfast. Only a single piece of hay remained, sticking out of his now drooping lower lip.

      “You know, I’m thinking we should get another horse so we can go riding together again,” James said as he brought the giant Belgian draft horse clopping out of his stall and over to the cross ties to groom and saddle him. “Not that I’m complaining. Buster’s the best horse I’ve ever ridden. I just miss going out on rides with you.”

      “I’ve been thinking about it too. The Johanssons down the road said they’re thinking about selling their mare. She’s quite a bit shorter than Buster, though, and if I get another horse, I’d like a matching team. Although finding a horse his size will be a challenge. Neither of these two is getting any younger either, but I’m not sure I have the energy to start from scratch again, nor do I really want to deal with someone else’s problems.”

      “I have a few clients that might be interested in selling a team for the right price and to the right owner,” James said. “Although a couple of good trail horses that were a few feet shorter might be nice, too.”

      Buster was one of the best horses James had ever worked with and certainly one of the best trail horses. He rarely spooked, and whenever he refused, it was usually for a good reason. But, he was nearly twenty hands high and as wide as a couch, which came with its own set of difficulties, the least of which was getting on.

      Ben nodded and gave a noncommittal grunt of acknowledgement as he grabbed a brush to help him groom. Before long, the gentle giant was tacked up and ready to go.

      James switched out of his muck boots and into his riding boots and grabbed his helmet as Ben held Buster for him, not that the horse would run off. He was too well trained for that. The draft horse was trying hard to grab Ben’s hat, a favorite game of theirs, and one of the few antics Ben allowed the old horse to get away with, simply because it made the children who visited the farm laugh when it happened during the tours, which it inevitably did.

      Taking the reins from Ben, James led the giant horse out into the yard and used the picnic table to climb on. It was barely tall enough.

      “Where are you planning to ride today?” Ben asked, always cautious in case something happened.

      “I think I’ll take the loop past the cliffs today. I should be back in an hour or two.”

      Ben grinned as it was one of their favorite trails. “That should take the edge off him. Be careful, though. That path can get a little slick when it’s been raining. I’ll probably be in the orchard when you return. Do you have your phone?”

      James nodded and tapped the chest pocket where he kept it. “Always,” he replied, not the least bit concerned about Ben’s protectiveness. Buster might be the best horse on the planet, but accidents did happen.

      He nudged Buster into a walk, and the horse took off immediately, head up and ears forward as he examined the trail around them. He was pretty sure Buster enjoyed going out on trail as much as he did. There was never any hesitation, and there was often a bounce in the big horse’s step. Granted, trail riding was probably much easier than the rest of the work Ben had him do most days.

      The stress of his job vanished within moments, and he absently hummed out of tune as they walked down the long drive to the back pasture. It was an absolutely beautiful morning. The air was fresh and clean, but not cold. Just a hint of the coming winter laced the air. Leaves were turning and starting to fall, littering the trail with a multitude of colors. The sun streamed through the remaining leaves.

      I could get used to doing this every morning, James thought. The best part was that the worst of the insects were gone this time of the year. About fifteen or twenty minutes out, they made it to the winding trail that led up the hill to the exposed rocky cliff wall, before it circled back down and around by the corn field they used for the maze.

      Buster snorted, and he could feel the big horse’s haunches collecting under him. This was where he often ran the horse, although he’d never tell Ben, even though he was sure Ben knew. The steep hill was wonderful for tiring the giant beast out, and the footing on this side was solid and clear.

      Grinning, he leaned forward slightly.

      That was all the signal Buster needed before taking off at a full gallop. This was one of the few horses James trusted to let loose like this, and he whooped with delight, urging the horse faster.

      Buster stretched out and willingly obliged as they dodged the occasional tree branch along the way. His heavy feet pounded the earth in an almost primal rhythm, and James forgot about everything but the moment.

      Heart beating fast, he focused hard on making the turns, dodging tree branches, and just staying on. When they safely made it to the top of the hill, James sat up and pulled back on the reins. Buster snorted and pranced a little bit, shaking his head, but willingly came back down to a walk, sides heaving with the effort he’d made.

      “Good boy, Buster,” James said, slapping the horse’s now sweaty neck, and then wiped his hand on his already filthy jeans as they continued along the narrow path.

      On one side, a rocky exposed cliff went up a good forty or fifty feet, and on the other, a steep embankment littered with trees and brush led down to a small stream at the bottom. He stopped just before the trail descended, checking it out.

      Far steeper and rockier than the other side, it was significantly more dangerous. As Ben had mentioned, it had been raining, and there was less sun on this side, shaded as it was by the cliffs and the hill. Leaves covered the rocks, making it look slippery, and he considered turning around and going back.

      This section was short, though, and the rest of the trail passed leisurely along the bank of the stream and led to a small pond where they often saw deer. It was one of his favorite areas to sit and think as he let Buster munch, another bad habit he’d never tell Ben about. The section closest to the cliff wall looked passable, so he started Buster slowly down the trail, trusting the horse to pick his own way.

      They hadn’t gone far when Buster snorted hard, head up, ears twitching, and began backing up.

      “What is it, boy? Too slippery?” he asked.

      Buster rarely refused, but this wasn’t his normal refusal, and he’d rarely seen the horse this nervous before, which made him wonder if there was something ahead, like a bear or mountain lion, that he couldn’t see.

      James gave Buster his head to let him turn around. If Buster didn’t feel the footing was safe, he wasn’t going to push him, but kept pressure on the reins to keep him at a walk.

      “Easy boy,” James said, as Buster snorted again, loud and staccato against the quiet morning, then spooked with a slight jump, when off in the distance a flock of birds took to the sky. Moments later, the ground rumbled.

      “Earthquake?” James thought, surprised. He knew some animals reacted to earthquakes before people felt them, but he’d never seen it for himself.

      Practically before he could finish that thought, though, the ground below him heaved, sending rocks from the cliff wall crashing down.

      Buster scrambled for footing and dodged the falling rocks with a scream, making it up to the flatter portion of the trail by the top of the hill. James held on with everything he had as the ground continued to shake and heave, and Buster threatened to take off.

      A sound louder than anything he’d ever heard before roared past, followed by a gust of wind that toppled every tree around him in an instant. Only the cliff wall beside him saved him from the same fate. James struggled to keep Buster from bolting and held on for dear life as the horse began half rearing in fear.

      He didn’t blame him, though, as he was just as terrified.

      “Easy boy,” James called out, barely able to hear anything over the ringing in his ears, not expecting the horse to do so, but to his surprise, Buster calmed a bit.

      James cautiously relaxed as he looked around him. Aftershocks continued to rumble underfoot. Buster pranced and side-stepped, but stayed where James told him. Granted, there really wasn’t anywhere for them to go.

      The trail on either side was now littered with down trees and large boulders that had fallen away from the cliff and somehow amazingly hadn’t hit them. He was just about to climb off when another massive earthquake hit, and the ground under him fell away.

      Buster tried to make a run for it, even though there was nowhere to run, but they were both tossed over and down the embankment. He had half a moment to think, ‘this is really going to hurt’ before he hit.
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        * * *

      

      He had no idea how long he’d been unconscious, but when he finally woke up, the once blue sky had turned dark with clouds. To his immense surprise, he was reasonably intact, having landed mostly in a softer section of branches. He was sure he was covered in cuts and bruises, but everything appeared to work. His head throbbed, however, and his vision spun as he tried to sit up.

      Unclipping his helmet and taking it off, he stared in shock at the crushed back of it where it had made contact with the trunk of the tree he’d landed on.

      “Good thing I wore a helmet,” he told himself, and felt the back of his head where a large knot was forming. He was having a hard time focusing, so he was pretty sure he had a concussion, but if he hadn’t been wearing his helmet, he knew he’d be dead or very seriously injured.

      When he was sick, a few moments later, he was sure it was a concussion. Once he stopped throwing up, he climbed carefully over the debris to check on Buster, who was lying on his side a dozen or so feet from him, struggling to get up, and screaming in pain.

      The footing was an impossible jumble of rocks and trees, which made it even harder to navigate as he was seeing double, and it took him a long time to make it over to the horse.

      “Easy boy,” he called out again and again, as he climbed over the debris. When he arrived and pulled away a branch, he swore at what he found. Buster’s front leg was badly broken. “Oh, Buster, I’m sorry,” he said, swallowing hard as tears started streaming down his face.

      He knew it was possible to treat a break like that, with a lot of effort, but there was no way he was going to be able to get Buster out of this mess to care for him, and that was assuming his vet clinic was even standing. As intense as the shock wave had been, he knew it had been no mere earthquake and figured it had either been a nuclear bomb or an asteroid that had hit. Neither one boded well for either of them.

      He sat down next to the big horse’s head, when the horse finally stopped struggling, and looked around at the devastation with a sigh, wondering how on Earth he was even going to make it back to the barn, and praying that Ben and the rest of his family were okay.

      It would take him hours to make it through all the downed trees, and after climbing that short distance, he was pretty sure his ankle was either badly sprained or broken, too.

      Buster lay his head on his lap with a pained groan, and James rubbed it, comforting the big horse and trying to figure out what to do. He didn’t have any of the medicine he usually used to euthanize a horse. He didn’t even have a knife with him, but there was no way he was going to leave Buster to suffer.

      As he sat there, flakes of ash and cinder began falling from the sky, and he swore again. The few embers that landed near him fizzled out on the damp ground, but he knew if a forest fire started, he was as good as dead.

      He finally remembered his phone and pulled it out. It was surprisingly undamaged, thanks to the heavy-duty case he had on it, but not surprisingly, there was no cell signal. He tried calling Ben anyway, and then tried calling 911, but nothing went through.

      Sighing, he took a picture of Buster’s badly broken leg to show Ben, assuming he was still alive, and considered what to use to put the horse out of his misery before attempting to make his way home.

      Looking around, he examined the debris and saw a piece of sharp stone. Giving the horse another pat, he shifted out from under the big head and crawled his way over to examine it. The edge was sharp. He just hoped it was sharp enough to make it quick.

      He made the mistake of standing up too quickly and promptly fell over, sick again. He wasn’t sure how long he lay there, heaving and hoping his head would stop spinning, and watching the sky darken as more ash fell around him.

      His head didn’t clear, but he finally gathered enough strength to try standing up again anyway. If he didn’t start moving soon, he’d never make it to safety. Carefully heaving his way back onto his feet, he turned back towards Buster and stood there in shock as four purple dragons flew over the remains of the cliff wall, straight towards him. He blinked hard, figuring he was hallucinating from the bump on his head. The four dragons solidified into two, then paused to hover above him.

      “Well, this is certainly not the day I was expecting,” he said to himself, moments before a blue orb flew towards him and struck him in the chest. He let out a gasp as searing pain rippled through him. His body seized, and it felt like his heart exploded inside him. The rock he was carrying toppled out of his hand moments before the rest of him followed.
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