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      The quadrotor flier banked over fields and paddocks aligned with the contours of the land. From just above the northern horizon, the K6 sun, Stella Australis A, threw shadows of houses, barns, and scattered groves of oaks and elms long distances over the slender ribbons of purple-black living asphalt and slate gray gravel linking the human habitations to the nearest town.

      All familiar sights. Portia Oakeshott’s gaze went due south. Pasture land gave way to the perimeter strip of untamed grasses dotted with trees. Judging from the color and texture of foliage, some were elms and oaks, but the trees common to the inhabited territories of New New South Wales shared the terrain with deeper, wilder greenery: cycads, conifers, woody ferns. Further south, between the perimeter and the jagged, snow-capped peaks of the Lesser South Polar Range peeking through the blue haze at the horizon, the deeper green thickened. The dinosaur preserve.

      She’d entered the preserve on training missions, but now was the first time no senior veterinarian mentored her.

      The quaddy descended toward the last farmstead. Four hundred meters away, cycads spread palm-like fans of leaves high over the ground. The barbed-wire fence of the last paddock ran between squared-off poles striped indigo and scarlet. Perimeter markers. Below, a rambling house and a steel-walled barn. Though the quaddy descended with the house and barn between them, a herd of pigs squealed and fled to the corner of their enclosure farthest from the buzzing machine.

      ”The riddlepigs are still spooked from the cryla,” said McAdams, the ecologist. His booming voice easily overpowered the rotors’ whine. From under wavy, graying hair, his bulging eyes watched the pigs stampede to a different corner of their pen.

      Portia shivered. The pigs had good reason to be spooked. The farm’s surveillance video left no room for doubt. The forehead crest running laterally just behind the eyes, the two three-toed legs jumping over barbed wire, the rows of small sharp teeth clamping on the back of a pig’s neck. Cryolophosaurus. A female—the forehead crest was smaller and a duller mix of orange and red than a male’s. Still young, barely two meters tall and only six meters from snout to tail-tip.

      Only. A theropod, the closest thing to a T. rex near Earth’s south pole during the Jurassic. The apex predator of the dinosaur preserve.

      She’d played the video enough times on the thirty-minute flight from Margarettown to memorize the sights and sounds. Sirens roared out the same notes as the repulsion markers. Pigs squealed. Dogs bared their teeth and the hair on their backs bristled as they barked at the green intruder. A man’s voice, shouting curses. The deafening bangs of rifle fire.

      Three shots, then the cryla fled, jumping as high and running even faster than a king kangaroo. Did it favor its left leg? Was that a red crease on the thigh?

      They touched down on a grassy area thirty meters from the house. The rotors whined to a stop. They climbed out of the cabin into warm summer air. Portia yanked her medical kit from under her seat. They ducked under the rotor struts. Gravel crunched under their boots on their way to the house’s front door.

      Centered on a dark green lawn of gene-engineered grass, the house showed native stone walls, wide windows facing north, a metal roof with a shallow pitch and rippled and painted brick-red in imitation of spanish tile. Two saplings, protected by cylindrical cages, grew on the sides of a flagstone path. The shine of Stella A tinged the house a warm orange. A cozy place for a quiet life, if that’s what you wanted.

      The front door opened. A woman came onto the front step and shut the door on a quartet of barking dogs. The light emphasized fine lines and spots of middle age. Brown hair straggled loose from a headband tucked behind large and saggy ears. She raised her hand to shield her hazel eyes against the low sun. Her gaze jittered to the Blighland Dinosaur Preserve corporation’s logo on Portia and McAdams’ shirts. Her eyes settled on his shirt, following the ring of dinosaurs encircling the outline of the continent. “G’day,” she said with a guarded, nasal voice.

      McAdams stepped forward. “G’day, ma’am. You’re—” He obviously double-checked the name through his neuronal interface. “—Ms. O’Connor?”

      ”Gwendolyn.”

      ”The dino company sent us from Margarettown. My name’s McAdams and the young lady is Dr. Oakeshott.”

      ”Doctor.... A veterinarian?” Gwendolyn O’Connor cradled her cheek with her palm. “Of course a vet. I’m still not thinking straight after the cryla attack.” Her eyes sharpened their focus. “Never mind me. My husband. He’s in the barn with her. She’s still alive.”

      Portia’s heart quickened. A chance to treat an injured dinosaur! Creatures reconstructed from fossilized bone, genetic extrapolation from modern birds, imagination, and Aussie pride. A dream born fifteen standard years earlier, with toys on the floor of her bedroom thousands of klicks away. A dream that survived teen angst and a challenging courseload at university.

      A dream coming to fruition mere moments from now. Her voice trembled. “Which way?”

      The woman gestured at an extension of the gravel lane that rounded the house.

      ”We’ll take a look straight away,” said McAdams. Portia stepped down to the lawn before he finished speaking.

      ”Come by the house when you’re done,” Gwendolyn O’Connor said. “I’ll put on the billy for a spot of tea.”

      ”I’d love a cuppa,” Portia said over her shoulder, “but duty calls.”

      Her feet reached the gravel lane. She strode even faster.

      A barn clad in steel, freshly painted and undented, twice the size of the house. Solar panels covered a roof pitched steeply to face north. The gravel lane ended at a rolling door with a ramped concrete slab sticking out from under. A strip of bare dirt led from the end of the gravel to a walk-through door with a dog flap.

      McAdams caught up with her as she opened the door and led the way inside.

      Her boots scraped to a halt on the concrete floor. Smells battered her nose. Pigs and their manure; grain pellets in a hopper; blood.

      A man sitting on his shins looked up. A broad-brimmed hat pushed back on his head revealed a receding hairline and a jutting chin. His hand absently petted the flank of a sow. The female pig lay on its side, breathing quickly and shallowly, a plaintive whimper in its throat. The blood came from three slashes running from a now-mangled teat across its belly to its ribcage.

      Portia frowned. She peered around the barn. “Where’s the cryla?”

      ”The cryla?” The man had a thick accent. “Who’n the bloody hell cares about the cryla?”

      His mild obscenity didn’t register. Feet frozen, Portia’s gaze darted around the room. She inhaled through her open mouth. The overpowering smell. No cryla. A pig. Blood.

      Her hands jittered at her sides. No cryla⁠—

      ”Dr. Oakeshott.” McAdams’ voice, respectful yet authoritative. “Take a look at the man’s pig.”

      Her cheeks burned. The pig—you’re a vet⁠—

      She stepped forward. A lesson from one of her professors about how to practice came to mind. Fake it till you make it. “Allow me, Mr. O’Connor.” She crouched on the concrete, next to the puddle of thickening blood, and set down the medical kit.

      O’Connor rose on stiff knees and shuffled backwards. His jutting chin was a like a transmission antenna, radiating distrust of her abilities.

      One steadying breath. She’d trained on animals ranging from house cats to thoroughbred horses. Including pigs.

      ”There there,” she said gently to the sow. She checked the wounds from the cryla’s front claws. Still seeping blood, and that one teat would never again suckle a piglet, but no damage to internal organs. Including whichever human organ it grew as a clone for transplant to some rich person in a distant city. She’d always assumed they were called riddlepigs for being like a jigsaw puzzle, until a boy at university had bored her on their first and only date by telling her they were named for their inventor long ago on Earth.

      She reached into her kit for two vials, a coagulant and an antibacterial. Stop the bleeding and prevent infection. She snapped open the coagulant and squirted the contents into the slashes. The pig squirmed when the gel touched its wounds. Its feet kicked for the concrete but it couldn’t get up.

      Next, restore blood volume. From her medkit she drew a vacuum-sealed pack of red powder and a water distiller that looked like a backpacker’s portable kettle. She snapped the pack into place and rested her fingers on the threaded cap of the distiller’s inlet reservoir. “I need a liter of water,” she said as she turned her head. “The cleaner the better, but it needn’t be sterile.”

      Her cheeks burned again. The two men talked about her.

      ”It’s her second day in country,” McAdams said. “Literally. We were going to ease her in with routine survey work when you called with this emergency⁠—”

      ”Water, please,” Portia said more forcefully. “We’re taking a look at Mr. O’Connor’s pig, aren’t we?”

      Did McAdams smile or smirk? His voice proved it a smirk. “Yes, doctor.”

      O’Connor nodded and went to a spigot. For a three-count, water drummed into a plastic bucket.

      The farmer carried over the bucket while Portia opened the cap and pulled a funnel from her kit. He poured. Some water splashed out of the bucket to the floor, but most entered the funnel. The distiller’s flex-walled reservoir bulged.

      A green light came on and the distiller dinged. “That’s enough, thanks.”

      The farmer backed away. Portia pressed a button. Purified water filled the pack of red powder, rehydrating a cross-linked, isotonic solution of a hemoprotein. After it finished, she squeezed her hand around the sow’s leg to help veins stand up. She flipped a flexible smart needle away from the hemoprotein pack, touched it to the sow’s leg, and the needle did the rest.

      The sow kicked feebly as the needle entered. ”There there,” she said. A tiny motor whined as it pumped hemoprotein solution into the pig’s bloodstream.

      The sow relaxed. Portia did too.

      After the bag emptied, she sprayed white foam bandage over the slash marks and a hand’s width of margin all around. While it set, she rose and said to O’Connor, “She’s out of danger. Have your local vet come out tomorrow to check on her.”

      ”I’ll do that.” O’Connor studied the hissing foam, then scowled at McAdams and Portia. “And I’ll send the bill for all the damage your pet done to your home office, rely on it.”

      McAdams raised a hand before Portia could speak. “The company always pay promptly, and fair value, for something like this.”

      ”Bloody cryla snapped her jaws on Kidneys. Ripped two vertebrae out the back of his gelded neck. Most needed transplant organs, kidneys are. And don’t tell me the customer can go on dialysis while we raise a piglet with new cloned kidneys. Inconvenient as hell for her and it makes me look like a right galah.”

      Portia frowned at his indelicate language. “Mr. O’Connor, there’s no⁠—”

      ”—Need to worry about the cryla,” said McAdams to the farmer. “We’re going across the perimeter after her.”

      ”That’s another thing.” O’Connor said, his face redder than before. “The markers. Sirens, the striped colors, all supposed to keep your pets on their side. It didn’t work.”

      ”We’ll investigate that too. We want to prevent these kind of events as much as you do.”

      ”A bonzer high fence along the back. Three meters, with razor wire on top, pointed out. I’ll send a bill for that to your home office, too.”

      ”That’s up to you,” McAdams said. “We’ll show ourselves out.”

      He led the way back to the quaddy. Portia followed mutely. They climbed in and McAdams spun up the rotors. He flew in a loop, giving the uneasy pigs wide berth. Under an overhang of the barn, a parked tractor held high its front-end loader. In the loader slumped a heap of pink, marred by a spot of reddish-brown.

      They flew over a paddock toward the back fence and the line of perimeter markers. The strands of barbed wire ran for many klicks in either direction. Portia couldn’t tell where O’Connor’s strech of fence ended and the neighbors’ began, let alone make out where the cryla had crossed. But McAdams guided the quaddy with a purposeful look in his eyes, over the fence, over a four-meter-tall perimeter marker and an even taller cycad. Fronds writhed in the quaddy’s downdraft as he descended to a patch of open ground colonized by yellow-green grazing grass.

      They climbed out. Apply insect repellent with a hiss of the canister. Call the field office with an update relayed through the quaddy’s transmitter. Portia pulled out her medical kit and hooked a canteen to a matching patch of loop fabric on the thigh of her cargo pants. Binoculars went on a strap around her neck.

      McAdams hefted his backpack. He settled his hat on his wavy hair and snapped the right side of the brim onto the crown. A bin in the cargo compartment popped its lid for him. Out he pulled a rifle, its wide barrel like a black water pipe, and slung it over his shoulder.

      Portia let out a breath. The dinosaurs in the preserve weren’t the plastic dolls she’d played with as a child. They were wild animals. And something had driven the cryla across the perimeter.

      A long and skinny cylinder in the bin caught her attention. “The trank gun.” After an uncertain moment, she reached for it. Cool metal in her hands. A tool to heal, not harm.

      ”Yeah, we might need that,” said McAdams. He took the trank gun from her and slung it over his shoulder. A box of tranquilizer darts went into a baggy pocket..

      After they loaded, McAdams squinted against the low orange sun as he faced north, toward the nearest perimeter marker, about twenty meters away. “It’s reporting proper working order to my neuronal interface. Yours?”

      Five seconds to think her way to the data feed coming in from the marker. With smirking judgment in McAdams’ bulging eyes, it felt much longer. Finally, her neuronal interface augmented her view of the perimeter marker with signals induced on her optic nerves. Green lights, checkmarks, numbers within ranges. “Mine too.” She turned her head up and down the line of perimeter markers as far as intervening trees allowed. The markers’ stripes strained her eyes with each little motion of her head. “All clear for a long way, both directions.”

      McAdams spoke aloud, though his thoughts alone would get picked up by his neuronal interface’s dictation software. “‘The markers appear functional for at least two hundred meters on either side of where the cryla crossed the perimeter. Dr. Oakeshott agrees.’” The last words struck her as an afterthought.

      She ran her gaze over the barbed wire fence. “How can you be so certain she crossed here?”

      ”I watched the whole video. Didn’t you?”

      ”Of course I did. But—” She gestured at cycads and elms, perimeter markers and barbed wire strung taut along narrow metal posts. “It all looks the same.”

      ”Keep your eyes open and you’ll learn some bushcraft.” McAdams took a few steps through shin-high grass toward an imaginary line running from the distant barn to the tall cycad. He stopped and pointed at a grass tuft. “Like that.”

      Was he making fun of her? ”Like what?” Then she saw a cluster of bent stalks. “Oh.”

      ”Come on. What else do you see?”

      She looked around. Three meters farther from the perimeter, a shape like a V with a dot under the point marred a patch of soft yet barren soil. From the shape and the size—longer than McAdams’ foot⁠—

      ”The cryla went—” Portia extended her arm in the direction opposite the V’s point. Away from the farm. Deeper into the transition zone. Toward the preserve beyond the line of markers hidden by reconstructed Mesozoic forest.

      McAdams adjusted his backpack. The rifle and the trank gun clanked together. He nodded toward the cryla’s trail. “Off we go.”

      Mosquitos buzzed around Portia. The ground, damp from spring rains, clung to the soles of her boots. They didn’t carry flashlights, but they wouldn’t need them. At 80° south latitude and close to the summer solstice, the sun, though low in the sky, would never set.

      They trudged on. The grasses thinned out. In their place grew mosses, dwarf ferns, and fuzzy yellow fungi. Despite the change in ground cover, now that she knew what to look for, the theropod blazed a trail no one could miss. Tracking her became so easy that Portia’s mind refocused on what McAdams had said in the barn. “I might be new, but I don’t appreciate being made light of because of it.”

      McAdams paused. He slapped at a mosquito on the side of his neck. His bulging eyes squinted. “Make light of you? What do you mean?”

      ”When I tended O’Connor’s sow. ‘It’s only her second day in-country.’ I’m new to the bush but I’m not a clueless city girl. I earned my vet cert.”

      ”Yes, you did. And it’s only your second day in-country.”

      ”What has that to do with anything?”

      ”You were flustered when we went into the barn. I had to explain that away.”

      ”Perhaps I was,” Portia said. “A little. But what does it matter, what thinks some farmer we’ll never see again?”

      McAdams ripped his canteen loose from its hook-and-loop patch. “Crikey, what do they teach you about community affairs during your training?”

      At the company’s campus near Port Bounty, a thousand klicks away on the continent’s north shore, all the classrooms in the training facility had looked the same. “Do your best to represent the company and the dinos to everyone you meet. That’s all I remember.”

      After a slug of water, McAdams slammed closed the canteen’s stopper. “Mangy bastard desk jockeys, your pardon. I’m going to tell what they should’ve but didn’t.”

      She folded her arms. ”Please do.”

      He fixed his bulging eyes on her. ”Half the people of rural Blighland hate us. The other half are primed to.”

      ”Half the people?” Her arms hugged her torso tighter. “Have there been so many attacks by crylos, or others?”

      ”Got nothing to do with dino attacks on livestock. It goes back fifty standard years, to when the Crown granted the company the land in the first place. If the locals had their druthers, they’d have riddlepig farms from here to the lesser range.” He waved a hand that direction.

      ”It’s all about money?”

      ”Most things are.”

      ”But tourists to the preserve. From Cookland. From off-planet!”

      ”Tourists bring in money? True. But their money doesn’t enter the accounts of riddlepig farmers. Or the med techs who harvest the cloned organs. Or the express pilots who fly from here to Port Bounty or from there to the big cities on Cookland.”

      ”You needn’t lecture me.”

      He rolled his eyes. ”You’re closer to my eldest daughter’s age than mine. Time to keep moving.”

      Around a scowl, Portia nodded. They set off.

      ”The locals have powerful allies,” McAdams said. “They’ve returned the same member of parliament for decades now. And they lobby key ministers in HM’s government. Agriculture. Health. Rural Affairs. The Crown has a million square klicks in eastern Blighland to grant to someone in the next few standard years. Every incident like this one is another sand grain on the balance against us. Oh what’s this?”

      He stooped near the cryla’s track. A fern tree’s fronds striped his face with orange sunlight and shadow. His bulging eyes peered at something on the grass.

      Portia came closer. Against the deep green of a moss patch growing on a knee-high boulder, deep red immediately caught her gaze.

      ”O’Connor hit her at least once.” McAdams straightened. “Take a sample for the sequencer.”

      ”Yes, of course.” Portia unslung her medical kit. She pulled out a sterile pipette, tore the package open. She drew up half a milliliter of the cryla’s blood. A quick press injected the blood sample into the portable DNA sequencer.

      ”That’ll work while we hike,” McAdams said. He moved forward before she could reply. She followed. Her gaze roved ahead, looking for more blood drops.

      And finding them.

      Small drops, though. A scratch on a creature as big as the cryla.

      Yellow lights blinked back and forth across the palm-sized device, till all the lights flashed green at once. “Sequencing complete,” she said.

      ”Good,” said McAdams, without turning.

      Portia trudged along after him. A gruff man, though maybe everyone became gruff by their forties. Maybe he had good reason. Half of all rural Blighlanders hated the company? Politicians played footy with everyone’s livelihood? The home office didn’t train people in things they needed to know?

      She cast downturned eyes to the cryla’s trail. No grass at all, this deep into the transition zone, but the theropod’s distinctive footprint gouged wet soil and scraped moss off rocks. More drops of blood marked the trail, past the second line of perimeter markers, and for two hundred meters further into the preserve proper.

      Why did people have to fight one another? She just wanted to help the dinosaurs of the preserve. Did McAdams? Yes, he must. Why else work at this job for decades?

      So he wanted to help the dinosaurs, but why didn’t everyone else?

      A rustle came from behind a dwarf cycad ten meters off the trail. A glimpse of blue-black feathers revealed a flightless grackelsaur, no larger than a raven, engineered purely for this particular niche. Its long beak darted, picking long beetles off the cycad’s rippled trunk. The grackelsaur paused in its eating. Its head jittered as it regarded Portia and McAdams, then turned back to eating beetles as the humans walked away.

      Maybe people needed to come out here. To see creatures like the grackelsaur. Or to hear⁠—

      A deep bellowing came from some distance deeper in the preserve. She looked that way but only saw prehistoric forest of tall ferns and cycads. “Is that a winner?”

      ”No, that was a tino’s call. Don’t worry your head about it. I couldn’t tell them apart my first day in the bush either.” Wintonotitan and Diamantina, the preserve’s two titanosaurs, reconstructed based on Australian fossils.

      The Diamantina bull bellowed again. ”Is he trying to scare off the cryla?”

      McAdams raised his hand to ask for silence, then angled his head. The tino bellowed twice more.

      The field ecologist’s voice boomed in the ensuing quiet. ”Not the cryla. He scented a bachelor male lurking around his harem. That was a challenge or a warning.”

      Portia’s shoulders hunched. It wasn’t just people who battled one another. A line from an ecology lecture, grandmotherly Dr. Bultas with wise wrinkles around her eyes: The fiercest struggle is between two creatures fighting for one niche.

      McAdams’ gaze tracked along the ground. His eyes stopped and grew even larger than usual. “Our cryla’s got bigger problems.” He pointed.

      Not a drop of blood, but a spill, enough to drip off the cap of a lanky, lime-green mushroom and join a seeping puddle. Granted, and as she’d learned watching clumsy lab partners, ten milliliters could cover a large area.

      But the absolute volume wasn’t the problem. It was the relative.

      She glanced ahead. Blood showed like a painting robot’s malfunction. “Why’d she suddenly start bleeding more?”

      ”Bullet might’ve worked deeper into her thigh. Bone fragment might’ve nicked an artery.”

      How could he sound so cold? ”We’ve got to find her.”

      ”Too right.”

      Onward. A breeze from the south rustled foliage and chilled their faces. The cryla’s track crashed through undergrowth between narrowly-spaced trees. The spacing of footprints showed she limped badly. One left footstep had slipped thirty, forty centimeters when she’d stepped on a flat, wet rock. Blood trickled down a fern’s woody trunk.

      An individual from a different species of small bird-like creature, dun-colored and winged, with glide membranes attached to its legs, sniffed at blood drops on the ground. Another pure invention, a geyersaur, eater of carrion. The geyersaur looked at them, then patiently hopped away from their approach.

      The trees thinned out ahead. In the brighter light, she saw a heap of scat before the breeze carried its smell to her.

      McAdams paused and eyed the pile of feces. “Still steaming.”

      Evenings at a tea shop near her apartment in Port Bounty, she’d drilled on knowledge like identifying dinos from their scat while ignoring young men trying to
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