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      Behind the stalk of a fern as tall as a man, Portia Oakeshott stretched prone on the soft ground of the cycad forest. The thick smell of fecund soil filled her nose. A small stream trickled nearby. Mosquitoes buzzed around her ears despite sprayed-on repellent and her waving hands. Stella Australis A, hanging low in the sky to her left, to the north, filled the forest with slanted shafts of red-orange light, like the stained-glass windows of a church filled with funerary lilies.

      Even when he whispered, the voice of McAdams, the field ecologist, carried over the sounds of chirping fliers and rustling foliage. “There she is, where that adventure trekker said she was, down to the meter.” He aimed his chin toward a brown, rounded shape looming over the fallen bole of a palm-like cycad. The shape looked like a boulder.

      ”Take a squizz.” McAdams handed Portia the binoculars.

      Propped on her elbows, she moved the binoculars to her eyes. Servos hummed as the lenses adjusted focus past the fern’s drooping fronds and onto the rounded shape a hundred meters away.

      No doubt it was a minnie. A female Minmi paravertebra novacambrianovaaustraliensis, a four-legged herbivore that off-world tourists said looked like a midget stegosaurus that lost its sail-like armor plates. When Portia heard that, she gritted her teeth and gave a polite smile to make her grandmother proud.

      Lines of bony protrusions studded the minnie’s back from neck to tail. More protrusions, smaller and spikier, surrounded her face like an elizabeth collar. The soft jaw and nasal ridge tapered to a snout as dainty as one could imagine on a creature three meters from nose to tail and weighing a third of a ton.

      But her face—

      ”My God, she looks in horrid shape.” A mouth cracked and dry. Sunken cheeks. Sunken eyes, too, blinking slowly against a troop of blue-black flies buzzing and swarming over her.

      Portia’s blood ran cold. The last thing a dinosaur veterinarian wanted to see. Was the minnie dead?

      The dino stirred her head. The flies scattered. Relief washed through Portia. But only for a moment. The dino lay its head against the cycad’s trunk and its eyelids slid shut. One by one, flies returned to its face.

      Portia scanned with the binoculars. The minnie’s shriveled flanks rose and fell with quick and shallow breaths. She hid her belly behind her four legs, each bent on splayed knees. Her legs formed walls, her body a roof—

      ”She’s sitting on a clutch of eggs.”

      McAdams lifted his digger hat with its buttoned-up side brim. His other hand brushed graying, wavy hair back from his forehead. “Too right. The only question is, which is sick? The minnie or her eggs?”

      ”Only one way to find out.” Portia shrugged their tranquilizer gun off her shoulder. She held it out to him.

      ”You don’t want to take the shot?”

      ”I’ve taken it to the range at headquarters, but I’m not as good a shot as you.”

      He took the trank gun. She twisted onto her side. Something woody jabbed her in the ribs. She lifted the flap of her hip pack. A line of trank darts with a rainbow of colored bands showing weight ranges. She pulled out the dart ringed with yellow and held it in front of her eyes.

      ”What do you make her weight? Three hundred kilos?”

      His bulging eyes peered at the minnie. ”More like two-fifty,” McAdams said.

      Too much sedative might slow the minnie’s brainstem enough to stop her heart. They could always increase the dosage if they had to. Portia squirted a quarter of the dart’s volume onto the ground. She handed over the dart, then focused on using the instep of her right boot to scratch at something biting her left leg just above the ankle.

      Pang zip. She looked up.

      The minnie’s head lifted from its resting place against the fallen cycad and turned toward her flank. The yellow-banded trank dart bobbed against the sliver of belly exposed between a line of bony protrusions down her back and her thick, folded legs. Then the minnie’s head drooped and her eyes gently shut.

      Portia and McAdams stood. He held out the trank gun. His real rifle, one with the caliber and muzzle velocity to take down a six-meter Australovenator, clanked against his shoulder.

      She brushed dirt, bits of leaf, and crawling insects off her multipocketed shirt and cargo pants, then took the trank gun. She slung it over her shoulder and walked half a step behind him through patchy undergrowth. Mosses as slippery as banana peels covered flat rocks. Gnarled mushrooms smeared umber and ochre stains along the sides of her boots.

      The minnie smelled like the chimera built up from lizard, elephant, and ostrich genes that it was. As pleasant as a zoo on a cool spring day. The minnie’s flanks rose and fell with the tempo of slow pastoral music. A raspy gargle sounded in each breath. Still, her unconscious face looked almost peaceful.

      What had driven her to this state? Less than a day, roughly thirty hours, since the adventure trekker, backpacking alone through the dinosaur preserve after paying hefty fees to both the company and his insurance carrier, called the company’s field office in Tallis. Though taken at a range of eighty meters, his photos and video matched what Portia saw.

      As Portia and McAdams drew closer, other odors crawled into her nose. Sulfur and rot. She wrinkled her nose and ignored the odors as best she could. First, attend your patient.

      She pulled a scanner from her medical kit. She touched the minnie’s back between bony protrusions. Skin like boiled leather. The minnie didn’t flinch.

      ”You got the right dose,” McAdams said. His voice boomed, but the minnie remained motionless.

      Portia aimed the scanner’s infrared and acoustic ports at the proper spots on the minnie’s neck and belly. Her neuronal interface projected the results onto her optic nerves as a translucent panel floating above the dino’s back. Heart and respiration rates slow, but not acutely dangerous. Body temperature normal enough.

      Another item from her medical kit, a blood analyzer. She pressed the extractor patch against the minnie’s side with her palm. A green light blinked on the patch. She stepped back, wadded up the patch around its central bump of hardware, and wedged the patch into the base unit.

      More data popped into her vision. Blood sugar low. Ketones high. She could look at the rest later. Right now, it only mattered that the starving minnie’s body had started digesting itself.

      Not moving even for food or water for days at a time… only one thing could compel a female of any species to that extreme. “How do we take a look at her eggs?”

      ”I’ll have a go.” McAdams unslung his rifle from his shoulder. Portia’s breath caught until he wedged the rifle’s stock between the minnie’s rear foot and her flank. He grunted and groaned. After thirty seconds of prying, he pulled the minnie’s rear foot far enough for Portia to see the eggs the dino sheltered.

      And for the stench of decay to billow out.

      Portia gagged. Her long fingers pinched shut her nostrils. “Strewth, are they all dead?”

      McAdams lay flat and peered underneath the minnie. He squinted, then reached for a flashlight from one of the pockets of his cargo pants. Though the flashlight was the size of his little finger, one click of its button threw sharp-edged whiteness into the hollow between the dino’s belly and the ground.

      ”I’ll loan you a squizz through my eyes,” he said.

      ”Sure.” Portia stepped back a meter from the minnie and turned for fresher air. She inhaled deeply without gagging. Recentered, with a thought she opened the video feed from McAdams’ optic nerves.

      Five leathery eggs, each the size and oblong oval shape of a football, each one half-buried in the soil. Each one broken. The top of each egg littered the ground. Horizontal gouges and dangling slivers of casing showed something had repeatedly slashed across each egg. Columns of bulldog ants, so large they seemed a perfect match for the dinosaur preserve even though they still existed on Earth, marched up and down the eggs porting bits of the outer casing back to their hives.

      The light jumped and the view angled—McAdams moved his head for a better view.

      The eggs looked empty. Whatever new life once held inside had been ripped out.

      McAdams sighed and cut the feed. He leaned back and rubbed his forehead under the brim of his hat. “Crikey, those eggs came the raw prawn.”

      Portia came closer to the minnie and squatted near the dinosaur’s dormant head. The stink from the broken eggs no longer triggered her disgust. With a wave of melancholy in her voice, she said, “The minnie left her eggs for a few minutes for water or some tucker. While she was away, a predator came along and ate them.” She patted the dino’s skin between bony protrusions on her back. Poor girl. “But why is she still incubating them? Her brain might be small for her body, but it must know her eggs are dead.”

      ”She’s getting along in years.” McAdams extended his fingers toward the minnie’s face. The wrinkles and puffy skin evidencing her age became apparent. Portia pulled apart the minnie’s lips. Tartar stained the sides of worn molars. A hairline crack ran down one of her back teeth.

      ”I see that, but what does her being old have to do with her incubating dead eggs?”

      McAdams gave a wry smile. “You’re too young.”

      Portia raised her chin. ”I’m twenty-four standard. This is my eleventh local year with the company.” Granted, the local year on New New South Wales lasted a little over six weeks of thirty-four hour days, but she wasn’t a rookie anymore.

      ”Still too young to hear the tick of the proverbial biological clock. This might have been the last set of eggs our minnie can lay. Maybe she lost more than the usual amount of young from her earlier matings. So she got clucky and is obsessing over them to the point of dying of thirst.”

      Portia straightened her back. ”There’s more to the female mind than obsessing over reproductive partners and offspring.”

      ”Yeah.” McAdams lifted his hat and scratched in his graying hair. “But if there were less, none of us would be here.”

      Portia turned her gaze to the minnie’s sunken face. “I’ll give her intravenous fluids and slip in a mood stabilizer.”

      ”Worth doing,” McAdams said. “I’ll work on a report.”

      A breeze rustled the fronds of the cycads. Portia brushed a mosquito away from her face, then reached into her medical kit.

      A transparent bag of white powders. A water distiller with a built-in ultraviolet sterilizer. She pulled out the distiller’s funnel. “We need water.”

      McAdams pulled the stopper from his canteen and poured in a liter. The distiller chugged for a time. A blinking yellow light indicated a sterilizer cycle, changing to solid green when it completed.

      With deft fingers, Portia connected the powder bag to the sterile water outlet port. While water gurgled in and the powder dissolved, she tore open the packaging of an injection assembly and mounted it on the other end of the pack.

      From the distance came a dinosaur’s long, bass bellow. A second interrupted the first. Tinos, both of them: Diamantinasaurus bulls. Probably a bachelor male challenging an old bull for ownership of the old bull’s harem.

      The male mind also obsessed over reproductive partners and offspring, didn’t it?

      She refocused on her work. The injection assembly had a side port. There she mounted a yellow-tinged solution of mood stabilizer. A controlled substance—her neury alerted her that it would report the mood stabilizer’s use to the Royal Pharmacological Monitoring Board.

      Fine. This wasn’t an urban woman in need of a hobby. The preserve’s dinosaurs were expensive combinations of fossil reconstructions, spliced DNA, educated guesswork, and Aussie pride. The preserve attracted tourists from the big cities of Cookland, the northern continent, and a growing number from off-world. The more dinosaurs alive on the preserve, the better for the tourist trade. And if by chance McAdams overestimated her age, and the minnie laid another clutch of eggs….

      Her eyes bright with hope, Portia worked on the leg previously pried straight by McAdams. After long seconds hunting the dehydrated minnie’s vein, she found one. She brought the injection assembly close and it inserted its needle. The assembly’s green lights blinked and its pump kicked in. Portia taped the needle and the bag in place against the minnie’s rough skin.

      Work complete, she stood and stretched her shoulders. A glance down showed the i.v. bag begin to shrink. “Ten minutes should do it.”

      ”I’ve got the report almost written up,” said McAdams. “But there’s one open question. What got into her eggs?”

      Despite the shafts of sunlight angling through the cycad forest, Portia shivered. “Did she accidentally crush them?” It happened from time to time. What emotions would a dinosaur feel, knowing she’d killed her own clutch of eggs? Enough to make her hysterically incubate them?

      ”Can’t be. The tops would be resting on top and the breaks would be jagged if they’d been crushed from above, by her body or a falling object.”

      ”Other dinosaurs?”

      ”Not a strallo.” McAdams used the colloquial name for Australovenator. Not as big as the T. rex that off-worlders complained wasn’t on the preserve, but still a six-meter long therapod, apex predator of Cretaceous Australia.

      ”Why not?”

      ”Couple reasons. A fair percentage of protein, but too small to be worth the candle. Same reason we don’t eat insects. Also, see how close together the gouges and the dangling shreds are? A strallo’s claw would rip through all that.”

      Portia nodded. “Speaking of insects, grackelsaurs have mouthparts adapted for eating them, so we can rule them out.” She thought of other small, bird-like therapods. “Geiersaurs? They aren’t obligate carrion eaters. They can eat live meat.”

      ”Yeah, can.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “You’re saying a modern mammal did this.”

      ”Looks like cat claws, if I had to guess.” He pawed at the air like a cat playing with a ball. Or a dying mouse.

      Portia rubbed the side of her nose. “Does it? We’re six klicks into the preserve. The only meat-eating modern mammals anywhere hereabout are cats and dogs on farms on the other side of the perimeter.” The company well knew the threat carnivorous mammals posed to dino eggs. The gene techs gave strallos and other predators an instinct
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