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The L och Moose Monster
N >

Thisyear the Ribeiro’ s daffodils seeded early and they seeded cockroaches. Now,
ecologically speaking, even a cockroach has its place—but these suckers hit. That
didn’t sound Earth-authentic to me. Not that | care, mind you, al | ask is useful. |
wasn't betting on that either.

As usual, we were shorthanded—most of the team was up-country trying to
stabilize a herd of Guernseys—which left me and Mike to throw a containment tent
around the Ribeiro place while we did the gene-reads on the roaches and the
daffodils that spawned 'em. Dragon’s Teeth, sure enough, and worse than useless. |
grabbed my gear and went in to clean them out, daffodils and all.

By the time | crawled back out of the containment tent, exhausted, cranky, and
thoroughly bitten, there wasn't a daffodil left in town. Damn fools. If I’d told ’em
the roaches were Earth-authentic they’ d have cheered ' em, no matter how obnoxious
they were.

| didn’t even have the good grace to say hi to Mike when | slammed into the lab.
Thefirst thing out of my mouth was, “ The red daffodils—in front of Sagdeev’s.”

“l got "em,” he said. “Nick of time, but | got 'em. They’re in the greenhouse—"

We' d done a gene-read on that particular patch of daffodilsthe first year they’'d
flowered red: they promised to produce a good strain of praying mantises, probably
Earth-authentic. We both knew how badly Mirabile needed insectivores. The other
possibility was something harmless but pretty that ships' records called “fireflies.”
Either would have been welcome, and those idiots had been ready to consign both
to afire.

“1 used the same soil, Annie, so don’t give me that look.”

“Town’sfull of fools,” | growled, to let him know that look wasn’t aimed at him.
“Same soil, fine, but can we match the rest of the environmental conditions those
praying mantises need in the goddamn greenhouse?’

“It’ sthe best we've got,” he said. He shrugged and his right hand came up
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bandaged. | glared at it.

He dropped the bandaged hand behind the lab bench. “ They were gonna burn
"em. | couldn’t—" He looked away, looked back. “ Annie, it’s nothing to worry
about—"

I’d have done the same myself, true, but that was no reason to let him get into the
habit of taking fool risks.

| started across to check out his hand and give him pure hell from close up.
Halfway there the com blatted for attention. Y ellow light on the console, meaning it
was no emergency, but | snatched it up to deal with the interruption before | dealt
with Mike. | snapped a“Yeah?’ at the screen.

“Mama Jason?”’

Nobody calls me that but Elly’skids. | glowered at the face on screen: my age,
third-generation Mirabilan, and not so privileged. “Annie Jason Masmajean,” |
corrected, “Who wants to know?’

“Leonov Bellmaker Denness at thisend,” he said. “| apologize for my improper
use of your nickname.” Ship’s manners—he ignored my rudeness completely.

The name struck me as vaguely familiar but | wasin no mood to search my
memory; I'd lost my ship’s manners about three hours into the cockroach clean-out.
“ State your business,” | said.

To hiscredit, he did: “Two of Elly’slodgers claim there’s a monster in Loch
Moose. By their description, it's a humdinger.”

| was all ears now. Elly runs the lodge at L och Moose for fun—nher profession’s
raising kids. (Elly Raiser Roget, like her father before her. Our population is still so
small we can’'t afford to lose genes just because somebody’ s not suited, one way or
another, for parenting.) A chimera anywhere near Loch Moose was a potential
disaster. Thing of it was, Denness didn’t sound right for that. “Then why aren’t they
making thiscall?’

He gave a degp-throated chuckle. “ They’re in the dining room gorging themselves
on Chris's shrimp. | doubt they’ll make you aformal call when they’ re done. Their
names are Emile Pilot Stirzaker and Francois Cobbler Pastides and, right now, they
can't spell either without dropping letters.”

S0 he thought they’ d both been smoking dumbweed. Fair enough. | ssimmered
down and reconsidered him. I’ d’ ve bet money he was the one who sidetracked
Pastides and Stirzaker into the eating binge.

Recognition struck at last: thiswasthe guy Elly’ skids called “Noisy.” Thefirst
thing he' d done on moving into the neighborhood was outshout every one of emin
one helluva contest. He was equally legendary for his stories, his bells, and his ability
to keep secrets. | hadn’t met him, but I'd sure as hell heard tell.

| must have said the nickname aloud, because Denness said, “Yes, ‘Noisy.’ Is
that enough to get me ahearing?’



“Itis.” It was my turn to apologize. “ Sorry. What more do you want me to hear?’
“You should, | think, hear Stirzaker imitate his monster’ s bellow of rage.”

It took me along moment to get his drift, but get it | did. “I’m on my way,” |
said. | snapped off and started repacking my gear.

Mike stared at me. “Annie? What did | miss?’
“You ever know anybody who got auditory hallucinations on dumbweed?’
“Shit,” he said. “No.” He scrambled for his own pack.

“Not you,” | said. “I need you here to coddle those daffodils, check the
environmental conditions that produced 'em, and call meif Dragon’s Teeth pop up
anywhere else.” | shouldered my pack and finished with aglare and agrowl: “ That
should be enough to keep you out of bonfireswhile I’ m gone, shouldn’t it?’

By thetime | grounded in the clearing next to Elly’slodge, I'd decided | wason a
wild moose chase. Y eah, | know the Earth-authentic iswild goose, but “wild moose”
was Granddaddy Jason’ s phrase. He' d known Jason—the original first generation
Jason—well before the Dragon’ s Teeth had started popping up.

Onelook at the wilderness where Elly’ slodge is now and Jason knew she had the
perfect EC for moose. She hauled the embryos out of ships' storage and set them
thawing. Built up anicelittle herd of the things and turned ' em loose. Not a one of
them survived—damn foolish creatures died of ataste for a Mirabilan plant they
couldn’t metabolize.

Trying to establish a viable herd got to be an obsession with Jason. She must’ve
spent years at it, off and on. She never succeeded but somebody with awarped
sense of humor named the lake Loch Moose and it stuck, moose or no moose.

Loch Moose looked as serene as it always did thistime of year. The water lilies
werein full bloom—patches of velvety red and green against the sparkles of sunlight
off the water. Here and there | saw aripple of rea trout, Earth-authentic.

On the bank to the far right, Susan’s troop of otters played tag, skidding down
the incline and hitting the water with a splash. They whistled encouragement to each
other like a pack of fans at a ballgame. Never saw a creature have more pure fun than
an otter—unless it was a dozen otters, like now.

The pines were that dusty gold that meant I'd timed it just right to see Loch
Moose smoke. There' s nothing quite so beautiful as that drift of pollen fog across
the loch. It would gild rocks and trees aike until the next rainfall.

Monster, my ass—but where better for a wild moose chase?

| clambered down the stepsto Elly’ s lodge, still gawking at the scenery, so | was
totally unprepared for the EC in the lobby. If that bright-eyed geneticist back on
Earth put the double whammy on any of the human genesin the cold banks they sent
along (swore they hadn’t, but after the kangaroo rex, damnify believe anything the
old recordstell me), the pandemonium | found would have been enough to kick off
Dragon’s Teeth by the dozens.



Amid the chaos, llanith, Elly’ s next-to-oldest-not-yet-grown, was handling the
oversized gilt ledger with great dignity. Shelit up when she saw me and waved. Then
she bent down for whispered conversation. A second later Jen, the nine-year-old,
exploded from behind the desk, bellowing, “ Elleceeee! Noiseeeeee! Come quick!
Mama Jason’s here!” The kid'slung power cut right through the chaos and startled
the room into a momentary hush. She charged through the door to the dining room,
still trying to shout the house down.

| took advantage of the distraction to elbow my way to the desk and Ilanith.

She squinted alittle at me, purely Elly in manner, and said, “Bet you got hopped
on by a kangaroo rex thisweek. You're real snarly.”

“Can’t do anything about my face,” | told her. “And it was biting cockroaches.” |
pushed up a sleeve to show her the bites.

“Bleeeeeh,” she said, with an inch or two of tongue for emphasis. “| hope they
weren't keepers.”

“Just the six | saved to put in your bed. Wouldn’'t want you to think |’ d forgotten
you.”

She wrinkled her nose at me and flung herself across the desk to plant abig
sloppy kiss on my cheek. “Mama Jason, you are the world’ s biggest tease. But I'm
gonnagive you your favorite room anyhow” —she wrinkled her nose in avery
different fashion at the couple to my right—*since those two just checked out of it.”

One of the those two peered at me like amyopic crane. | saw recognition strike,
then he said, “We' ve changed our minds. We'll keep the room.”

“Too late,” said Ilanith—and she was smug about it. “But, if you want to stay, |
can give you one on the other side of the lodge. No view.” Score one for the good
guys, | thought.

“See, Elly?’ It was Jen, back at atrot beside Elly and dragging Noisy behind her.
“See?’ Jen said again. “1f Mama Jason’s here, | won't have to go away, right?’

“Right,” | said.

“Oh, Jen!” Elly dropped to one knee to pull Jen into one of her full-body-check

hugs. “Is that what’ s been worrying you? Leo already explained to your mom.
There’ s no monster. Nobody’ s going to send you away from Loch Moose!”

Jen, who' d been looking relieved, suddenly looked suspicious. “If there’s no
monster, why's Mama Jason here?’

“Need abreak,” | said, realizing | meant it. Seeing Elly and the kids was break
enough all by itself. “ Stomped enough Dragon’ s Teeth this week. I’ m not about to
go running after monsters that vanish at the first breath of fresh air.”

Elly gave me a smile that would have thawed a glacier and my shoulders relaxed
for thefirst timein what seemed like months.

| grinned back. “Have your two monster-sighters sobered up yet?’



“Sobered up,” reported Ilanith, “and checked out.” She giggled. “Y ou should
have seen how red-faced they were, Mama Jason.”

| glowered at no onein particular. “ Just aswell. After the day | had, they’d have
been twiceasred if I'd had to deal with’em.”

Elly rose to her feet, bringing Jen with her. The two of them looked me over, Jen
imitating Elly’ s keen-eyed inspection. “We' d better get Mama Jason to her room.
She needs a shower and a nap worse than any kid in the household.”

[1anith shook her head. “Let her ezt first, Elly. By the time she' s done, we'll have
her room ready.”

“Sounds good to me,” | said, “if the kids waiting tables can take it.”

“We raise a sturdy bunch around here. Go eat, Annie.” Elly gave me akiss on the
cheek—I got a bonus kiss from Jen—and the two of them bustled off to get my
room ready. | frowned after them: Jen still seemed worried and | wondered why.

[1anith rounded the desk to grab my pack. Standing between me and Leo, she
suddenly jammed her fists into her hips. “Oh, nuts. Ship’s manners. Honestly,
Mama Jason—how did people ever get acquainted in the old days?’ With an
expression of tried patience, she formally introduced the two of us.

| looked him over, thistime giving him afair shake. The face was as good as the
reputation, all laugh lines etched deep. In return, | got inspected just as hard.

When nobody said anything for afull half second, Ilanith said, “More? Y ou need
more? Didn’'t | get it right?’

Leo gave asmile that was a match for Elly’s. Definitely the EC, | thought. Then
he thrust out a huge welcoming hand and said, “That’s Leo to you, as | don’t
imagine | could outshout you.”

That assessment visibly impressed Ilanith.

“Annie,” | said. | took the hand. Not many people have hands the size of mine. In
Denness I’d met my match for once. Surprised me how good that felt. He didn’t let
go immediately and | wasn't all that anxious for him to do so.

Ilanith eyed him severely. “Leo, there’ s no need to be grabby!” She tapped his
hand, trying to make him let go.

“ Shows how much you know about ship’s manners,” Leo said. “1 was about to
offer the lady my arm, to escort her into the dining room.”

“Perfectly good old-timeritual,” | said. “I can stand it if he can.”

Leo held out hisarm, ship’sformal; | took it. We went off rather grandly, leaving
[lanith al the more suspicious that we' d made it up for her benefit.

L eo chuckled as we passed beyond her earshot. “ She won't believe that until she
double-checks with Elly.”

“1 know. Good for 'em—check it out for yourself, | always say. Have you heard
any bellowing off the loch?’



“Yes,” hesaid, “I have heard a couple of unusua sounds off the loch lately. I've
no way of knowing if they’re all made by the same creature. But I’ ve lived here long
enough to know that these are new. Oneisakind of sucking gurgle. Then there's
something related to a cow’ s lowing”—he held up a hand—" not cow and not red
deer either. | know both. And there’s a bellow that’ [l bring you out of a sound slegp
faster than a shotgun blast.”

Hislipsflattened a bit. “I can’t vouch for that one. I’ ve only heard it awakening
from deep. It might have been adream, but it never feds like dream—and the bellow
Stirzaker gave was afair approximation of it.”

The lines across his forehead deepened. “ There' s something else you should
know, Annie. Jen’s been acting spooked, and neither Elly nor | can make any sense
of it.”

“l saw. | thought she was still keyed up over the monster business.”

He shook his head. “ This started weeks ago, long before Stirzaker and Pastides
got everybody stirred up. ”

“I"ll seewhat | can find out.”

“Anything | can do to help,” he said. He swung his free hand to tell me how
extensive that “anything” actually was. “On either count. ”

“Right now, you watch me eat a big plate of my shrimp with Chris's barbecue
sauceon’em.”

L och Moose was the only source of freshwater shrimp on Mirabile, and they were
one of my triumphs. Not just the way they tasted when Chris got done with them,
but because I’ d brought the water lilies they came from myself and planted them
down in Loch Moose on the chance they’ d throw off something good. Spent three
years making sure they stabilized. Got some pretty dragonflies out of that
redundancy, too. Elly’ skids use 'em for catching rock lobsters, which is another
thing Chris cooks to perfection.

By the time I’ d finished my shrimp, the dining room was empty except for a
couple of people | knew to be localslike Leo. | blinked my surprise, | guess.

Leo said, “Most of the guests checked out this morning. Let’ s take advantage of
it.” He picked up my glass and his own and bowed me toward one of the empty
booths.

| followed and sank, sighing, into overstuffed comfort. “Now,” | said, “tell me
what you heard from Stirzaker and Pastides.”

He obliged in detail, playing both roles. When he was done, | appreciated his
reputation for story telling, but | knew as well he' d given me an accurate account,
right down to the two of them tripping over each other’swords in their excitement.

Their description of the chimerawould have scared the daylights out of me— if
they’ d been able to agree on any given part of it aside from the size. Stirzaker had
seen the thing reach for him with two great clawlike hands. Pastides had seen the



loops of awater snake, grown to unbelievable lengths, undulate past him. They
agreed again only when it came to the creature’ s bellow.

When all was said, | had to laugh. “1 bet their granddaddy told them scary
bedtime stories too!”

“Good God,” said Leo, grinning suddenly. “The Loch Ness monster! | should
have recognized it!”

“From which description?’ | grinned back. Luckily the question didn’t require an
answer.

“Mama Jason!”

That was al the warning | got. Susan—all hundred pounds of her—pounced into
my lap.
“They were dumbstruck, both of them,” she said, her manner making it clear that

this was the most important news of the century. “Y ou should have seen them eat!
Tell her, Noisy—you saw!”

“Hello to you too,” | said, “and | just got the full story, complete with sound
effects.”

That settled her down a bit, but not much. At sixteen, nothing settles them down.
Sliding into the seat beside me, she said, “Now you tell—about the biting
cockroaches.”

Weéll, I’d have had to tell that one sooner or later, so | told it for two, ending with
Mike' s heroic attempt to rescue the red daffodils.

Susan’'s eyes went dreamy. “Fireflies,” she said. “Think how pretty they’d be
around the lake at night!”

“l was,” | said, al too curtly. “Sorry,” | amended, “I’m still pissed off about
them.”

“1"ve got another one for you,” Susan said, matching my scowl. “ Rowena who
lives about twenty miles that way” —she pointed, glanced at Leo (who nudged her
finger about 5 degrees |eft), then went on—" that way, claims that the only way to
keep from raising Dragon’s Teeth isto spit tobacco on your plants whenever you go
past them.” She gave another glance at Leo, this one adifferent sort of query. “I
think she believes that. | know she doesiit!”

“‘Fraid so0,” Leo said.

“Well, we'll know just what EC to check when something unusual pops out of
Rowena s plants, won't we?’ | sighed. The superstitions really were adding to our
problems.

“Mama Jason,” said Susan—with alook that accused me of making ajoke much
too low for her age level—* How many authentics need tobacco-spit ECs to pop
up?’

“No joke, honey. It's not authentic species I’ d expect under conditions like that.



It'd be Dragon’s Teeth plain and probably not so ssmple.” | looked from one to the
other. “Keep an eye on those plants for me. Anything suddenly flowersin a different
color or adlightly different form, snag a sample and send it to me fast!”

They nodded, Susan looking pleased with the assignment, Leo dlightly puzzled.
At last Leo said, “I'm afraid I’ ve never understood this business of Dragon’s
Teeth...” He broke off, suddenly embarrassed.

“Fine,” | said, “aslong as you don’t spit tobacco on the ragweed or piss on the
petunias or toss the soapy wash water on the lettuce patch.”

Susan eyed me askance. | said, “Last year the whole town of Misty Valley
decided that pissing on the petunias was the only way to stabilize them.” | threw up
my hands to stave off the question that was already on the tip of Susan’stongue. “|
don’t know how that got started, so don’t ask me. I’m not even sure | want to
know! The end result, of course, was that the petunias seeded ladybugs.”

“Authentic?’ Susan asked.

“No, but close enough to be valuable. Nice little insectivores and surprisingly
well-suited for doing in ragmites.” The ragmites are native and a bloody nuisance.
“And before you ask,” | added, “the things they might have gotten in the same EC
included avery nasty species of poisonous ant and two different grain-eaters, one of
which would chain up to a salamander with ataste for quail eggs.”

“Oh, my!” said Susan. “Misty Valley’swhere we get our quail eggs!

“S0 does everybody on Mirabile,” | said. “Nobody’ s gotten the quail to thrive
anywhere else yet.” For Leo’ s benefit, | added, “ So many of our Earth-authentic
species are on rocky ground, we can’t afford to lose alot of individualsto a
Dragon’s Tooth.”

Leo still looked puzzled. After amoment, he shook his head. “I’ ve never
understood this business. Maybe for once | could get a simple explanation, suitable
for abellmaker...?’

| gestured to Susan. “My assistant will be glad to give you the short course.”

Susan gave one of those award-winning grins. “It goes al the way back to before
we left Earth, Leo.” Leo arched an eyebrow: “*We'?’ Susan punched
him—Ilightly—on the arm and said, “Y ou know what | mean! Humans!”

She heaved a dramatic sigh and went on in spite of it al. “They wanted to make
sure we' d have everything we might possibly need.”

“1 thought that’ s why they sent along the embryo and gene banks,” Leo said.

Susan nodded. “It was. But at the time there was a fad for redundancy—every
system doubled, tripled, even quadrupled—so just to make sure we couldn’t lose a
species we might need, they built all that redundancy into the gene pool too.”

She glanced at me. She was doing fine, so | nodded for her to go on.

“Look, Noisy. They took the genes for, say, sunflowers and they tucked 'em into
atwist in wheat helices. Purely recessive, but when the environmental conditions are



right, maybe one one-hundredth of your wheat seeds will turn out to sprout
sunflowers.”

She leaned closer, all earnestness. “And one one-hundredth of the sunflowers,
given the right EC, will seed bumblebees, and so on and so forth. That’s what Mama
Jason calls ‘chaining up.” Eventually you might get red deer.”

Leo frowned. “1 don’'t see how you can go from plant to animal...”

“There' s usually an intermediate stage—a plant that comes out all wrong for that
plant but perfect for an incubator for whatever’sin the next twist.” She paused
dramatically, then finished, “Asyou can see, it was a perfectly dumb idea.”

| decided to add my two bits here. “ The idea wasn’t as dumb as you make out,
kiddo. They just hadn’t worked the bugs out before they stuck uswithit.”

“When she says bugs,” Susan confided grimly to Leo, “she means Dragon’s
Teeth.”

| stepped in again. “Two things went wrong, Leo. First, there was supposed to be
an easy way to turn anything other than the primary helix off and on at will. The
problem is that information was in the chunk of ships records we lost, and it was
such new knowledge at the time that it didn’t get passed to anyone on the ship.

“The second problem was the result of pure goof. They forgot that, in the long
run, al plants and animals change to suit their environment. A new mutation may be
just the thing for our wheat, but who knows what it’ s done to those hidden
sunflowers? Those—and the chimerae—are the real Dragon’s Teeth.”

L eo turned to Susan. “Want to explain the chimerae aslong asyou're at it?’

“A chimerais something that’s, well, sort of patched together from two, maybe
three, different genetic sources. Ordinarily it’ s nothing striking—you’ d probably
only noticeif you did afull gene-read. But with all those hidden sets of genes, just
about anything can happen.”

“Kangaroo rex, for example,” | said. “That one was atrue chimera: awolf in
kangaroo’s clothing.”

“1 remember the news films,” Leo said. “Nasty.”

“Viable, too,” | said. “That was atough fight. I'm still sorry | lost.” It still
rankled, | discovered.

Leo looked startled.

“1 wanted to save 'em, Leo, but | got voted down. Wereally couldn’t afford a
new predator in that area.”

“Don’'t look so shocked, Noisy,” Susan said. “Y ou never know what might be
useful some day. Just suppose we get an overpopulation of rabbits or something and
we need a predator to balance them out before they eat all our crops. That’s why
Mama Jason wanted to keep them.”

L eo looked unconvinced, Susan looked hurt suddenly. “Just because it’s ugly,



Leo,” she said, “doesn’t mean you wipe it out. There’'s nothing pretty about a rock
lobster but it sure as hell tastes good.”

“1 grant you that. I’ m just not as sure about things that think | taste good.”

Susan folded her arms across her chest and heaved another of those dramatic
sighs. “Now | know what you' re up against, Mama Jason,” she said. “Pure
ignorance.”

That surprised me. | held my tongue for once, waiting to see how Leo would take
that.

“Nothing pure about it,” he said. “Don’t insult a man who' strying to enlighten
himself. That never furthered a cause.” He paused, then added, “Y ou sound like you
take it very personaly.”

Susan dropped her eyes. There was something in that evasion that wasn't simple
embarrassment at overstepping good manners. When she looked up again, she said,
“I"'m sorry, Leo. | just get so mad sometimes. Mama Jason—"

Thistime | had to come to her rescue. “Mama Jason sets a bad example, Leo. |
come up here and rave about the rampant stupidity everywhere else. Susan, better to
educate people than insult them. If | say insulting things about them when I'min
family that’ s one thing. But | would never say to somebody who was concerned
about hiskids or his crops what you just said to Leo.

“Yeah. | know. I’'m sorry again.”

“Forgiven,” said Leo. “Better you make your mistakes on me and learn from them
than make ' em on somebody el se who might wallop you and turn you stubborn.”

Susan brightened. “Oh, but | am stubborn, Leo! Y ou aways say so!”
“ Stubborn, yes. Stupid stubborn—not that I’ ve seen.”

Again there was something other than embarrassment in her dropped eyes. | tried
to puzzleit out, but | was distracted by a noise in the distance.

It came from the direction of the loch—something faint and unfamiliar. | cocked
my head to listen harder and got an earful of sneezesinstead.

“S-sorry!” Susan gasped, through a second series of sneezes. “P-pollen!” Then
she was off again, her face buried in a napkin.

L eo caught my eye. He thought the sneezing fit was as phony as| did.

“Well,” | said, “you may be allergic to the pollen”—she wasn't, | knew very
well—"but | came hoping I’ d timed it right to see Loch Moose smoke. And to get in
some contemplative fishing”— meaning | didn’t intend to bait my hook—" before it
getstoo dark.”

Susan held up her hand, finished off one last sequence of sneezes, then said,
“What about your nap?’

“What do you think contemplative fishing is?’
“Oh. Right. Get Leo to take you, then. He knows all the best places.”



“I"d be honored,” Leo said.

We left Susan scrubbing her face. Pausing only to pick up polesin the hallway,
we set off in silence along the footpath down to Loch Moose. When we got to the
first parting of the path, | broke the silence. “Which way to your favorite spot?’

He pointed to the right fork. I'd figured as much. “Mine’ sto theleft,” | said and
headed out that way. If Susan didn’t want mein my usual haunts, | wanted to know
why. Leo followed without comment, so | knew he was thinking the same thing.

“Keep your ears open. | heard something before Susan started her ‘ sneezing fit’
to cover it.”

We came to another parting in the path. | angled right and again he followed.
Pretty soon we were skidding and picking our way down the incline that led to the
otters' playground.

When we got to surer footing, Leo paused. “Annie—now that I’ ve got somebody
to ask: will you satisfy my curiosity?’

That peaked mine. “ About what?’

“Was there such athing as the Loch Ness monster? | always thought my mother
had made it up.”

| laughed. “And | thought my granddaddy had, especially since he claimed that
people came to Loch Ness from al over the Earth hoping to catch a glimpse of the
monster! | looked it up oncein ships' records. There really was such a place and
people really did come from everywhere for alook!”

He was as taken aback as I’ d been, then he heard what | hadn’t said. “And the
monster—was it real? Did it look like any of the stories?’

“l never found out.”
“Pre-photograph?’

“No,” | said, “that was the odd thing about it. There were some fuzzy
photos—old flat ones, from a period when everybody had photographic
equipment—that might have been photos of anything. The story was that Nessie was
very shy and the loch was too full of peat to get sonograms. Lots of excuses, no
results.”

“ Smoking too much weed, eh?’

“Lot of that going around,” | said. “But no, | suspect Nessie was exactly what
granddaddy used her for—a story. What' s always fascinated meis that people went
to look!”

Quite unexpectedly, Leo chuckled. “Y ou underestimate the average curiosity. |
don’t think you appreciate how many people stayed glued to their TVswhile you
folks rounded up those kangaroo rexes. A little thrill is high entertainment.”

“Thehell itis,” | said indignantly. “1 oughta know: | doit for aliving. They didn’t
get their boots chewed off by the damn things.”



“Exactly my point,” said Leo. “Scary but safe. Elly’ skids would be the first to
tell you what a good combination that is. They watch their kangaroo rex tape about
twice aweek, and cheer for you every time.”

Some things | was better off not knowing, | thought. | sighed. Turning away from
Leo, | got the full view of Loch Moose and its surroundings, which drew a second
sigh—this time pure content.

The secret of its appeal was that despite the vast sparkle of sunlight that glittered
off it, Loch Moose aways felt hidden away—a place you and you alone were aware
of.

It took me awhile to remember that Leo was beside me. No, | take that back. |
was aware that he was there al along, but he was as content as | to simply drink it al
in without aword.

Sometime—when we were both done admiring the scene—we headed for the
boats, by some sort of mutual agreement. | was liking Leo more and more. For
another thing, the whistling of the otters made him smile.

The slope down to the boats was dotted with violets. Most of them were that
almost fiery shade of blue that practically defines the species, but oncein awhile
they came out white just for the surprise of it. Some were more surprising than white,
though. Almost hidden in the deep shade was a small isolated patch of scarlet.

For thelife of me, | couldn’t remember seeing any material on scarlet violets. |
stooped for a closer look. Damned odd texture to the petals, too, like velvet.

“Pretty, aren’t they?’ Leo said. “ Stop by my place while you're here, and Il
show you half an acre of them.”

| stood up to look him in the eye. “Popped up al at once? First time, thisyear?’
“No. I’ve been putting them in when | found them for, oh, three years now.”

“Oh, Leo. Half of Mirabile thinks everything’ s going to sprout fangs and bite
them and the other half doesn’'t even take elementary precautions. Never ever
transplant something red unless somebody’ s done aworkup on it first!”

He looked startled. “ Are they dangerous?’

“Don’'t you start!” Dammit, I’ d done it—jumped on him with both feet. “ Sorry.
I’m still fuming over those red daffodils, | guess.”

“Annie, I'm too damned old to worry about everything that flowersred. | took
them for what my grandmother called ‘pansies.” Much to her disappointment, she
never could get any started on Mirabile. Maybe they aren’t, but that’s how | think of
them. I’m going to hateit if you tell me | haveto pull *em out because they’ re about
to seed mosquitoes.”

And he' d never forgive me either, | could tell.

“We'll get a sample on the way back, Leo. If there’'saproblem, I'll seeif | can
stabilize them for you.” He looked so surprised, | had to add, “Practical is not my
only consideration. Never has been. ‘Pretty’ isjust fine, provided I’ ve got the time



to spare.”
That satisfied him. He smiled all the way down to the edge of the water.

Two hands made light work of launching a boat and we paddied across to the
sheltered cove | had always favored. | tied the boat to alow branch that overhung
the water, dropped a naked hook into the loch, and leaned back. Leo did the same.

What | liked best about this spot, | think, was that it was the perfect view of the
otters’ playground—without disturbing the play. It also meant | didn’t have to bring
along treats for the little beggars. Susan had been feeding them since she
was—oh—Jen’ s age. They’d grown so used to it that they hustled the tourists now.
| didn’'t believein it mysdlf, but aslong as she didn’t overdo it to the point they
couldn’t fend for themselves | wasn't about to make afuss. | think Susan knew that
too. She had a better grasp of the principles than most adults | knew, aside from
those on the team, of course.

The hillside and water were aive with the antics of the otters. Some rippled
snake-like through the water. One chased one of those king-sized dragonflies. Two
otherstussled on the ridge and eventually threw themselves down theincline,
tumbling over and over each other, to hit the water with a splash.

L eo touched my arm and pointed alittle to the side. He was frowning. | turned to
take it in and discovered there was an altercation going on, just below the surface of
the water. This one was of a more serious nature.

“Odd,” | said, speaking aloud for the first time since we' d settled in. He nodded,
and we both kept watching but there wasn't anything to see except the occasional
flick of along muscular tail, the wild splash of water. A squeal of anger was
followed by a sgqueal of distress and the combatants broke off, one of them
hightailing it towards us.

| got only aglimpse asit passed us by but it seemed to me it was considerably
bigger than its opponent. Biggest otter I’d seen, in fact. | wondered why it had run
instead of the smaller one.

The smaller one was already back at play. Leo shrugged and grinned. “I thought
mating season was over,” he said. “ So did she, considering how she treated him.”

“Ah,” | said, “I missed the opening moves.”

We settled back again, nothing to perturb us but the otter follies, which brought
us to laughter over and over again. We trusted nothing would interrupt that by
tugging at our lines.

Shadow was beginning to lengthen across us. | knew we had another half hour
before it would be too dark for us to make our way easily back up to the lodge.
“Leo,” | said, “want me to head in? Y our way will be in shadows long before mine.”

“Staying the night at the lodge. | promised Elly I'd do some handiwork for her.
Besides, | could do with another of Chris's meals.”

Therewas astir and a series of splashesto our right, deep in the cove. That large



otter, back with friends. There were two troops of them in the loch now. | made a
mental note to make sure they weren’t overfishing the shrimp or the trout, then |
made a second note to see if we couldn’t spread the otters to another |ake as well.
The otters were pretty firmly established on Mirabile but it never hurt to start up
another colony elsewhere.

| turned to get a better look, maybe count noses to get a rough estimate of
numbers. | counted six, eight, nine separate ripples in the water. Something seemed a
little off about them. | got afirm clamp on my suspicious mind and on the stories|’d
heard all day and tried to take an unbiased look. They weren’t about to hold still long
enough for me to get afix on them through the branches and the shadows that were
deepening by the moment.

One twined around an overhang. | could see the characteristic tail but its head was
lost in astand of water lilies. Good fishing there, | knew. The trout always thought
they could hide in the water lilies and the otters always knew just where to find them.
Then | realized with a start that the water lilies were disappearing.

| frowned. | untied the boat and gestured for Leo to help me get closer. We
grabbed at branchesto pull the boat along as silently as possible. To no avail: with a
sudden flurry of splashes all around, the otters were gone.

“Hell,” I said. | unshipped the oars and we continued on over. | was losing too
much of thelight. | thrust down into theicy water and felt around the stand of lilies,
then | grabbed and yanked, splattering water all over Leo. He made not a word of
complaint. Instead, he stuck a damp match into his shirt pocket and tried a second
one. Thisonelit.

It told my eyes what my fingers had already learned: the water lily had been neatly
chewed. Several other leaves had been nipped off the stems as well—but at an earlier
time, to judge from the way the stem had sealed itself. | dropped the plant back in
the water and wiped my hands dry on my slacks.

L eo drowned the match and stuck it in his pocket with the first. It got suddenly
very dark and very quiet on the loch.

| decided | didn’'t want either of us out here without some kind of protective gear.
| reached for the overhang and shoved us back toward the sunlit side of the loch. It
wasn’t until 1'd unshipped my oar again that | got my second shock of the day.

That branch was the one I’ d seen the otter twined around. That gave me a belated
sense of scale. The “otter” had been a good eight feet long!

| chewed on the thought all the way back to the lodge. Would have forgotten the
violets altogether but for Leo’ srefusal to let that happen. | put my pole back inits
place and took the scarlet violet and its clump of earth from him. Spotted Susan and
said, “Leo wants to see agene-read. Can you have Chris send rock lobster for two
up to my room?’

“It'son itsway.” She paused to glance at the violets. “Pretty,” she said, “I
hope—"



“Yeah, metoo.”
“Hey!” she said suddenly. “I thought you were here for a break?’
“How else can | lure Leo up to my room?”’

“You could just invite him, Mama Jason. That's what you' re lways telling us:
Keep it simple and straightforward...”

“1 should keep my mouth shut.”

“Then you wouldn’t be able to eat your lobster.” With that as her parting shot,
Susan vanished back into the dining room. | paused to poke my head around the
corner—empty, just as Chris had predicted.

We climbed the stairs. | motioned Leo in, laid down the clump of violets and
opened my gear. “Violetsfirst,” | said, “aslong as we're about to be interrupted.”

| took my sample and cued up the room computer, linked it to the one back at the
lab. There was a message from Mike waiting. “ The daffodils have perked up, so
they look good,” it said, “and the troops have returned from the Guernsey wars
triumphant. We'll call if we need you. Y ou do the same.”

“You forgot to say how your hand is, dummy,” | growled at the screen—then
typed the samein, for him to find in the morning.

The first-level gene-read on the violets went fast. The hard part was running it
through ships' records looking for a match or anear match. | could let that run all
night while | dept through it.

Susan brought the rock lobster and peered over my shoulder as she set it down.
“Mama Jason, | can keep an eye on that while you eat if you like.”

“Sure,” | said, getting up to give her the chair. Leo and | dug into our lobster,
with an occasional glance at the monitor. “Watch this part, Leo,” | said. Susan had
aready finished the preliminary and was looking for any tacked-on genes that might
be readable.

Susan’ s fingers danced, then she peered at the screen like she was trying to see
through it. Mike gets that same look. | suppose | do, too. “Mama Jason, | can’t see
anything but the primary helix.”

“Okay.” Neither did I. “Try amatch with violets.” To Leo, | added, “We might

aswell try the easy stuff first. Why run the all-night program if you don’t haveto.” |
ducked into the bathroom to wash rock lobster and butter off my fingers.

“No luck,” Susan called to me.

When | came out, Leo had disappointment written all over hisface. “Buck up,” |
said. “We're not giving up that easily. Susan, ask the computer if it’s got a pattern
for something called a‘pansy’ or a‘pansies.’”

“*Pansy,’” said Leo and he spelled it for her.

It did. Luckily, that wasn’t one of the areaswe'd lost datain. “Oh, Mama Jason!”
said Susan, “Will you look at that?’



We had a match.
“Leo, you lucky dog!” | said. “Y our grandmawould be proud of you!”
Hisjaw dropped. “Y ou mean—they redly are pansies?’

“Dead on,” | told him, while Susan grinned like crazy. | patted her on the
shoulder—and gave her a bit of a nudge toward the door at the sametime. “Y ou
bring Susan a sample of the ones you planted around your place, just so she can
double-check for stability. But | think you’ ve got exactly what you hoped you had.”

| pointed to the left side of the screen. “According to this, they should comein
just about every color of the rainbow. We may have to goose them a bit for
that—unless you prefer them all red?’

“Authentic,” said Leo, “| want them Earth-authentic, aslong as you’ re asking me

“Okay. Tomorrow then,” | told Susan. She grinned once more and |eft.

| sat down at the computer again. Wrote the stuff on the pansy to local
memory—then | cleared the screen and called up everything ships' records had on
otters.

They didn’t eat water lilies, and they didn’t come eight feet long. Pointing to the
genesin question, | told Leo this.

“Does that mean there is amonster in the lake?’

“1 can’t tell you that. I’'m not terribly concerned about something that eats water
lilies, Leo, but | do want to know if it’s chaining up to something else.”

“How do we find out?’
“1 snag a cell sample from the beasties.”

Again his lips pressed together in that wry way. “May | offer you what assistance
| can?’ A sweeping spread of the hands. “I’m very good at keeping out of the way
and at following orders. I'm also afirst-rate shot with arifleand | can tell the
difference between a monstrosity and a monster. | promise no shooting unlessit’s
absolutely necessary.”

“Let methink onit, Leo.” Mostly | wanted to ask Elly if what he said was true.

He must have read my mind, because he smiled and said, “Elly will vouch for me.
I’ll see you in the morning.”

That was all. Except maybe | should mention he kissed my hand on hisway out. |
was beginning to like Leo more and more.

After heleft, | did some thinking on it, then | trotted downstairs to talk to Elly. |
leaned against the countertop, careful not to get in the way of her cleaning, and said,
“Tell me about Leo.”

Elly stopped scrubbing for a moment, looked up, and smiled. “Like you,” she
said.



“That good or bad?’

The smile broadened into a grin. “Both. That means he' s stubborn, loyal, keeps a
secret secret, plays gruff with the kids but adores them just the same.”

“Any permanent attachments?’ It popped out before | knew it was coming. | tried
to shove it back in, but Elly only laughed harder at my attempt.

“Why, Annie! | believe you've got acrush on Leo!” Still laughing, she pulled out
achair and sat beside me, cupping her chinin her hand. “1 shouldn’t be surprised.
All thekids do.”

| gave one of Susan’s patented sighs.

“Okay, okay,” shesaid, “I'll leave off. | likeit, though. | like Leo and | like you
and | think you’ d get along together just fine.”

“Is he as good a shot as he claims to be? And as judicious about it?’
That sat her upright and looking wary.

“No panic,” | said firmly. “Y ou have got something in the loch that | want alook
at—but it’s an herbivore and | doubt it’'s dangerous. It’s big enough to overturn a
boat maybe, but—"

“Areyou cdling in the team?’
“1 don’'t think that’s necessary. They could all do with a break—"
“That’swhat you camefor. That's hardly fair.”

| waved that aside. “Elly, you should know me better by now. | wouldn’t have
taken thisup asaprofession if | weren't aborn meddler. And | asked about Leo
because he offered to give me ahand.” | know | scowled. “Money and equipment |
can always get—it’ s the hands we're short.”

“You're going to make off with half my kids one of these days.”

| couldn’t helpiit. | jerked around to stare at her. She was smiling—and that laugh
was threatening to break out all over again. “Annie, surely it’'s occurred to you that
half those kids want to be just like you when they grow up!”

“But—!"

“Oh, dear. Poor Mama Jason. Y ou thought | was raising awhole passel of little
Ellies here, didn't you?’

Thething was, I’d never given it any thought at all. More than likely | just
assumed Susan and Chris and Ilanith would take over the lodge and...

Elly patted my hand. “Don’t you worry. Chriswill run the lodge and you and the
rest can still drop by for vacations.”

| felt guilty as hell somehow, asif I’ d subverted the whole family.

Elly gave me a big hug. “Wipe that ook off your face. You'd think | got chimerae
instead of proper kids! The only thing | ask isthat you don’t cart them off until
you're sure they’re ready.”



“You'll worry yourself sick!”
“No. I’ll worry the same way | worry about you. Do | ook sick?’

She stood off and let me look. She looked about as good as anybody could. She
knew it, too. Just grinned again and said, “Take Leo with you. Susan, too, if you
think she'sready. | warn you, she thinks sheis, but she'll listen to you on the
subject.”

And that was the end of it asfar as Elly was concerned. | walked back to my
room, thoughtful all the way.

Damnify knew how | could have missed it. And there I’ d been aggravating the
situation as well, calling Susan “my assistant,” letting her do the gene-read onLeo’'s
pansies. Then | thought about it some more.

She'd done a damn fine gene-read. If she’d heard Leo talk about the pansies,
she’ d have no doubt thought to try that second as well.

The more | thought, the more | saw Elly was right. It was just so unexpected that
I’d never really looked at it.

| crawled into that comfortable bed and lay there listening to the night sounds off
the loch and all the while | was wondering how soon | could put Susan to work. |
drifted off into sleep and my dreams were more pleased by it all than | would have
admitted to Elly.

| woke, not rested enough, to an insistent shaking of my shoulder and opened my
eyes to see a goggle-eyed something inches from my face. Thinking the dream had
turned bad, | mumbled at it to go away and rolled over.

“Please, Mama Jason,” the bad dream said. “Please, | gotta talk to you. | can’t
tell Elly, and I’'m afraid it’' s gonna hurt her.*

WEell, when a bad dream starts threatening Elly, | listen. | sat up and discovered
that the bad dream was only Jen, the nine-year-old. “Gimme half a chance, Jen,” |
said, holding up one hand while | smeared my face around with the other, trying to
stretch my eyes into focus so | could see my watch. My watch told me I’d had
enough sleep to function rationaly, so | levered myself up.

Jen’ s eyes unpopped, squinched up, and started leaking enormous teardrops. She
made a dash for the door, but by then | was awake and | caught her before she made
her exit. “Hold on,” | said. “You don’t just tell me something’s out to hurt Elly and
then disappear. Ain’t done.”

Still leaking tears, she wailed, “It’ s supposed to be a secret...”

Which she wanted somebody to force out of her. Okay, | could oblige, and she
could tell the rest Mama Jason made her tell. | plopped her firmly on the edge of the
bed. “Now wipe your nose and tell me what thisis about. Y ou'd think | was the
chimerathe way you're staring.”

“Y ou gotta promise not to hurt Monster. He's Susan’s.”
| did nothing of the sort. | waited and she went on, “I didn’t know he was so big,



Mama Jason!” She threw out those two skinny arms to show me just how big, which
actually made it about three feet long tops, but | knew from the fingertip-to-fingertip
glance that went with the arm fling that she meant much bigger. “Now |I’'m scared for
Susan!”

“What do you mean, he's Susan’s?’

“ Susan sneaks out at night to feed him. | never saw him, but he must be awful .
She calls him Monster and he gurgles.” She shivered.

| gathered her up and held her until the shivering stopped. Obvioudly all this had
been going on for some time. She'd only broken silence because of Stirzaker’s
panicky report. “Okay,” | said, still patting her, “1 want you to let me know the next
time Susan sneaks out to feed this Monster of hers—”

She blinked at me solemnly. “She's out there now, Mama Jason.”
“Okay,” | said. “Out there where?’

The bellow off the loch cut me short and brought me to my feet. Unlike Leo, |
knew that hadn’t been part of adream. | was already headed for the window when
the sound came again. | peered into the night.

Mirabile doesn’'t have a moon, but for the moment we' ve got a decent nova. Not
enough radiation to worry about, just enough to see glimmers in the dark.

Something huge rippled through the waters of the loch. | stared harder, trying to
make it come clear, but it wouldn't. It bellowed again, and an answering bellow came
from the distant shore,

Whatever it was, it was huge, even bigger than the drifted otters 1’ d seen earlier.
Had they chained up to something already? There was a splash and another bellow. |
remember thinking Elly wouldn’t hear it from her room; she was on the downside of
the slope, cushioned from the loch noises by the earth of the slope itself.

Then | got a second glimpse of it, a huge head, along body. With a shock, |
realized that it looked like nothing so much as those blurry flat photos of “Nessie.”

| turned to throw on some clothes and ran right into Jen, scaring her half to death.
“Easy, easy. It'sjust me,” | said, holding her by the shoulders. “Run get Leo—and
tell himto bring hisrifle.” | gave her a push for the door and that kid moved like a
house &fire.

So did Leo. By thetime I’ d got my gear together, double-checking the flare gun
to make sure it had a healthy charge left, he was on my doorstep, rifle in hand.

We ran down the steps together, pausing only once—to ask Jen which way Susan
had gone. Jen said, “Down to the loch, she callsit your favorite place! | thought
you'd know!” She was on the verge of another wail.

“l know,” | said. “Now you wait here. If we're not back in two hours, you wake
Elly and tell her to get on the phone to Mike.”

“Mike,” she repeated, “Mike. Two hours.” She plopped herself down on the
floor directly opposite the clock. | knew | could count on her.



Leo and | switched on flashlights and started into the woods. | et him lead for the
time being—he knew the paths better than | did and | wanted to move asfast as
possible. We made no attempt to be quiet at it, either. In the dark and shorthanded,
I’ve always preferred scaring the creature off to facing it-down.

We got to the boats in record time. Sure enough, one of them was gone. Leo and
| pushed off and splashed across the loch, Leo rowing, me with the shotgun in one
hand and the flare gun in the other.

Nine times out of ten, the flare gun is enough to turn a Dragon’ s Tooth around
and head it away from you. The shotgun’ s there for that tenth time. Or in case it was
threatening Susan.

A couple of large things rushed noisily through the woods to our far right. They
might have been stag. They might not have been. Neither Leo nor | got alook at
them.

“Duck,” said Leo, and | did and missed being clobbered by one of those
overhanging branches by about a quarter of an inch. Turning, | made out the boat
Susan had used. There was just enough proper shore there that we could beach ours
besidesit.

“All right, Susan,” | said into the shadows. “Enough is enough. Come on out. At
my age, | need my beauty Sleep.”

L eo snorted.

There was a quiet crackle behind him, and Susan crawled out from the
undergrowth looking sheepish. “I only wanted it to be a surprise,” she said. She
looked all around her and brightened. “It still is—you’ ve scared them off!”

“When you're asold and cranky as | am, there' s nothing you like less than a
surprise,” | said.

“Oh.” Sheraked twigsout of her hair. “Then if | can get them to come out again,
would you take your birthday present amonth early?’

Leo and | glanced at each other. | knew we were both thinking about Jen, sitting in
the hallway, worrying. “ Two hours and not a minute more,” Leo said.

“Okay, Susan. Seeif you can get 'em out. I'll want a cell sample too.” |
rummaged through my gear for the snagger. Nice little gadget, that. Like an arrow on
astring. Fireit off without a sound, it snaps at the critter with less than afly sting (I
know, | had Mike try it on me when he jury-rigged the first one), and you pull back
the string with a sample on the end of it.

“Sit down then and be quiet.”

We did. Susan ducked into the undergrowth a second time and came out with half
aloaf of Chris's bread. She made the same chucking noise I’ d heard her use to call
her otters. She was expecting something low to the ground, | realized. Not the
enormous thing I’d seen swimming in the loch.

| heard no more sounds from that direction, to my relief. | wish | could have



thought I’ d dreamed the entire thing but | knew | hadn’t. What’sworse, | picked
that time to remember that one of the Nessie theories had made her out a displaced
plesiosaur.

| was about to call ahalt and get us dl the hell out of theretill daylight and afull
team, when something stirred in the bushes. Susan chucked at it and held out a bit of
bread.

It poked its nose into the circle of light from our flashes and blinked at us. It was
the saddest-looking excuse for a creature I’ d ever seen—the head was the shape of
an old boot with jackass ears stuck on it.

“C’mon, Monster,” Susan coaxed. “Y ou know how much you love Chris's
bread. Don’t worry about them. They’ re noisy but they won’t hurt you.”

Sure enough, it humped its way out. It looked even worse when you saw the
whole of it. What I’ d thought was an otter wasn't. Oh, the body was otter, al eight
feet of it, but the head didn’t go with the rest. After amoment’ s hesitation, it made
an uncertain lowing noise, then snuffled at Susan, and took the piece of bread inits
otter paws and crammed it down its mouth.

Then it bellowed, startling al three of us.

“He just learned how to do that this year,” Susan said, a pleased sort of
admiration in her voice. The undergrowth around us stirred.

Out of the corner of my eye, | saw Leo level hisrifle. Susan looked at him,
worried. “He won't shoot unless something goes wrong, kiddo,” | said as softly as |
could and still be heard. “He promised me.”

Susan nodded. “ Okay, Monster. Y ou can call them out then.”

She needn’'t have said it. That bellow already had. There were maybe a dozen of
them, al dike, al of them painfully ugly. No, that’s the wrong way to put it—they
weredl laughably ugly.

The one she' d dubbed “Monster” edged closer to me. Nosy like the otters, too.
It whuffled at my hand. Damn if that head wasn’t purely herbivore. The teeth could
give you a nasty nip from the looks of them, but it was deer family. The ugly branch
of it anyhow.

A second one crawled into Leo’s lap. It was trying to make off with his belt
buckle. Susan chucked at it and bribed it away with bread. “ She’s such athief. If
you're not careful, she'll take anything that’ s shiny. Like the otters, really.”

Y es, they were. The behavior was the same I’ d seen from Susan’ s otters—but
now | understood why the otters had chased one of these away this afternoon. They
were recognizably not otters, even if they thought they were. Like humans, otters are
very conservative about what they consider one of them.

Pretty soon the bread was gone. Monster hustled up the troops and headed them
out, with one last look over his shoulder at us.

| popped him neatly with the snagger before Susan could raise a protest. He



grunted and gnawed for amoment at his hip, the way a dog would for aflea, then he
spotted the snagger moving away from him and pounced.

| had atug of war on my hands. Susan got into the act and so did a handful of
Monster’s fellow monsters.

L eo laughed. It was enough to startle them away. | fell over and Susan landed on
top of me. She was giggling too, but she crawled over and got up, triumphant, with
the sample in her hands.

“You didn’t need it, Mama Jason,” Susan said, “but I’ ve decided to forgive you.
Monster thought it was a good game.” She giggled again and added impishly, “So
didl.”

“Fine,” | said. “1 hate to spoil the party, but it’ s time we got back to the lodge.
We'redl going to fedl like hell in the morning.”

Susan yawned. “I’ s pose so. They lose interest pretty fast once | run out of
bread.”

“Susan, you row Leo back.”
“You’'re not coming?’ she said.

“Two boats,” | pointed out. Susan was sleepy enough that she didn’t ask why |
wanted Leo in her boat. Leo blinked at me once, caught on, and climbed into the
boat with hisrifle across his knees.

By the time we reached the lodge, we were all pretty well knocked out. Jen gave
usabig grin of relief to welcome usin. But two steps later we ran hard into Elly’s
scowl, not to mention Chris's, Ilanith’s, and a half dozens others.

“1 found Jen sitting in the hall watching the clock,” Elly said. “ She wouldn’t go to
bed and she wouldn’t say why. Once | counted noses, | discovered the three of you
were missing. So you” —that was me, of course—* owe me the explanation you
wouldn’t let her give me.”

“There’' s something in the loch,” | said. “We got asample and I’ [l check it out
tomorrow. Right now, we all need some sleep.”

“Liar,” said Chris. “Who’ s hungry? Midnight snacks’—she glanced at the clock
and corrected—"“whatever, food’ s waiting.”

Everybody obligingly trooped into the kitchen, lured by the smell of chowder. |
followed, knowing this meant | wasn't going to get off the hook without afull
explanation. That meant no way of covering Susan’s tracks.

We settled down and dived ravenously into the chowder. Chris poured a box of
crackersinto aserving tray. “There sno bread,” she said with finality, eying Susan
to let us all know who was responsible for this woeful state of affairs.

Susan squirmed. “Next time I'l] take them crackers. They like your bread better,
though.”

“If you'd asked,” Chrissaid, “I’d have made a couple of extraloaves.”



“1 wanted it to be a surprise from Mama Jason.” She looked around the table.
“You know how hard it isto think up a birthday present for her!” She pushed away
from the table. “Wait! I’ll be right back. 1’1l show you!”

| concentrated on the chowder. Birthday present, indeed! Asif | needed some
present other than the fact of those kids themselves. If Susan hadn’t opened her
mouth, Elly would’ ve assumed | taken her along with us, as Elly’ d suggested earlier.
Glancing up, | saw Elly rest a sympathetic eye on me.

Well, | was off the hook, but Susan sure as hell wasn't.

There was a clamor of footsteps on the stairs and Susan was back with a huge
box, full to overspilling with papers and computer tapes. Chris shoved aside the pot
of chowder to make space for them.

Susan pulled out her pocket computer and plugged it into the wall modem. “I did
it right, Mama Jason. Seeif | didn’'t.”

The photo album wasn'’t regulation but as the first page was a very pretty
hologram (I recognized Ilanith’s work) that spelled out “Happy Birthday, Mama
Jason!” in imitation fireworks | could hardly complain. The second page was a holo
of amother otter and her pups. The pup in the foreground was deformed—the same
way the creatures Susan had fed Chris's bread to were.

“That’s Monster,” Susan said, thrusting afinger at the holo. She peeled a strip of
tape from beneath the holo and fed it to the computer. “That’s his gene-read.” She
glanced at Chris. “I lured his mother away with bread to get the cell sample. The
otters love your bread too. | never used the fresh bread, Chris, only the stale stuff.”

Chris nodded. “I know. | thought it was all going to the otters, though.”
“More like ‘odders,’” Leo put in, grinning. “Two dees.”

Susan giggled. “I like that. Let’s call *em Odders, Mama Jason.”

“Your critters,” | said. “Naming it’s your privilege.”

“Oddersisright,” Chris peered over my shoulder and said to Susan, “Why were
you feeding Dragon’s Teeth?’

“He’ s so ugly, he's cute. The first ones got abandoned by their mothers.
She”—Susan tapped the holo again—" decided to keep hers. Got ostracized for it,
too, Mama Jason.”

| nodded absently. That happened often enough. | was well into the gene-read
Susan had done on her Monster. It was a good, thorough piece of work. | couldn’t
have done better myself.

Purely herbivorous—and among the things you could guarantee it’ d eat were
water lilies and clogweed. That stopped me dead in my tracks. | looked up. “It eats
clogweed!”

Susan dimpled. “It lovesit! That’swhy it likes Chris' s bread better than
crackers.”



“Why you—" Chris, utterly outraged, stood up so suddenly Elly had to catch at
her bowl to keep from slopping chowder on everything.

| laughed. “Down, Chris! She's not insulting your bread! Y ou use brandyflour in
it—and brandyflour has ailmost the identical nutrientsin it that clogweed has.”

“You mean | could use clogweed to make my bread?’ The idea appealed to
Chris. She sat down again and looked at Susan with full attention.

“No, you can’'t,” Susan said. “It's got alot of thingsin it humans can’'t eat.”
Leo said, “I’'m not following again. Susan—7"

“Simply, Noisy. Clogweed' s a mgjor nuisance. Mostly it’s taken care of by sheer
heavy labor. Around Torville, everybody goes down to the canals and the irrigation
ditches once a month or so and pulls the clogweed out by hand. When | saw
Monster would eat clogweed, | figured he' d be worth keeping—if we could, that is.”

“Not bad,” said Ilanith. “I wondered why the intake valves had been so easy to
clean lately.” She leaned over to look at Monster’s holo. “ Two years old now,
right?’

“Four,” said Susan. “Only one wouldn’t have made much difference. Mama
Jason, | did agene-read every year on them.

Those're on the next pages. In case | missed something the first time.”

| saw that. The whole EC was there too, along with more holos and her search for
matches with ships' records. There were no matches, so the thing was either a
Dragon’s Tooth or an intermediate. Just this year, she'd started a careful check for
secondary and tertiary helices.

She saw how far I’d gotten in her records and said, apologetically, “There'sa
secondary helix, but | didn’t have a clue where to look for a match in ships' records,
so | had to do it by brute force.”

| handed her the sample I’ d gotten from Monster little over a half hour ago.
“Here, afresh sample is always helpful.”

She took it, then looked up at me wildly. “Y ou mean me? Y ou want me to keep
working on it?’

“You want me to work on my birthday present?’ | might just aswell have given
her a present, the way shelit up.

| yawned—it was that or laugh. “I’ m going to bed. But nobody’ s to go down to
the loch until Susan’ s done with her gene-read.”

Elly frowned. “ Annie? We' ve got to net tomorrow or Chriswon'’t have anything
to cook.”

So there was no escaping it after al. “Take aholiday, Elly. There's something in
the loch that isn’'t Susan’s clogweed-eaters. Leo and | will do alittle looking around
tomorrow—armed.”

“Oh, Mama Jason!” Susan looked distraught. “Y ou don’t think Monster chained



up to a real monster, do you?’ Her eyes squinched up; she was close to tears.

“Hey!” | pulled her into a hug. For amoment | didn’t know what else to say, then
| remembered the first time Mike had gotten a nasty aternative instead of what he
wanted. “I'll tell you just what I’ ve said to Mike: sometimes you haveto risk the bad
to get the good.”

| pushed her abit away to see if that had worked. Not really. “Listen, honey, do
you know how Mike and | planned to spend our winter vacation this year?’

When she shook her head | knew | had her attention, no matter how distressed. |
told her: “Cobbling together something that would eat clogweed. If al we have to do
Is stabilize your monsters, you' ve saved us years of work!”

| pulled her to me for another hug. “Best birthday present I’ ve had in years!”
That, finally, brought asmile from her. It was alittle wan, but it was there.

“30 here' sthe game plan. Y ou load the sample tonight while it’s fresh, then get a
good night’s sleep and do the gene-read tomorrow while you're fresh. Leo and | will
do alittle tracking as soon asit’s light enough. Everybody else getsto seep late.”

That did nothing to take the worry out of Elly’sor Chris's eyes but | could see
they’ d both go along with it, though they were still concerned somebody might
decide the kids should be evacuated. “Elly,” | said, “we’ll work something out, |
promise.”

That eased the tension in her eyes somewhat, even though | hadn’t the vaguest
idea what we' d work out. Still, agood night’s sleep—even a short one—was always
guaranteed to help. With afew more hugs, | stumbled off to bed.

Morning came the way it usually did for me this time of year—much too early.
L eo, bless him, was up but quiet. The first thing | wanted was a good look at the
otters' playground. That was near enough to where I’ d seen the creature that maybe
we could find some tracks. This side of Loch Moose got its sunlight early if at all.
Luckily, the day was a good one and the scenery was enough to make you glad you
had eyes and ears and a nose.

| stood for amoment trying to orient myself, then pointed. “ Somewhere around
here. I’ m pretty sure that’swhere | heard it.” We separated.

Something that big should have left visible evidence of its passing. The popcorn
tree was my first break. Something had eaten al the lower leaves from it and done
some desultory gnawing at its bark into the bargain. That was severa days earlier,
from the look of the wood, so | didn’t find any tracks to go with it.

Now, the popcorn tre€’ s native to Mirabile, so we were dealing with a creature
that either didn’t have long to live or was a Dragon’s Tooth suited to the EC. Still, it
was an herbivore, unless it was one of those exceptions that nibbled trees for some
reason other than nourishment.

But it was big! | might have discounted the height it could reach as something that
stood on its hind feet and stretched, but this matched the glimpse I’ d gotten by nova



light.

Leo called and | went to see what he’ d found. When | caught up with him, he was
staring at the ground. “ Annie, this thing weighs aton!” He pointed.

Hoof prints sunk deep into the damp ground. He meant “ton” in the literal sense. |
stooped for a closer ook, then unshipped my backpack, and got out my gear. “ Get
me alittle water, will you, Leo?’ | handed him afolded container. “1 want to make a
plaster cast. Hey!” | added as an afterthought. “Keep your eyes open!”

He grinned. “Hard to miss something that size.”

“You have up to now,” | pointed out. | wasn't being snide, just realistic. I'm
happy to say he understood me.

| went back to examining the print. It was definitely not deer, though it looked
related. The red deer survived by sticking to a strict diet of Earth-authentic, which
meant | couldn’t draw any real conclusions from the similarities. | was still betting
herbivore, though maybe it was just because | was hoping.

| was purely tired of things that bit or mangled or otherwise made my life
miserable. Seemed to me it was about time the Dragon’s Teeth started to balance out
and produce something useful.

By the time we mixed the plaster and slopped it into the print, I’ d decided that |
should be grateful for Susan’s clogweed-eaters and Leo’ s pansies and not expect
too much of our huge surprise package.

“Leo, | think it’s an herbivore. That doesn’t mean it isn’t dangerous—you know
what a stag can do—but it means | don’t want it shot on sight.”

“Y ou wouldn’t want it shot on sight if it were acarnivore,” hesaid. “If | didn’t
shoot the first beastly on sight, I’'m not likely to shoot this without good reason.”

| fixed him with alook of pure disgust. The disgust was aimed at me, though. |
knew the name Leonov Denness should have rung bells, but I’ d gotten distracted by
the nickname.

Back when he was Leonov Opener Denness, he' d been the scout that opened
and mapped all the new territory from Ranomafana to Goddamn! He brought back
cell samples of everything he found, that being part of the job; but he’d aso brought
back alive specimen of the beastly, which was at least as nasty as the average
kangaroo rex and could fly to boot. When Granddaddy Jason asked him why he'd
gone to the trouble, he'd only shrugged and said, “Best you observe its habits as
well asits genes.”

The decision on the beastly had been to push it back from the inhabited areas
rather than to shoot on sight. Nasty asit was, it could be driven off by loud sounds
(bronze bells, now that | thought of it!) and it made a specialty of hunting what
passed for rats on Mirabile. Those rats were considerably worse than having to yell
yourself hoarse when you traveled through the plains farmlands.

“If you'd jogged my memory earlier,” | said, “I wouldn’t have bothered to check



your credentialswith Elly.”
“Annie, | didn’t think bragging wasin order.”

“Facts are alittle different than brags. Now | can stop worrying about your health
and get down to serious business.”

L eaving the plaster to harden, | headed him down to the boats. “ Two boats
today, Leonov Opener Denness. Y ou stake out that side of the loch, I'll stake out
this. Much as I’d enjoy your company, this gives us two chances to spot something
and the sooner we get this sorted out, the better it’ll be for Elly. Whistle if you spot
anything. Otherwise, I'll meet you back here an hour after dusk.”

We' d probably have to do a nighttime wait too, but | was hoping the thing wasn’t
strictly nocturnal. If it was, I’d need more equipment, which meant calling Mike,
which meant making it formal and public.

There’ s nothing more irritating than waiting for a Dragon’s Tooth to rear its ugly
head, even if you're sure the head' s herbivorous. After all these years, I’ m pretty
good at it. Besides, there were otters and odders to watch, and it was one of those
perfect days on Loch Moose. I’ d have been out contemplative fishing anyhow. This
just took its toll of watching and waiting, which is not nearly as restful. Somewhere
in the back of my mind, the plesiosaur till swam sinisterly in Loch Ness.

Susan’ s odders, as ugly as they were, proved in action amost as much fun as the
otters, though considerably sillier looking. And observation proved her
right—several times| saw them dive down and come up with a mouthful of lilies or
clogweed.

A breeze came up—one of those lovely ones that Loch Moose is justly famous
for—soft and sweet and smelling of lilies and pine and popcorn tree.

The pines began to smoke. | found myself grateful to the Dragon’s Tooth for
putting me on the loch at the right time to seeit.

The whole loch misted over with drifting golden clouds of pollen. | could
scarcely see my hand in front of my face. That, of course, waswhen | heard it. First
a soft thud of hooves, then something easing into the water. Something big. |
strained to see, but the golden mist made it impossible.

| was damned glad Leo had told me his past history, otherwise I’ d have worried.
I knew he was doing exactly what | was doing at that moment—keeping dead silent
and listening. | brought up my flare gun in one hand and my snagger in the other.
Evenif it wasaplesiosaur, aflareright in the face should driveit off. | couldn’t
bring mysdlf to raise the shotgun. Must be I’'m mellowing in my old age.

| could still hear the splash and play of the otters and the odders on either side of
me. That was agood sign aswell. They’d decided it wasn't a hazard to them.

My nerves were singing, though, as | heard the soft splashing coming toward me.
| turned toward the sound, but still couldn’t see athing. There was a gurgle, like
water being sucked down adrain, and suddenly | couldn’t locate it by ear anymore.
| guessed it had submerged, but that didn’t do athing for my nerves...



The best | could do was keep an eye on the surface of the water where it should
have been heading if it had followed a straight line—and that was directly under my
boat. Looking straight down, | could barely make out a dark bulk. | could believe the
ton estimate.

It reached the other side. | lost sight of it momentarily. Then, with a surge that
brought up an entire float of lilies and splattered water all over me, it surfaced not ten
feet from my boat, to eye me with aglare.

I’ d thought Susan’ s odders were as ugly as things came, but this topped them
without even trying. Even through the mist, | could see it now.

Like Susan’s Monster, it had that same ol d-boot-shaped head, the same flopping
mule ears, streaming water now. What I’ d taken for its head in the glimpse I’ d gotten
the previous night was actually the most unbelievable set of antlers|’d ever seenin
my life, like huge gnarled up-raised palms. What Stirzaker had taken for grasping
hands, | realized—only at the moment they were filled to the brim with a tangle of
scarlet water lilies. From its throat, a flap of flesh dangled dripping like a wet beard.
It stared at me with solemn black eyes and munched thoughtfully on the nearest of
the dangling lilies. The drifting pollen was slowly turning it to gold.

| swear | didn’t know whether to laugh or to cry.

For amoment, | just stared, and it stared back, looking away only long enough to
tilt another lily into its mouth. Then | remembered what | was there for and raised the
snagger. | got it first try, snapped the snagger to retrieve.

The thing jerked back, glared, then let out a bellow that Mike must have heard
back in thelab. It started to swim closer.

“BACK OFF!" | bellowed. Truthfully, | didn’t think it was angered, just nosy, but
| didn’t want to find out the hard way. | raised the flare gun.

From the distance came the sound of splashing oars. “Anniel” Leo yelled. “I'm
coming. Hang on!”

The creature backpedaled in the water and cocked its head, lilies and al, toward
the sound of Leo’sboat. Interested all over again, it started that way at avery
efficient paddle. | got a glimpse of ahump just at the shoulders, followed by the
curve of arump, followed by atiny flop of tail like adeer’s. The same view Pastides
had gotten, no doulbt.

Suddenly, from the direction of Leo’s boat, there came the clamor of abell. The
creature backpedaled again, ears twitching.

With a splash of utter panic, the creature turned around in the water, dived for
cover, and swam for shore. | could hear it crash into the undergrowth even over the
clanging of the bell.

“Enough, Leo, enough! It'sgone!” He shut up with the bell and we called to each
other until he found me through the mist. I’'m sorry to say, by the time he pulled
alongside, | was laughing so hard there were tears streaming down my cheeks.



Leo’sface—what | could see of it—went through about three changes of
expression in as many seconds. He laid aside his bell—it was a big, bronze
beastly-scarebell—and sighed with relief. He too was gold from all the pollen.

| wiped my eyes and grinned at him. “I wish | could say, ‘ Saved by the bell,” but
the thing wasn't really a danger. Clumsy maybe. Possibly aggressive if annoyed,
but—" | burst into laughter again.

Leo said amiably, “I’m sure you’'ll tell me about it when you get your breath
back.”

| nodded. Pulling in the sample the snagger had caught, | waved him toward the
shore. When we were halfway up the hill to the lodge, | said, “Please, Leo, don't ask
until I can check my sample.”

He spread his hands. “At least | know it’'s not a plesiosaur.”

| had the urge again—and found the laughter had worn down to hiccupping
giggles.

When we got to the lodge, | didn’t have to yell for them—we got surrounded the

moment we hit the porch. Elly did afull body check on both of us, which meant she
wound up as pollen-covered as we were.

“Susan,” | said through the chaos of a dozen questions at once, “run that for me.
Let’s see what we' ve got.” | held out the sample.

“Me?’ Susan squeaked.

“You,” | said. | took Leo’sarm, well above therifle, and said, “We want some
eats, and then | want to see Susan’s results from this morning.”

| cued the computer over a bowl of steaming chowder, calling up the odder
sample Susan had been working on. She' d found some stuff in the twists all right.

All the possibilities were herbivorous, though, and | was betting that one of them
would match my silly-looking friend in the loch. | giggled again, I'm afraid. | had a
pretty good ideawhat we were dealing with, but | had to be sure before | |et those
kids back out on the loch.

By the time we' d finished our chowder, Susan had come charging down the
stairs. She punched up the results on my monitor—she was not just fast, she was
good.

| called up ship’s records and went straight to my best guess. At a glance, we had
amatch but | went through gene by gene and found the one drift.

“It'samatch!” Ilanith crowed from behind me. “First try, too, Mama Jason!”

Everybody focused on the monitor. “Look again, kiddo. Only ninety-nine percent
match.” | pointed out the drifted genes. “Those mean it can eat your popcorn trees
without so much as a stomach upset.”

[lanith said, “ That’s okay with me. Elly? Do you mind?’
“l don’t know,” Elly said. “What isit, Annie? Can we live with it?’



| called up ships' records on the behavior patterns of the authentic creature and
moved aside to let Elly have alook. “I suspect you'll all haveto carry Leo’s secret
weapon when you go down to the loch to fish or swim, but other than that | don’t
see much of a problem.”

L eo thumped me on the back. “Damn you, woman, what isit?’

Elly’ d gotten afilm that might have been my creature’ stwin. She looked taken
aback at first, then shetoo giggled. “That’ sthe silliest thing I’ ve seen in years!
Comeon, Annie, what isit?’

“Honey, Loch Moose has got its first moose.”

“No!” Leo shouted, but he followed it with alaugh as he crowded in with the rest
to look at the screen.

Only Susan wasn't laughing. She caught my hand and pulled me down to
whisper, “Will they let uskeep it if it’sonly ninety-nine percent? It's not good for
anything, like the odders are.”

| patted her hand. “It’s good for alaugh. | say it’s akeeper.” | was not about to
let this go the way of the kangaroo rex.

“Now | understand why | found her in that state,” Leo was saying. He pointed
accusingly at me. “This woman was laughing so hard she could scarcely catch her
breath.”

“You didn’t see the damn thing crowned with water lilies and chewing on them
while it contemplated the oddity in the boat. Y ou’ d have been as helplessas | was.”

“Unbdievable” he said.

“Worse,” | told him, “in this case, seeing isn’t believing. | still can’t believein
something like that. The mind won’t encompassit.”

He laughed at the screen, then again at me. “Maybe that accounts for your
granddaddy’ s monster. It was so silly-looking anybody who saw it wouldn’t believe
his own eyes.”

| couldn’t help it—I kissed him on the cheek. “Leo, you're agenius!”
He squeaked like Susan. “Me? What did | do?’

“Elly,” | said, “congratulations! Y ou now have the only lodge on Mirabile with an
Earth-authentic Loch Ness monster.” | grinned at Susan, who caught on
immediately. | swear her smile started at the mouth and ran all the way down to her
toes.

Feeling rather smug, | went on, “Leo will make bells so your lodgers can scare it
away if it getstoo close to them, won't you, Leo?’

“Oh!” said Leo. He considered the idea. “Y ou know, Annie, it might just work. If
everybody went to Loch Nessto try to get a glimpse of the monster, maybe they’ll
come here, too. Scary but safe.”

“Exactly.” | fixed him with alook. “Now how do we go about it?’



He grinned. “We follow our family traditions: we tell stories.”
“You think if | hang around for aweek or so that’ll make it a safe monster?”’
“Yeah, | think so.”

“Good,” | said. “Susan? What' s the verdict? Are you going off to the lab? If I'm
going to stay here, somebody’ [I have to help Mike coddle those red daffodils.”

No sgqueak thistime. Her mouth dropped open but what came out was, “Uh, yes.
Uh, Elly?’

Elly nodded with a smile, sad but proud all in one.

So while they bustled about packing, | had a chance to read through all the
material in ships records on both moose and Nessie. By the time they were ready to
leave for town, | had a pretty good idea of our game plan. | sent Susan off with
instructions to run a full gene-read on both creatures. Brute force on the moose, to
make sure it wouldn’t chain up to something bigger and nastier.

Then we co-opted the rest of Elly’skids. Leo gave each of them a different
version of our monster tale to tell.

Jen, | thought, did it best. She got so excited when shetold it that her eyes
popped and she got incoherent, greatly enhancing the tale of how Leonov Opener
Denness had saved Annie Jason Masmajean from the monster in Loch Moose.

L eo brought bells from his workshop. They’ d been intended to keep beastlies
away in the northern territory, but there was no reason they wouldn’t do just as good
ajob against amonster that was Earth-authentic.

Two dayslater, the inn was full of overnighters—much to Elly’ s surprise and
delight—all hoping for a glimpse of the Loch Moose monster.

In my room, late night and by nova-light, Leo got hisfirst peek at the creature.
Once again it was swimming in the loch. He stared long and hard out the window.
After along moment, he remembered the task we' d set ourselves. “ Should | wake
the rest of the lodgers, do you think?’

“No,” | said, “you just tell them about it at breakfast. Anybody who doesn’t see it
tonight will stay another night, hoping.”

“You'reawicked old lady.”

| raised llanith’s camerato the window. “Yup,” | said, and, twisting the lens

deliberately out of focus, | snapped a picture. “Hope that didn’t come out well,” |
said.

If I’d thought that was the end of it, I’ d thought wrong.

Aklilu crawled out from under the covers and bounced once on
the edge of the bed. “ Now tell me another story, Mama Jason,”
he said.



“ Another? You want another?’ | gave a sidelong glance at Elly

“ Another!” shouted Aklilu. “ Another!” The bed squealed in
time as his bounce got insistent. “ Come on, Nikolai,” he coaxed.
“You ask her, too!”

Good thing all the furniture at Loch Moose Lodge is childproof
or there wouldn’t be any. Of course, if he managed to get Nikolai
tojoinin, there' d be nothing left of anything.

Nikolai looked from me to Elly, then laughed and swept Aklilu
into hislap. “ Settle down, kiddo,” he said. “ | want to hear
another story.”

“ Go ahead, Annie,” Elly said. “ 1 know the symptoms.”

And | know when I’'m licked. “ Back under the covers with
you,” | told Aklilu and, to my surprise, he burrowed back into bed
on the spot. “ Which one?”

“You pick,” Nikolai said to Aklilu.

Aklilu just grinned and cocked his head at me. “ You know,
Mama Jason...."

“Yeah,” | said, grinning back. “ Same one you aways want to
hear. But, since Nikolai hasn’'t heard it, | guess | could stand to
tell it one more time.”

The Return of the Kangar oo Rex
KN

I’d been staring at the monitor so long all the genes were beginning to look alike to
me. They shouldn’t have, of course—this gene-read was native Mirabilan, so it was
awhole new kettle of fish.

That’s an American Guild expression, but it’ s the right one. At a casual 1ook, had
the critter been Earth-based, we' d have classed it asfish and left it at that. The
problem was that it had taken aliking to our rice crop, and, if we didn’t do
something quick, nobody on Mirabile d see a chow fun noodle ever again. So | went
back to staring, trying to force those genes into patterns the team and | could cope
with.

Moving thericefields didn’t guarantee we' d find a place free of them. In the first
place, it encysted in dry ground, meaning you never knew whereit'd pop up until
you flooded the area. In the second place, it could leap like a salmon from the first
place to the second place. It had already demonstrated its ability to spread from one
field to the next. Susan had measured a twelve-foot |eap.

The prospect got dimmer when Chie-Hoon caught them making that same leap


E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
E:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

from dry ground. Their limit was some five or six leaps until they hit water again, but
that gave them quite arange.

It was as pretty a piece of native bioengineering as |’ ve seen, one | could
appreciate even if the rice growers couldn’t. Wiping ‘em out wholesale was not an
option on my list, but | knew the farmers would be thinking along those linesif we
didn’t come up with something by next growing season.

| don’t mess with the Mirabilan ecology any more than | have to. We don’t know
enough about it to know what we're getting into. Even if | thought we could do it,
we' d be fools to try to wipe out any native species. The Earth-authentic species
we' ve imported have played havoc enough with the Mirabilan ecology.

| wasn’'t paying much attention to anything but the problem at hand, so when
Susan exclaimed, “Noisy! Y ou look awful,” | practically jumped out of my skin and
busted my elbow turning my chair.

She wasn't kidding. Leo did look awful. His white hair looked like something had
nested in it; he was bleeding—no, had bled profusely—across the cheek; his shirt
hung in tatters from the shoulder and there were raking claw marks along his upper
arms. Mike went scrambling for the emergency kit.

The only thing that spoiled the impact of all this disaster was that Leo was
grinning from ear to ear. “Now, isthat any way to greet an old friend?’ he said to
Susan. “Especially one who's come courting?’

He turned the grin on me and it got broader and brighter. Then he made me a
deep formal bow and started in: “ Annie Jason Masmajean, |, Leonov Bellmaker
Denness, beg you to hear my petition.”

| got to my feet and bowed back, just as deeply and formally, to let him know I'd
be glad to hear him out. He made a second bow, deeper than the first, and went on:
“1 have brought you a gift in symbol of my intentions...”

Mike had the medical kit but he stood frozen. Chances were neither he nor Susan
had ever seen aship’s-formal proposal except in the old films. The novelty of it kept
either from interrupting. Just as well. | was enjoying the performance: Leo hasflair.

Besides, | wouldn’t dream of interrupting a man in the process of cataloguing my
virtues, even if some of those “virtues’ would have raised eyebrowsin alot of other
people. | especialy liked being called “reasonably stubborn.”

At last Leo got to the wrap-up. “It is my hope that you will accept my gift and
consider my suit.” He finished off with yet another bow.

Seeing he was done spurred Mike and Susan into action. Susan held Leo down
while Mike worked him over with alcohol swabs. “No respect for ritual,” Leo
complained. “Back 'em off, Annie, can’t you?|I’'m not senile yet! | did clean the
wounds.”

L eo had spent years as a scout, so | didn’t doubt his good sense. He' d hardly
have lived to the ripe old age he had if he hadn’t been cautious about infection in the
bush.



To the two of them, he protested, “The lady hasn’'t answered yet.”
“Back off,” | told the kids.

They didn’t until | advanced on them. Mike took two steps away from Leo, put
his hands behind his back, and said to Susan, “Now he's going to get it.” Susan
nodded.

Leo just kept grinning, so | gave him a huge hug hello to make sure nothing was
broken. The rest of him looked just fine, so | stepped back and bowed once more to
meet the requirements of theritual. “Leo Bellmaker Denness, I, Annie Jason
Masmajean, am sufficiently intrigued to view your gift.”

He crooked afinger and led me outside, Mike and Susan right behind. “In the
back of the truck. Don’t open that door until you’ ve had a good look!”

So we climbed the back bumper and all crowded to the window for a good |ook.
Wedidn't get one at first. Whatever it was was mad as al hell, and launched itself at
the door hard enough to rattle the window and make the three of us jump back en
masse. The door held.

Leo said, “It’'s been doing that al the way from Last Edges. Hasn't gotten
through the door yet, but I'm alittle worried it might hurt itself.”

“It's not itself it wantsto hurt,” Susan said.

“You'd be pissed, too, if somebody wrestled you away from your mama and
shoved you into the back of atruck headed god-knows-where,” Leo said.

The door stopped rattling. | got afoot on the back bumper and hoisted myself up
for asecond try. Leo’s present glared at me through the window and snarled. |
snarled back in the same tone.

Since it was ayoungster and | was an unknown, it backed off with a hop, letting
me get agood look. In overall shape, it was kangaroo, but it had the loveliest set of
stripes across the hips I’ d ever seen—and the jaw! Oh, the jaw! It opened that jaw to
warn me to keep back, and the head split almost to the ear, to show me the sharpest
set of carnivoreteeth in history.

“Oh, Leo,” | murmured, stepping down from my perch. “That’ s the nicest
present anybody’ s ever brought me.” | gave him another big hug and a thorough kiss
for good measure. “Leonov Bellmaker Denness, | accept both your gift and your
suit.”

He beamed. “I knew | got it right.”

“Oh, shit!” said Mike, from behind me. “ Susan! It's a goddam kangaroo rex!” He
stared at Leo in disbelief. “ Are you telling me this man brought you a kangaroo rex
as acourting present?’

Susan, inturn, looked at Mike in disbelief. “It’s perfect, you idiot! It means Noisy
knows exactly what kind of person sheis, and how to please her. Don’t you
understand anything?’

That would have developed into a squabble—that’ s the usual outcome when



those two get going—~but the kangaroo rex slammed against the door of the trunk
again and brought them both back to their senses.

“Leo,” | said, “go on over to my house and get yourself cleaned up. We'll
wrestle the thing into acage. Then | want to hear al about it.”

He nodded. “ Sure. Two things first, though. Pick the right cage—I saw that thing
jump a six-foot fence—then contact Moustafa Herder Kozlev or Janzen Herder Lizhi
in Last Edges.

| told Moustafa I’ d make the official report on his Dragon’s Tooth but | doubt he
believes me." He examined a set of skinned knuckles. ”Not when | punched him to
keep him from shooting it.”

“My hero,” | said, meaning it.

He kissed my hand and vanished in the direction of my house. | turned to my
available team members and said, “Don’t just stand there with your eyes hanging out
of your heads. Let’s get to work.”

By the time we' d gotten an enclosure ready for the creature, Chie-Hoon and Selima
had returned from up-country, where they’ d been watching those damned hopping
fish inthe act. Just aswell, because it took al five of usto maneuver the kangaroo
rex safely out of the truck and into captivity.

Most of us wound up with bruises. It was still mad as all hell. It slammed each
side on the fencein turn (didn’t take it but two hops to cross the enclosure either)
and once shot up and cracked its head on the overhead wire. That settled it down a
bit. | sent Selimato get it some meat.

| couldn’t take my eyes off the thing. | hadn’t seen one for nine years.

“ Another outbreak of kangaroo rexes,” said Chie-Hoon. “Just what we needed. |
assume it sprang from the kangaroos around Gogol ?’

“Last Edges,” | said. That didn’t surprise me, the EC around Last Edges being
almost identical to that around Gogol. “ Contact Herders Kozlev and Lizhi up there.
Tell them we' ve been notified. Find out if they’ ve seen any more—"

“The usud drill,” said Chie-Hoon.
“The usud drill.”

Selima came back. She' d brought one of the snaggers Mike invented and let him
do the honors of getting the cell sample while she distracted it with the meat. Or tried
to. The snagger doesn’t do more than pinprick, but that was enough to rile the rex
into dlamming against the fence again, trying to get at Mike while he reeled the sample
through the chain link.

Mike jerked back but the sample came with him. He held it out to me. “Hardly
necessary,” he said. “I know what we're gonna e find.”

So did |. There was no doubt in my mind that the sample would match those
from the last outbreak gene for gene. The kangaroo rex had settled down, wolfing at
the meat Selimahad tossed it. “It eats gladrats,” said Selima, looking surprised. “It



can't be all bad.”

Not asfar as | was concerned, it couldn’t be all bad. If it was a Dragon’s Tooth,
it was a beautifully constructed one— completely viable.

It was possible that the kangaroo rex was just an intermediate, amiddle step
between a kangaroo and anything from agerbil to awater buffalo. Right now,
however, it was a kangaroo rex, and impressive as all hell.

“You watch it, Mama Jason,” Susan said. “I’ll do the gene-read.” She reached for
the sample asif she had avested interest in the beast herself. She figured she did, at
least. Must have been al the times she’ d made me tell the story of the first outbreak.
| handed the sample over.

Then | just stood there quietly and appreciated it. About three feet tall (not
counting the tail, of course), it was aready quite capable of surviving on its own.
Which meant, more than likely, that its mamawould very shortly move its sibling out
of storage and into development. Chances were pretty good that one would be a
kangaroo rex, too. Since the mama hadn’t abandoned this one, it seemed unlikely
she' d abandon another. | wondered if there were enough of them for areliable gene
pool.

The rex had calmed down now that it had eaten, now that most of the excitement
was over. It was quietly investigating the enclosure, moving slowly on al fours.
Hunched like that, it looked alot like a mythological linebacker about to receive.
With those small front legs, you never expect the thing (even aregulation kangaroo)
to have the shoulders it does.

Asit neared the side of the fence that | was gaping through, it yawned—the way a
cat does, just to let you know it has weapons. | stayed quiet and still. It didn’t come
any closer and it didn’t threaten any further.

That wasagood sign, asfar as| was concerned. Either it wasfull or it didn’t
consider me prey. | was betting it didn’t consider me prey. Still, it was
nasty-looking, which wasn’t going to help its case, and it was still ababy. Adult, if it
were atrue kangaroo rex, it would stand as high as its kangaroo mother—six or
seven feet.

In the outbreak of them we' d had nine years back near Gogol, they’ d been herd
animals. There had been some twenty-odd, with more on the way, of course.
Chie-Hoon tells me kangaroos come in “mobs,” which seemed appropriate for the
kangaroo rexes aswell, if alittle weak-sounding. And we' d wiped out the last group
wholesde.

Oh, I'd yelled and screamed alot. At the very least, I’ d hoped we could stash the
genes so we could pull them out if we ever needed the creature for some reason. |
got voted down, and | got voted down, and finally | got shouted down.

Thistime would be different.

The kangaroo rex sat back on itstail and began to wash, using its tongue and
paws as prettily as any cat. In the midst of cleaning its whiskers, it froze, glanced up



briefly, then went back to preening.

That was the only warning | had that Leo was back. He hadn’t lost the ability to
move softly with the passage of years. He put his arms around me and | leaned into
him, feeling alittle more than cat-smug myself, though | hadn’t done anything to
deserveit. Maybe because | hadn’t done anything to deserve it.

“Pretty thing,” Leo said softly, so as not to startle it. “Now | understand why you
wanted to keep them.”

“Thistime we are keeping them,” | said.

There was a clatter of the door behind me. The kangaroo rex bounced to the
furthest side of the enclosure, hit the fence on the second bounce, and froze, jaws
agape and threatening.

“I know what you're thinking, Annie,” Mike said. “You' d better cometalk to
these guysfirst. You're not going to like what you hear.”

Herders Jarlskog and Y ndurain were not inclined toward leniency, especialy not
Jarlskog, who had worked himself up into afine sense of outrage. To hear him tell it,
you’' d have thought a mob of rexes had eaten his entire flock, plus severa of his
children. So the entire town was already in an uproar.

| halfway agreed with their sentiments. | like the occasional lamb chop just as
much as the next guy—especially the way Chris cooks them up—and this was one
of only seven flocks on all of Mirabile. Sheep here are labor intensive. They can’t be
trusted to graze unattended: forever eating something native that’ Il poison them. So
we keep only the seven flocks and we keep them on a strict diet of Earth fodder.

All this means that they have to be kept behind fences and that the plant lifein
there with ‘em has to be policed regularly. That's one of the reasons all the flocks
are on the fringes of the desert—it’s easier to irrigate the plant life into submission.

Theresult of all thisisthat we eat alot more kangaroo tail soup than we eat lamb
curry. The kangaroos fend for themselves quite nicely, thank you, and there’s no
shortage of them.

Jarlskog wanted me to arrange an instant shortage of kangaroo rexes. So did
Y ndurain. In an hour’ stime, the rest of the town would start calling in with the same
demand. | soothed them by telling them I’ d have ateam up there by the end of the
day. In the meantime, they were to shoot only if they saw arex actually in with the

sheep.
They grumbled some but agreed. When | canceled the call, | turned to Leo.
“What do you think? Will they go right out and shoot every kangaroo in sight?’

“No,” he said. “ Janzen and Moustafa are good kids. | think they can put a
damper on the hysteria. Once | convinced Moustafa the rex was mine, he was even
willing to help me catch it.”

“It took a bit of convincing though.” | glanced significantly at his skinned
knuckles.



He grinned and shrugged. “In the heat of passion.” His face turned serious and he
added, “He'll shoot any roo that jumps that fence today, though, so if you want to
head up there, now’ s the time.”

Mike handed me a sheaf of hard copy. It wasthe list of everybody who livedin a
hundred-mile radius of the spot where the rex had turned up. “Good news,” he said.
“We only have to worry about twenty families.”

That isthe only advantage | know of being underpopulated. For a moment, |
considered not issuing ageneral alert. After al, for all we knew, there was only one
kangaroo rex and it was in our backyard.

Mike read my mind and shook his head. “If you want to keep them, Annie, you
better not risk having one of them eat some kid.”

“It was only an idle thought,” | told him. “Put out a notification. Keep the kidsin,
keep the adults armed. But add that | don’t want them shot unlessit’s absolutely
necessary.”

Chie-Hoon said, “Annie, we' re not going to go through this again, are we?’

“Damn straight, we are,” | said, “and thistime | intend to win! Who's coming
with me?’

“Me,” said Leo.

“And me,” said Susan, looking up from her monitor. “It Z's the same kangaroo
rex as last time, Mama Jason, only I’ ve got two secondary helices here. They're
both marsupial, but more than that | can’t tell you offhand. 1’1l take the computer al
night to search.”

“Let me havealook first,” Chie-Hoon said. “Maybe I'll recognize something. |
have avested interested in marsupials, after all.”

Everybody’ s got to have a hobby. Chie-Hoon' sisthe Australian Guild, meaning
Chie-Hoon knows more than anybody could ever want to about the customs and
wildlife of Earth’s“Austraia,” which includes about ninety percent of the marsupias
found in ships' records.

“Help yourself,” | said. I’d never found the time to join any of the Earth-authentic
Guilds myself—if | were looking for a hobby | rather thought I’d make it Leo—but
this was the sort of thing that came in handy. “ Since Leo volunteers to come along,
we'll leaveyoutoit.”

Since I’d worked with Leo before, | knew he and | could handle just about
anything that came up. Asfor Susan, well, Earth-authentic wild horses couldn’t have
kept her away.

Mike looked glum. “I get stuck with the fish, right?’

“And Selima,” | pointed out, which brightened him up considerably. (I’ m rather
hoping those two will decide to help alleviate our underpopulation problem one of
these fine days. I’ m giving them every opportunity.) “We'll be in touch.”

“We'll argue,” Mike assured me.



We took my skimmer. Leo, being retired (hah!), no longer rates up-to-date
equipment. We let Susan drive and scandalized her by necking in the back seat.
When we' d caught up a bit on old times, we broke the clinch.

“Why will you argue?’ Leo asked.

“Y ou remember, Noisy. Mama Jason wanted to keep the kangaroo rexes the | ast
time they cropped up. Mike and Chie-Hoon didn’t.”

“A lot of people didn’t want them kept,” | said. “I lost that round.”

“It’s not going to be any easier thistime,” Leo said. “Both those herders were—if
you'll pardon the expression—hopping mad.”

Susan giggled. So did I.
“I know. But I'm older and meaner this time around.”

““Meaner’?” That was Susan. “Mama Jason, last time one of the damn things
amost chewed your foot off!”

“D’you think | could forget something like that?’ | leaned on the back of the seat
and glared at her in the mirror. “ That had nothing to do with it.”

““You never know what might be useful in thelong run.’ I know,” Susan said.
“It'snot asif we're going to pick up and go back to Earth if we run out of sheep,
ether.”

| gave asidelong glance at Leo. “Just what | needed: somebody who quotes my
own words back at me...”

“You've only yourself to blame,” he said.

“Thanks,” said Susan, to let us both know she took thislittle routine as a
compliment. “Now tell me who took what side last time around, and what you
expect them to do thistime.”

“It was me against them,” | admitted. When Susan whistled, | stuck in, “I aimost
got Mike to go aong with me, but in the end, that wouldn’t have made any
difference. Mike didn’t have much pull then.”

“Meaning he was about the same age | am now,” said Susan, “so my opinion
won't swing much weight either.”

“| had intended to be tactful.”

Leo raised an eyebrow at me. “That’s not like you, Annie. Do you need the allies
that badly? It occurs to me that you swing a bit more weight these days yourself.”

“Oh, considerably. But that won't do me alot of good unless | can convince
people like Jarlskog and Y ndurain that the rexes are worth keeping. For god’ s sake,
Leo! What' s to stop them from simply shooting down every one they see? We
certainly haven't the hands to police every bit of territory, especially not Last Edges
or Gogol or thelike.”

Last Edges has atotal population of fifty. That's minute, but it’ s five timesthe
number of people I’ ve got to work with.



“Most people understand enough about ecological balance to follow the
guidelines you folks set,” Leo said, but with abit of arising inflection.

“If 1 tell them it’s‘ Earth-authentic,” sure. But this one isn’t. Furthermore, nobody
in hisright mind likesit.”

“I likeit,” Susan said. When | didn’t respond to that, she said in a small amused
voice, “Oh,” then giggled, then sighed in resignation. “So what do we do?’

“Nothing, until we check out the situation locally.”

Thelocal situation hadn’t ssmmered down while it waited for our arrival. Not that I'd
expected it to, but | could see that both Susan and Leo had. A third of the adults
were guarding the sheep field with guns. Another third, | imagine, was guarding the
kids likewise. The rest turned out to be a combination welcoming committee and
lynch mob. Read: we were welcome, the kangaroo rexes were most emphatically
not.

| listened to the babble without aword for all of twenty minutes, motioning for
Susan and L eo to do the same. Best to et them get as much of it out of their
systems as possible while we waited for a couple of leaders to sort themselves out
of the crowd—then we' d know who and what we were actually dealing with.

In the end, there were two surprises. The first was that someone was dispatched
to “ Go get Janzen. Right now.” When Janzen arrived, Janzen got thrust to the fore.
Janzen was about Susan’s age. He looked at me, cocked an eye at Leo who nodded
and grinned, then he grinned at me and stuck out his hand. That was when | noticed
the striking resemblance the kid had to Leo. | cocked an eyebrow at Leo, whose grin
got wider.

Janzen took care of shutting down the general noise level and introducing us to
the population at large. Leo got introduced by his previous job description—as
Leonov Opener Denness—and, yes, Leo was Janzen’ s granddad. Both of which
upped our status exactly the way Janzen had intended them to. At abet, alot of the
local kids had been through a survival course or two with Leo.

The second surprise wasn't nearly as pleasant. The other speaker for the
populace—read “loudmouth” in this case—was none other than Kelly Herder
Sangster, formerly aresident of Gogol. She' d wanted the kangaroo rexes near
Gogol wiped out, and she wanted the same thing here and now.

| knew from experience how good she was at rousing rabble. She'd done it at
Gogol. I could talk myself blue in the face, put penalties on the shooting of arex, but
I’d lose every one of them to “accidental” shootingsif | couldn’t get the mgjority of
the crowd behind me.

Sangster squared off, aimed somewhere between me and Janzen, shoved back her
hat, bunched her fists on her hips, and said, “ They eat sheep. Next thing you know
they’ll be eating our kids! And cryptobiology sends us somebody who loves
Dragon’s Teeth!”

She pointed an accusing finger at me. “When they attacked usin Gogol, she



wanted to keep them! Whaddaya think about that?’ The last was to the crowd.

The crowd didn’t think much of that at al. There was much muttering and
rumbling.

“1 think,” | said, waiting for the crowd to quiet enough to listen, “1’d like to know
more about the situation before | make any decisions for or against.”

| looked at Janzen. “You werethefirst to seeit, I’'m told. Did it eat your sheep?’

“No, it didn’t,” he said. That caused another stir and a bit of acalm. “It wasin
the enclosure, but it was chasing them, all of them, the way a dog doeswhen it’s
playing. To befair, | don’t know what it would have done when it caught them. We
caught it before we could find out.” He looked thoughtful. “But it seemsto me that it
had plenty of opportunity to catch a sheep and didn’t bother. Moustafa? What do
you think?’

Moustafa rubbed his sore jaw, glowered at Leo, and said, very grudgingly,
“You'reright, Janzen. It was like the time Harkavy’ s dog got into the sheep
pen—ijust chased ‘em around. Plenty of time to catch 'em but didn’t. Just wanted to
see them run.” He glowered once more. “But for a kangaroo, it’s an adolescent.
Maybe it hasn’t learned to hunt yet. That might have been practice.”

“1 concede the point,” | said, before Sangster could use it to launch another
torpedo. “ The next thing | need to know is, how many of them are there?’

Asif prompted (perhaps he was, | hadn’t been watching Leo for the moment),
Janzen said, “For al | know, only the one.” He looked hard at Sangster. “Y ou seen
any?’

Sangster dropped her eyes. “No,” she muttered, “not since Gogol.” She raised
her eyes and made a comeback, “No thanks to Jason Masmajean here.”

Janzen ignored that. “ Anybody else?’

“That doesn’'t mean a damn thing, Janzen, and you know it,” someone said from
the crowd. “For all we know, the entire next generation of kangaroos will be
Dragon’s Teeth—and that would be a shitload of kangaroo rexes!”

“1 say we get rid of them while there’s only one,” Sangster put in. “I’'m for
loading my shotgun and cleaning the roos out before they sprout Dragon’s Teeth!”

“Now | remember!” | said, before the crowd could agree with her. “You're the
onethat’s allergic to roo-tail soup!”

“I"'mnot alergic. | just don't likeit,” she snapped back, before thinking it
through.

“Well,” said Janzen, “I like roo-tail soup, so I'd just as soon consider this
carefully before | stick mysalf with nothing but vegetable for the rest of my life.”

“Rest of your life...” Sangster sneered at him. “What the hell are you talking
about?’

“I'll take that question,” | said. “If you’ ve a genuine outbreak of kangaroo rexes



here, instead of a one-shot, then you’ll have to destroy all the kangaroos. That's
what was done at Gogol. Gogol can never let the kangaroo herds—

““Mobs,’” corrected Sangster. “ Kangaroos come in mobs, not herds.”

“Gogol can never let the kangaroos mob again. Any kangaroo found inthat EC is
shot. The environmental conditions there are such that sooner or later any kangaroo
around Gogol will produce a kangaroo rex.” | gave along look through the crowd.
“l won't lieto you: Last Edges has roughly the same EC as Gogol did. Which
means you may have to face the same decision. Asfor me, I’d wait to find out if the
rexes eat sheep before | decide to kill off all the roos.”

“Soundsfair,” said Janzen, ailmost too promptly. “How do we go about this?’

“First, | want agood look at your EC. | want to see, if you haven't scuffed it up
too much, where you spotted the rex. Then we do alittle scouting of the surrounding
area” | grinned over my shoulder at Leo. “Luckily, we have somebody who's an
old hand at that.”

“Luckily,” agreed Janzen.

“But | could also use some additional help.” | looked straight at Sangster. |
wanted her where | could keep an eye on her and where she couldn’t rabble-rouse
while | was busy. “What do you say, Sangster? Willing to put in alittle effort?’

What could she say? Shejust said it with all the bad grace she could muster.

“Take Janzen, too,” came a voice from the crowd. Ahal there were two factions
aready. “Yes,” agreed another voice, “you go with "em, Janzen. Y ou like roo soup.”

“In the meantime,” | said, “stick to the precautions we already discussed.
However, if anyone spotsarex, | want you to notify usimmediately. Don’t shoot
it.”

“Oh, yes, right. Don’t shoot it,” Sangster mocked.

| looked at her asif shewerenuts. “Look,” | said, “if there are more than one, it
can lead usto the rest of the mob. Or would you rather just hunt them by guess and
by golly? | don’t have the time myself. Are you volunteering?’

That was the right thing to say, too. So | added one last fillip. “ Susan?’ Susan
edged forward. “ Susan will be in charge of collecting the gene samples from each
sheep, ssimply as a precaution.”

This did not make Susan happy—she wanted to go haring off after the kangaroo
rexes—but | knew she wouldn’t argue with mein public. “ Sample each?’ she said.

“That’sright. | don’t want asingle one lost. After al, who knows what genes
they’ ve got hidden in those? Might be, one of them can sprout the Shmoo.”

That brought a bit of laughter. The Shmoo’s alegendary creature that tastes like
everything good and drops dead for you if you look at it hungry. The ultimate
Dragon’s Tooth, except that Sangster would never use that derogatory term for
something she approved of.



The crowd approved our plan, especially the part about collecting gene samples
from each sheep. It was a nuisance to do, but | knew it would settle them down.
Herders know as well as anybody how desperately we need diversity within a
species. | was offering to clone any sheep we lost to the rexes in the process of my
investigation. That meant they’ d lose the time it took to bring the sheep back to
breeding age, but that they wouldn’t lose any genetic variation.

Moustafa volunteered to help Susan with the sampling. So did a handful of
others. Then the rest of the crowd dispersed, leaving us to get down to business at
last.

Moustafa led the way to the sheep pen where Janzen and Leo had bagged my
baby rex. The enclosure looked like every single one I’ ve ever seen, identical to
those at Gogol, identical to every other onein Last Edges aswell, no doubt. The
sheep inside sounded like the crowd had—Iots of milling, scuffling, and bleating.

The moment we rounded the corner and saw the sheep, | had to clamp my jaw
hard to keep from laughing. The sheep were an eye-popping sky blue, every single
one of them! Susan did burst into laughter. | elbowed her hard in theribs. “Don’t
you dare laugh at Mike's sheep,” | told her.

Mike had been trying for a breed that could eat Mirabilan plant life without killing
itself. What he' d gotten was a particularly hardy type that tasted just as good as the
original, but sprouted that unbelievable shade of blue wool. Mike had promptly
dubbed them “Dylan Thomas sheep,” and offered them out to the herders. Janzen
and Moustafa had obviously taken him up on the offer.

Susan smmered down, just barely, to giggles. “But, Mama Jason,” she said, “all
this fuss because a Dragon’s Tooth might eat a Dragon’s Tooth...”

And at that Janzen laughed too. He looked at Susan. “I hadn’t thought of it that
way, but, now that you mention it, it isfunny.” He cocked an eyebrow at Moustafa,
who sighed and said, “Y ou aways were nuts, Janzen. Y eah. It sfunny.”

Moustafa looked at me more seriously, though. “But we can’t afford to lose
many. It's not as if we've got a high population to play around with. We don’t even
dare interbreed them with the Earth-authentics until we' ve built up the flock to twice
this size or more.”

| nodded. The kid was as sensible as Janzen. | wasn't surprised he' d taken a shot
at therex. In his position, | probably would have too. Hell, I'd have doneit if they’d
been the Earth-authentics. Why mess around? “ Okay, Susan,” | said, “ Start with this
flock. Make sure you get one of each.”

If the artificial wombs were free thiswinter, I'd see Mike's pet project doubled,
whether we needed them or not. Pretty damn things once you got over the initial
shock. They smelled godawful, of course, but what sheep doesn’t? The wool made
beautiful cloth and even more beautiful rugs. It was already something of a posh item
al over Mirabile.

“All yours,” | said to Susan, and she and Moustafa set to work.



| followed Leo aong the fence, watching where | put my feet. When you’ ve got
an expert tracker, you stay out of hisway and’ let him do his job. Janzen knew this
just aswell as| did, so he was the one, not me, who grabbed Sangster to keep her
from overstepping Leo and messing up any signs of the rex.

It wasn’t long before Leo stopped and pointed us off across the sheep field. |
shouldered my gear and we set out to track the kangaroo rex.

Tracking akangaroo isn’t as easy as you might think, even with the help of a
world-classtracker like Leo. (I'm not so bad at it myself. Neither is Janzen, asit
turns out.) These kangaroos were reds (I don’t mean the warning-light red that
signals that some critter is about to chain up to something else; | mean alovely
tawny animal red) and they are world-class distance jumpers, especially when they’re
panicked. They had been by Moustafa s rifle shot, which meant they’ d been
traveling in leaps of fifteen to twenty feet. So it was check the launch spot, then cast
about for the landing and subsequent relaunch.

It was only guesswork that we were following the rex’ s mother anyway. We
wouldn’t know her to look at her. Only afull gene-read could tell usthat. I'd haveto
sample most of the roos in the mob to find out how many of them were capable of
producing baby rexes.

Sangster bent down to uproot aweed or two. When | frowned at her for taking
the time, she held out the plant to me and said, “That’ Il kill asheep assureasa
kangaroo rex will.”

Janzen looked over. “Surer,” he said. “I till don’t know if kangaroo rexes eat
sheep.” To me, he added, “But that will poison one. That’s lambkill.”

| amost laughed. Like any Mirabilan species we' ve had occasion to work with, it
has afancy Latin name, but thiswas thefirst I’d heard its common name. The fancy
Latin name is an exact trandation. Sounded like Granddaddy Jason’ s work to me.

Sangster stooped to pull another. Curious how small they were. Must mean they
policed the fields very carefully. These were newly sprouted. | spotted one and
pulled it myself, then stuck my head up and looked for Leo again. He' d found the
next set of footprints.

Good thing the roos have such big feet. In this kind of wiry, springy scrub we
wouldn’t have had much chance otherwise. Leo wiped sweat from his forehead and
pointed toward the oasis in the distance. “Chances are they’ || be there, including our
rex’s mother. In this heat, they’ |l be keeping to the shade to conserve water.” He
glanced at Janzen. “Isthat the only natural source of water in the area?’

Janzen nodded.

| squinted into the shimmer. The plants had that spiky look of Mirabilan
vegetation. There was adistinct break between the Earth-authentic lichens and scrub,
then afence, then abroad strip of desert, then the dark green of the Mirabilan oasis.
The broad strip of desert was maybe twenty hops for aroo, or looked that way
from thisangle.



“Even the roos are a problem,” Sangster observed. “ They can hop the
fence—they bring the lambkill seedsin on their fur.”

“It'd blow in from there,” | said. “Same asit did at Gogol.” | couldn’t helpiit. I'd
been wondering ever since | first spotted her in the crowd. “Herder Sangster, what
made you leave Gogol ?’

Sangster scowled, not exactly at me. “It’s Grafter Sangster now. | lost my flock,
seventy percent of it anyway.”

Leo said, “ To the kangaroo rexes?’

She just about glared him into the ground. “To the lambkill,” she said. “After we
got rid of the rexes and the roos that bred them, the lambkill was still there. Worse
than ever, it seemed.”

“Yes,” Janzen put in. “When Moustafa and | were deciding where to raise Mike's
flock of Thomas sheep, | did some checking in the various areas available.
Something in the EC here makes the lambkill less prevalent... or less deadly perhaps.
The death count attributable to it isn’t nearly as high here asit is around Gogol.” He
cocked his head, which made his resemblance to Leo all the stronger. “ Say! Maybe
you could find out what the difference is?’

“Maybe | could,” | said, making it clear | would certainly look into the problem.
“But for now let’ s find those roos. I’ [l put Susan on soil and vegetation samples as
soon as she’ s done with sheep.”

To my surprise, he frowned. “Isn’t she alittle young...?’

“When's your birthday?’ | asked him. When he told me, | said, “Y eah, | guess
from your point of view sheisalittle young. Y ou’ ve got two months on her.”

“Oops,” said Janzen. “Sorry.”
“No skin off my nose,” | told him.

L eo grinned and slapped Janzen on the shoulder. “Would be skin off hisif Susan
had heard him, though. Rightly, too.” Leo put an easy arm around Janzen's
shoulder. “ Susan’ s the one who devel oped the odders, Janz. Y ou know, the
neo-otters that keep the canals around Torville free of clogweed?’

Janzen looked rightly impressed. Good for Leo, | thought, rub it in just enough so
the lesson takes.

“Besides,” Leo said, “if age had any bearing on who gets what job, Annie and |
would be sitting in the shade somewhere sipping mint juleps and fanning ourselves.
Now, could we get on with this before we all, young and old alike, melt?’

So we did. The strip of desert was wider than I’ d thought. We' d need that spring
as much as the roos did. Of course, they were quite sensibly lying in the shade
(drinking mint juleps, no doubt, whatever they were—I’d have to remember to ask
L eo about that later), going nowhere until the cool of evening.

We'd lost our specific roo (if we'd ever had her) on the broad rocky flat that lay
between the strip of desert and the oasis. We paused in the first bit of welcoming



shade.

Without aword, Leo signed the rest of usto wait while he moved further in to
scout the location of the mob without panicking it. | handed him the cell-sampler. If
he saw anything that looked like arex, | wanted an instant sample. | needed to know
If more than one mother was breeding them.

For along while, it was quiet, except for the sound of running water and the
damned yakking of the chatterboxes. Every planet must have something like
this—it’s simply the noisiest creature in the EC. It keeps up a constant racket unless
something disturbs it. When the chatterboxes shut up, you know you're in trouble.
Most people think the chatterboxes are birds, and that’ s good enough most
ways—they fly, they lay eggs, what more could you ask of birds?

I, for one, prefer that my birds have feathers. Technically speaking, feathers are
required. The chatterboxes are alot closer to lizards. | guess the closest
Earth-authentic would be something like a pterodactyl, except that al the pterodactyl
reconstructionsin ships' files showed them brown or green. | wonder what the
pal eontol ogi sts back on Earth would have made of ours.

The chatterboxes, besides being noisy, are the most vivid colors
Imaginable—blues and reds and purples and yellows—and in some of the most
tastel ess combinations you can imagine. They make most Mirabilan predators
violently ill, which shouldn’t come as much of a surprise. The eggs are edible
though, and not just to Mirabilan predators.

We watched and listened to the chatterboxes, thinking all the while, I’'m sure, that
we ought to bring home some eggs if we lucked onto a nest.

Then Leo was back.

He leaned close and spoke in a quiet voice. The chatterboxes kept right on.
“Annie, I’ve found the maob, but | didn’t see anything that looked like a rex—nothing
out of the ordinary at all. Just browsing kangaroos.”

“Chances are, mineisthe first one, then. Do you think we can all get alook
without sending themin al directions?’

“Depends on your big feet.”
“Thanks,” | told him.

The whole bunch of us headed out as quietly as we knew how. I’ d been worried
about Sangster, but she’ d obviously taken the kids' training course to heart—she
was as quiet asthe rest of us.

We worked our way through sharpscrub, dent-de-lion, careless weed, spurts, and
stick-me-quick. It was mostly uphill. The terrain here was mostly rock with avery
slender capping of soil. Leo brushed past a stand of creve-coeur and collected a
shirtful of its nasty burrs, saving us all from asimilar fate. | didn’t envy him the task
of picking them out.

At last Leo stopped us. Kneeling, he dlid forward, motioning me to follow. Our



faces inches apart, we peered through a small stand of lighten-me.

There was the tiny trickle of stream that fed this oasis. In the shade of the
surrounding trees lolled the mob of kangaroos, looking for the moment not so much
like amob as like a picnic luncheon. There were perhaps twenty in clear view, and
not a striped hip among them. Still, that meant there were plenty more we couldn’t
see.

It was also quite possible that the mother of our rex had been ostracized because
of her peculiar offspring. That happened often enough with Dragon’s Teeth.

Beside me there was an intake of breath. The chatterboxes paused momentarily,
then, to my relief, went right back to their chattering. Sangster pointed into the
sharpscrub to my |eft.

| caught just the quickest glimpse of stripes, followed it to the end of its bound.
Asit knelt on its forepaws to drink from the stream, | could see it had the face and
jaw of ared kangaroo, but the haunches were very faintly striped. | nodded to her.
Good bet, that one. Different enough to be worth the first check.

Taking the cell-sampler back from Leo, | backed up—still on my hands and
knees—and skinned around to get as close as | could. (Skinned being the operative
word in that EC. My palms would never be the same.) Just at that moment, two of
the adol escents started a kicking match.

Their timing was perfect. | took advantage of the distraction, rose, tiptoed
forward, and potted Striped Rump with the sampler. It twitched and looked around
but wasn't in the least alarmed. All it did was lean back on itstail and scratch the
areawith aforepaw, for all the world like a human sob.

Very dowly, | reeled in the sample. (I’ ve startled too many creaturesreeling in
samples not to be aware of that problem.) Once | had it, | stashed it in my pack,
reloaded, and popped a second roo, this time a male—all chest and shoulders, a
good seven-footer. If the rexes got that big, | would be awfully hard put to convince
anybody they should be kept.

Not that it looked menacing now. It was lying belly-up in the deep shade, with its
feet inthe air. Just now, it looked like a stuffed toy some kid had dropped.

| knew better: Mike had gotten into an altercation with ared that size once, and it
had taken 341 stitches to repair the damage.

Roos use their claws to dig for edible roots. They panic, those claws |l do just as
efficient ajob digging holesin your face.

Two sampled. | figured the best thing to do was keep sampling aslong as |
could. I got eleven more without incident. Then | almost walked into the fourteenth.

Its head jerked up from the vie-sans-joie it and its joey were browsing. The joey
dived headfirst into mama’ s pouch.

| knew it was all over, so | shot the sampler at the mother point-blank, as the joey
somersaulted within her pouch to stare at me wide-eyed between its own hind feet.



Mammatook off like a shot.

Next thing | knew, the chatterboxes werein the air, dead silent except for the
sound of their wings, and every kangaroo was bounding every which way.

Janzen and Leo were on their feet in the same moment, dragging Sangster to hers
aswell. Less chance of being jumped on if the roos were stampeding away from
you. Leo bellowed at them, just to make sure.

Troubleis, you can’'t count on aroo to do anything but be the damn dumb
creature it is—so three of them headed straight for Leo and company.

Janzen dived left. Still bellowing, Leo dived right. And there stood Sangster, right
in the middle, unable to pick a direction. She took one step left, a second right—that
little dance that people do in the street just before they bump into each other.

Striped Rump was still aimed straight for her.

| raised my shotgun and aimed for Striped Rump. “No, Annie!” Leo shouted. But
| was thinking of Mike—I sighted.

Three things happened at once: Leo hooked afoot at Sangster’s ankle and jerked
her out of the path of the roo, Janzen bellowed louder than ever I'd heard Leo
manage, and | squeezed the trigger.

Striped Rump touched one toe to the ground and reversed direction in mid-leap.
My shot passed over its shoulder as it bounded away from Sangster. By the time the
shot had finished echoing off the rocks, there wasn't aroo to be seen anywhere.

| charged over to where Leo was picking Sangster up and dusting her off. Polite
full-body-check, that was. From his nod, she was just fine, so | spared a glance for
Janzen, who seemed likewise.

“Dammit, woman!” Leo said. “What happened to ‘Don’t shoot unlessit’s
absolutely necessary’ ? That was your likeliest prospect.”

“The hell with you, Leo. Y ou’ve never seen anybody mangled by aroo.” It came
out tired. The adrenaline rush was gone and the heat was suddenly unbearable. “1I'm
not in the mood to be scolded right now. You can do it later, when I'm ready to
thank you for saving old Striped Rump.”

| glared at Sangster. “If you'refit to travel, | vote we get the hell out of this sun
and let me process my samples.”

She opened her mouth, alittle round “0” of a shape, asif to say something. Then
she just nodded.

We slogged our way back across the sheep range. By the time we reached the
shade of Janzen’s digs, | was unpissed enough to growl at Leo, “What’samint
julep? Maybe | could use one.”

L eo shot a sidelong glance at Janzen, who grinned and said, “Y ou know | keep
the mixings. Y ou also know you're al welcometo stay at my place.” He cocked his
head dightly to the side, “If you don’t tell Susan what anidiot | am.”



“WE'll let her find out on her own,” Leo said.
Which settled that—and us as well.

| was almost into the welcome shade of Janzen’ s house when Sangster grabbed at
my arm. | turned—the look on her face was downright ferocious. Here it comes
again, | thought. Death to the kangaroo rex!

Instead, she demanded, “Why?" That ferocious ook was still there.
| blinked. “Why what, dammit?’
“Why did you shoot at that damned roo?”

Some people just don't get it, ever. | shook my head and sighed. “Humans are
the most endangered species on Mirabile,” | said, “and you want to know why |
fired?’

That was all | had the patience for. | turned on my heel, yanked away from her,
and fairly dived into the coolness of Janzen’s house, |etting the door slam behind me
as my final word on the subject.

The mint julep improved my outlook no end, so | keyed into Janzen’s computer
(rank hath its privileges) and entered the samples I’ d picked up. While | was waiting
for my readout, | checked my office files to see what the rest of the team had come
up with.

First thing | got was areal pretty schematic of my kangaroo rex. It was an even
neater bit of engineering than I’ d thought at first—the teeth at the side of the jaws
(they were two inches long!) worked across each other, like butchers' shears. What
with the 180-degree jaw span, that would give it an awesome ability to shear bone.
Sheep bone was well within its capabilities.

That still didn’t mean it ate sheep, but it didn’'t help the cause any.

Next | got the gene-reads on the secondary helices. Didn’t recognize either worth
adamn. Neither had Chie-Hoon, because there was a note appended that said
simply, “Annie: Sorry, neither of these looks familiar to me. We're checking them
against ships' records now. Let you know what we find.”

That’ d be sometime the next day. A search and match takes entirely too much
time, always assuming that there is a match. Lord only knew what was in those
portions of ships' records we'd lost in transit.

The gene-read on Striped Rump was about what |’ d expected, just afew twists
off normal red kangaroo.

“Roo stew?’ said avoice behind me.

“Sure,” | said, without looking up, “still perfectly edible, despite those.” | tapped
the offending genes on the monitor.

“Janzen,” said Leo’svoice, “No point talking to her when she’ s reading genes.
She' s not talking about the same thing you are.”

That was enough to make me turn away from the screen. | looked at Janzen.



“Sorry,” | said, “What was it you wanted to know?’

“1 just asked if you'd mind having roo stew for dinner. | intend to eat alot of roo
whilel still have the option.”

“Say yes, Annie.” That was Leo again. “Janzen and Moustafa make the best roo
stew I’ve ever had. Even Chris couldn’t beat their recipe.”

“That’ s some recommendation! Can | get in on this?’ That was Susan. “| put the
sheep samplesin the truck, Mama Jason; all set for in vitro in case we need them. Is
that your rex breeder? Sangster won't talk about what you guys found. What did
you do to her? Threaten her with a corn crop that sprouts cockroaches?’

“Onething at atime,” | said. “Janzen, yes, thank you. I’m extremely fond of roo
myself. Will there be enough for Susan too, or shall | make her eat rations?’

Susan threatened to punch me. Janzen grinned at her and said, “Plenty enough,
Susan. Now | know why Leo wants to hook up with Annie. Just histype.”

To change the subject, | tapped the monitor again and said, “ That’s our most
likely candidate for rex breeder. | was just about to check for secondary helices.
Y ou can watch over my shoulder, unless you want to watch how Janzen and
Moustafa make stew. The recipe d make a good birthday present for Chris...?’

Susan looked horribly torn for abrief moment. Janzen grinned at her again and
said, “I’ll write out our recipe for you, Susan. Y ou stick here and tell me what | need
to know about the kangaroo rexes.” The kid had a lot in common with his granddad.

While Susan pulled up achair, | turned back to the monitor and started reading
genes again. Y up, there was a secondary helix, al right. | split the screen, called up
the gene-read on my kangaroo rex, and compared the two. No doubt about it.
“Thanks for saving old Striped Rump, Leo. She'sit.”

| stored that to send back to the lab and called up the next sample. “Let’s see
how many other rex breeders we' ve got.”

By the time Moustafa dished out the roo stew, I’ d found two more rex breedersin
the sample of thirteen. And they were all remarkably consistent about it. “Hell,” said
Leo.

“Not exactly, Noisy,” Susan said. “ That means most likely the kangaroo rex is an
intermediate for an Earth-authentic.”

| was momentarily more interested in the stew than in anything else. It lived up to
Leo’shilling. | was still trying to place the spices Janzen and M oustafa used when
Leo laid ahand on my arm to get my attention. “Mmmph?’ | said, through a
mouthful.

“You've got to train your assistants to use lessjargon,” he said.
| scooped up another forkful of stew and simply eyed Susan.

“Ooops,” she said. “Sorry, Noisy. A true Dragon’s Tooth isusually a
chimera—nbits and pieces of the genetic material of two very different species. Even
aplant-animal combination’s possible. But it’s not consistent.



“1f we' ve got three roos that are going to at some time produce rexes, all of
which are close enough genetically to interbreed, then most likely it’snot a Dragon’s
Tooth. Most likely it’ sthefirst visible step on the chain up to another
Earth-authentic.” She waited anxiously to seeif he'd gotten it thistime. When he
nodded, she dived back into her own dinner. “ Great stew, Moustafa, Janzen. I'd
sure hateit if we haveto kill off the roos.”

“Any idea just how big the roo population is?’ | asked the two local kids.

They exchanged a glance. Moustafa said, “Couple hundred, maybe. It never
occurred to me to count.”

Janzen shook his head, meaning it hadn’t occurred to him either, then he said,
“You can get some idea after dinner. Once the sun goes down, most of them will be
out in the pasture, browsing. If it were crops we were raising instead of sheep,
they’ d be a much bigger nuisance than they are now.”

Susan raised a querying brow at him.

“Given any kind of achoice, the roos prefer their food tender, which means they
go for young shoots. That’'d play havoc with any food crop. Sheep will browse
tough stuff that’s inedible to most Earth-authentics, and they’ Il do it right down to
the ground.”

“Yeah,” said Moustafa, “and they’ re too stupid to know what’ s poisonous and
what isn't.”

That reminded me. “Excuse me aminute,” | said, but | took my bowl of stew
with me while | went to the computer to call up the home team.

| got Mike, which was good luck, and there were no emergencies in the offing,
which was better. “1 need an EC workup on Gogol. Can you get me one by
tomorrow evening?’ At hislook, | said, “It doesn’'t have to be complete. Just a
preliminary. Quick and dirty isfine. We'll do acomplete if anything interesting
shows up.” Hislook hadn’t improved, so | added, “Take Selima. With two of you,
it'll go faster and won't be quite as dirty.”

That fixed the look right up. Ah, young love... ain’t it handy? “ Anything new |
should know about?’

“Yeah.” Thistime he grinned. “Y our kangaroo rex didn’t recognize lamb as
edible.”

Behind me, someone said, “All right!” on anote of triumph. | ignored that to eye
Mike suspiciousy. When he said nothing further, | voiced hisimplied, “But...?’

“But it could learn that trick. Right now itsidea of superb cuisine is chatterboxes,
grubroots, and gladrats.”

Interesting. Those were al Mirabilan, and all pests from our point of view.
“That’s certainly initsfavor,” | said. “They’re al of a sizetoo—nowhere near the
size of sheep.”

“Means nothing. There' s only one rex on the premises. Who knows what size



prey amob of them will take on.”

“l know,” | said, “but that gives me more breathing space here.” | thought about
it amoment then got an inspiration. “Mike? Try it on those damn jumping fish next
timeit looks hungry.”

That brought a grin from Mike. “Annie,” he said, “our luck’s not that good this
summer. Besides, the rexes wouldn’t do well in that EC.”

“Just try it. And shoot me that EC report as soon as you can.” | broke the
connection, picked up my bowl, and—still thinking about it—headed back for the
dinner table. | amost ran Leo down. | looked around me. The whole troop had been
looking over my shoulder. “Sit,” | said, “my apologies. We will now give the stew
the attention it deserves.”

Which we did, and when we were done, it was time for Janzen and Moustafa to
see to their sheep for the evening... and for me and Leo to place ourselves
strategically in the fields to see how many roos showed up to browse—and how
many of them were breeding rexes.

We ran into half adozen of the locals and enlisted three. Susan dug out two more
samplers, but those went to Leo and Susan herself. (We're short on equipment. |
put that on the docket for winter, making more samplers or finding somebody who
wanted the job.)

Sangster was nowhere to be seen. Despite Susan’s earlier comment, | had no
doubt she was off somewhere raising the level of hysteria. | could have kicked
myself for not dragging Sangster in with us that afternoon, just to keep her out of
trouble.

It would have been alovely evening for hanky-panky. Too bad Leo was on the
opposite edge of the field. With the sun going down, there was a bit of nip in the air.
Dew had started to condense and | was wet to the knees, but | laid out a bit of tarp
to sit on and to drag around my shoulders and settled down to count roos.

They weren’t much worried about humans, as it turned out. At the moment, that
was aplus. If the rexes had the same inclination, though, it would be just one more
thing to worry about.

Susan I’ d stationed roughly in eyeshot—at least, with the help of agood
flashlight. But pretty soon | was so busy taking samples, that | had no time for more
than an occasional check on her. She was taking samplesjust as furiously as | was.

Moustafa's estimate had been in the hundreds, by which he’d meant maybe two
hundred. I’ d have guessed more. | counted nearly a hundred within the ring of light
my flashlight produced. The flashlight bothered them not at al. They placidly
munched at this, that, and the other. About as peaceful as a herd of cows and about
as bright: one of the youngsters nibbled my tarp before | tapped its nose. Then it
hopped back into mama’ s pouch and glared at me. Mama went on chewing, while |
got samples of both.

In the cool of the evening, they were much more active. The youngsters chased



and kicked each other and alot of mock battles went down, reminding me of nothing
so much as the way Susan and Mike behaved.

More than one of the youngsters had striped hips, so | crept as close as| dared
while they were occupied with each other, to get samples specifically from them.
Once again, amock battle— great leaps in the air and powerful kicks from those
hind legs—covered my movement.

Three older kangaroos paused to look up from their eating, but they looked up at
the antics of the youngsters with the same kind of wearied eye | had been known to
turn on activities of that sort from our younger contingent. Satisfied that the kids
weren't getting into any trouble, they went back to what they’ d been doing, which
was grubbing in the ground, presumably for roots.

Y ou wouldn'’t believe those claws unless you saw them in action. Once again, |
appreciated the muscular shoulders. | frankly didn’t see why a kangaroo rex should
seem any more ferocious—at first glance, anyhow—then a basic kangaroo.
Watching them, | got aticklein the back of my skull. The stuff they were grubbing
up looked familiar. Novalight is romantic, but not as good for some things as for
others. | debated the wisdom of turning my flashlight on them for a better look.

Being old hands, they would not be so likely to take my intrusion as lightly as the
joey had. | didn’'t want to start a stampede. There were just too many of them in the
general neighborhood. | didn’t relish the thought of being run down by several
hundred pounds of panicked roo.

The elder roos looked up, suddenly wary. | abandoned my plan and followed
their point. Some sort of disturbance at the edge of the mob, very near where I’ d last
seen Susan. And damned if | could see her now. There were too many adult roos
between my position and hers.

The nearby roos got a bit skittish. Two of the adult males bounced once in
Susan’ s direction, froze, and watched. A new mob had joined the browsing.

Thiswas a smaller group. Dominant male, two females, and two matching joeys.
Damned if the male didn’t have that striped rump. | didn’t dare edge closer, not with
the nearby roos nervous aready. | held my ground and hoped the quintet of likelies
would pass near enough to Susan for her to get a safe shot at sampling them.

But they skirted Susan (now that my brain was working again, | decided | was
glad they had) and headed in my direction. Closer examination told me that poppa
was aroo. Neither of the mamas was, though. To hell with the striped rump—these
two were plain and simple kangaroo rexes—and most of the nearby roos didn't like
it any morethan | did.

Their movements were different. (Well, let’ s face it—they would be.) Except for
the male, they weren't grazing. They were searching the grass for whatever small
prey the rest of the roos startled into motion. | could see why they liked to hang
around with the browsers. The browsing roos gave them cover and, as often as not,
sent gladrats and grubroots right into those waiting jaws.

| couldn’t recall when I’d ever heard anything eaten with a snap quite that



Impressive, either. | eased back down in the grass, hoping they’ d get close enough
that | could get shots at both the mothers and the joeys. | laid my rifle where | could
reach it at amoment’ s notice and raised my sampler.

To my surprise, the roos around me, after whiffing the air afew times, settled
back to their browsing. When the rexes came close, the roos eased away, but didn’t
panic. Not quite acceptable in public society, | could see, but nothing to worry
about so long as they kept to their own table.

One of the rex joeys pounced after something small in the grass. In the excitement
of the chase, it headed straight for me. | popped it with the sampler on the spot, and
it jumped straight up in the air, came down bouncing the opposite direction, and
headed for mama. It made a coughing bark, the like of which | never heard from a
roo.

Mama made the same coughing sound, bounded over the joey, and the next thing
| knew | was face to face with severa hundred pounds of angry rex. The jaws
snapped as | brought up my gun. Then something hit me in the shoulder with the
force of afreight train. The gun went in one direction, | went in the other, rolling as
best | could to keep from being kicked a second time by the papa roo.

A brilliant flash of light struck in our direction, illuminating the mamarex as she
came after me. There was ayell and a shot from somewhere behind me. | may have
Imagined it, but | swear | felt that bullet pass inches from my right ear.

The mamarex stopped in her tracks—stunned, not shot. The rest of the mobs,
roos and rexes alike, took off in all directions. The ground shook from their
thundering kickoffs and landings.

| scrambled to my feet, the better to dodge if dodging was possible in that chaos.
It was only then that | realized that some damn fool of a human had the kangaroo rex
by thetail, hauling it back asit tried to bound away.

A second damn fool of a human grabbed for the rex’ s feet, dragging them out
from under it so it couldn’t kick.

Dammit! They’d forgotten the teeth!

| was moving before | even put athought to it. Dived, landed roughly on therex’s
head, and grabbed it about the throat, pulling the jaw closed toward my chest and
hanging on for dear life while the thing struggled for all it was worth. It had the worst
damn breath of any creature I’ d ever gotten that foolishly close to.

Through the haze and the brilliance of the artificial light, | saw somebody race up
and plunge a hypodermic needle into the upturned haunch. The rex coughed its
outrage and struggled twice as hard. | aimost suffocated. | don’t even want to think
how close its snap came to my ear.

Somebody else was trying to loop a rope around those thrashing hind legs and
not being very successful about it. I’d have let go, if | could have thought of asafe
way of doing it.

Then all at once the struggle went out of the rex. It kicked weakly afew more



times, then went limp, for al theworld asif it wastoo hot a day to do anything but
lie around in the shade.

The fellow with the rope said, “ Took long enough!” and finished histying—as
neat as any cowboy on ships' film. He whipped another length of rope off his hip,
came round to me, and wrapped the length about the jaw, sealing it temporarily shut.
Then he stood up, dusted off his hands, and said, “Kelly, you' re gonna have to
come up with a better mousetrap. Damned if I'm gonna do that again!”

Sangster uncrimped herself from the rex’ s tail and stood to face him. “Thought
the Texan Guild would be a damn sight better at hog-tying.” The challengein her
voice was unmistakable. “I guessthe Australian Guild will have to handle the rest
aone”

“Hell,” said the Texan, in that peculiar drawl that identifies members of the guild,
“just give us a chance to practice. These things move a sight different than afence
post.”

“You'reon,” said Sangster. “Now let’s get this into the cage before the valium
wears off.” She turned to me and said, “We'll catch the rest of them for you.”

Four of them hefted the limp rex onto their shoulders and started back toward
town.

None of it was making sense, least of all Sangster’ s parting shot. Maybe that
roo’s kick had caught me in the side of the head after all and | just didn’t know it. |
felt like walking wounded.

Must have been stunned, because it wasn’t until Leo and Susan picked up my gun
and my cell sampler and caught my elbows on either side that | even remembered to
make sure they were okay themselves.

Leo looked about like | felt. Susan was fine, bounding along, half in front of us,
half trying to carry me by my elbow, asif she’'d caught the bounds from the roos.
“Mama Jason,” she caroled as she bounced, “I’m so glad you' re okay! That was
about the most exciting thing that’ s ever happened to me, ever! Wasn't it, Noisy?
Have you ever seen anything like that in your life? Just wait until | tell Chrisand Elly
and Mike...”

None of that seemed to require any response from me, so | saved my breath for
waking.

“ Are we going to catch the rest of them?’ she demanded at last. “What about the
rex’sjoey? Shouldn’t we find it? Maybe it wasn't weaned yet.”

From the brief look I’ d gotten at the joeys, chances were Susan was right. If the
rex they’ d shot full of valium lived, we'd still lose the rex joey.

But when we rounded the corner, we found a makeshift cage—a big one, much to
my relief—built onto atransport trailer that sat right next to Sangster’ s house. In it
was the mamarex, still groggy but unmuzzled now, and her joey. At least, | hoped it
was hers. It was pretty damned angry, but was expending most of its energy trying
to get aresponse out of mama.



The entire town of Last Edges and then some had turned out to gawk. Sangster
lounged against the cage like she owned ‘ em both. When she saw us coming, she
nodded and took a few steps to meet us.

“Earth used to have zoos,” she said, with no preamble. Glancing at the Texan
Guilder, she added, “Ramanathan checked out the references for usin ships' files.”
She folded her arms across her chest and, with an air of pronouncement, finished,
“We' ve decided we don’'t mind if you keep them in azoo. We'll catch the rest of
them for you.”

That was not what I'd had in mind at all. Still, | wasn't going to make any
objection as long asit kept Sangster and her crew from shooting them on sight.
“Who's funding this zoo?’ | said, “and who' s going to catch the grubroots and
gladrats to feed them?’

Sangster and the Texan exchanged glances. “We'll talk about it later,” she said.

I’ll just bet, | thought, but didn’t say it. | shrugged and turned to plod back to
Janzen’ s place. | needed a hot soak to get the kinks out. My shoulder was beginning
to stiffen from the bruises I’ d gotten. (At least, | hoped it wasn’'t worse than
bruises.) “Get that joey something to eat,” | said. “ They were hunting when you
interrupted them. Grubroots will do just fine. That’s what it was after.”

| left. Somebody would see to it—probably Janzen.

Sangster caught up with me at the door to Janzen’s place. “| talked the Australian
Guild into cooperating. | can talk them into funding the zoo, too. Marsupials are our
jurisdiction. Maybe the rex is an Earth-authentic that got lost with the missing ships
files”

“Maybe,” | said, stopping to consider her. Damned strange woman. | was sure
from her manner that she was till mad as all hell at me, so none of this made sense.
“More likely an intermediate, ready to chain up to an Earth-authentic.”

“We want them off the sheep range,” she said. “It’ sthis or kill the roos again. We
talked the Texan Guild into helping us. We can get them all for your zoo.”

What could | say? “Until the next batch chains up from the roos.” | shrugged one
more time.

Sangster scowled deeper. “| saved this pair for you. | talked them into making a
zoo. Now we're even.”

She practically spat that |ast at me, then she turned on her heel and stamped away,
raising dust with her fury.

Even for what? | wondered. Damn strange woman, like | said before.

| woke up stiff all over. Susan was balanced on the edge of my cot, barely able to
contain herself. “What?’ | said.

“They caught the other mamarex and her joey last night, Mama Jason. We get to
keep them after all.”

“Zoo is not my idea of keegping them, dammit. Just sheer luck they haven't killed



any of them yet, between the valium and beating them into submission.” | tried to get
coherent but I’ m not ready for mornings, ever. “Read up on zoos—and | don’t
mean the cursory reading Sangster and her mates did. Zoos always held the last
individuals of the species: they were a death sentence.”

“Oh,” shesaid. “Mike called. He and Selima are up at Gogol, doing that EC
check you wanted. He'll have it this evening.”

“Good. | want you to do the same here. | want it this evening, too.”
“Betchal’ m faster than Mike.”
“Better be cleaner, too,” | said, “or faster doesn’t count.”

She grinned at me, bounded off the cot, and was out the door without another
word. Guaranteed her report would be both faster and cleaner than Mike' s—unless |
called Mike and issued the same challenge, that is. | dragged myself out of bed.
Breakfast first, to get the mind moving, then to the computer to see what, if anything,
was new from the lab.

What was new was a note from Chie-Hoon. “ Skipped an emergency meeting of
the Australian Guild for this, Annie, so you' d better appreciateit.” Appended were
reconstructions of the two critters our rexes were planning to chain up to.

Chie-Hoon had a gift for that: take the gene chart and draw from it a picture of
what the resulting animal would look like. There were no Latin names for *em, which
meant Chie-Hoon hadn’t been able to find a gene-read for either in ships' records.

Thefirst one was just a variant on roo. The second was, well, asweird athing as
I’d ever seen, including the Mirabilan jumping fish. It had the same jaw and jaw span
asthe rexes, but it was a quadruped. The tail wasn't asthick (it didn’t need the tail
for balance the way the roos did) and the hip stripes continued up to the shoulders,
narrowing as they went. Basic predator with camouflage stripes.

The pouch opening aimed toward the tail, instead of toward the head. Took me a
moment to figure that out—keypt the baby from falling out while the critter chased
prey, probably also kept it from getting scratched up on creve-coeur in the same
circumstances. What it boiled down to was a marsupia version of awolf. Probably
wouldn’'t stack up too well against the mammalian wolf (a species |’ m rather partia
to), but it was a fine off-the-wall bit of work nonetheless.

Then | went on to the note from Mike. As Susan had said, he and Selimawere on
their way. Susan had forgotten to pass along the final message, which was that my
courting present thought the jumping fish were great toys but showed not the
dightest interest in eating them. As Mike said, our luck’s not that good this summer.

“How’ s the shoulder this morning, Annie?’ Leo looked like he'd been up and
around for hours already.

“Stiff,” | said—and bless his sweet soul, he came right in to massage it—"|
appreciate your courting gift al the more, now that | know what kind of fight you
went through to catch it for me.



“All inthe name of love,” he said, and | could feel hisgrin light up the room all
around meeveniif | couldn’'t seeit. “What can | do for you today?’

“Join me on along, probably useless, but definitely exhausting walk around the
sheep fields. Unless you could pick out the spot the Australian Guild grabbed the
rex in the daylight?’ Probably too much to hope for.

“l can pick it out,” he said. “That big a scrabble left signs... and | know about
where you were afew moments before.”

“What would | do without you?’

So we headed out. The route took us past the caged rexes. Some fifteen people
were still standing about staring in at them—some tourist attraction, all right. Safe but
scary, as Leo had said once in another context.

| wanted to see how they were faring myself, so | shoved through the crowd. One
of the gawkers had a stick and was using it to poke at the baby rex through the bars
of the cage. Just to rileit and make its mother charge him.

As| got there, the mother was just rebounding off the wire. | snatched the stick
out of the bastard’ s hand and slapped him a good one alongside the head with it.
“You likethat?' | demanded.

“Hell, no!” he said.
“Then what makes you think that creature does?’

“I—" He looked sheepish for a moment, then defiant. “I just wanted to see them
move around some. They weren’'t doing anything.”

“Roos don’t do anything in this heat, either. That’ s their way of conserving water,
you damn fool. Who raised you?’

Stunned, he told me.

“Well, they ought to be ashamed of themselves. They damn sure didn’t teach you
the sense god gave the rexes there.”

“Hey! You can’t talk about my raisers—

“Then you oughta stop doing stupid things that lead me to believe they raised you
wrong.”

That did it. | watched him go all embarrassed.
“Sorry,” he said at last. “ Everybody else was doing it.”

“Then prove to methat you're a cut better. First, you get the rexes some water,
so they can replace what they’ ve lost. Then you get that damned Australian Guild to
move this into the shade. Then you can stand here and make sure nobody else beats
up on therexes. Then I’'ll revise my opinion of your raisers. Got that?’

“Yes, ma am!”

Y es, ma am, and he'd do it, too. | was satisfied he’' d keep them from being
harassed further.



Then | got achance to look at the rexes. The other joey was dragging afoot.
Hellfire and damnation, they’ d broken itsleg catching it. | roared at Leo, “ Get
Sangster and get her damned Australians down here right now!”

So we spent most of the afternoon coaxing the injured joey out of the cage so we
could splint itsleg. Zoos, just love’em. Hope the guy that invented 'em wound up in
acage all hisown—in the sun.

Sangster and her mates were apologetic but clearly had no intention of giving up
their plan to catch any more rexes that turned up for their zoo. Oughta be a damned
law to protect animals from people.

It was cooling toward evening when Leo and | finally set out to look for the spot |
had in mind. Something was still niggling me about that, but the whole struggle with
the rex had shoved it completely out of my head. | was hoping if | saw the spot
again, the same thought might come back.

Leo found it for mein record time. Would have taken me twice as long. He stood
in the middle of the spot where the first rex had been when that blinding light and
stunning shot hit it al at once. “Now you see if you can reconstruct your position
from that,” he said. “Just pretend I’m a kangaroo rex.”

“You haven't got the jaw for it, Leo.” | cast about and made some good guesses.
They were good enough that | found bits of the broken cell sampler there. | flopped
down next to the bits and glanced around. Nothing jogged my memory, so | closed
my eyes and tried to seeit again.

That worked: the roos (not the rexes) had been digging up plants just there. |
hauled myself to my feet and went over to look.

The plants the roos had been grubbing up were still there, shriveled in the heat and
utterly unrecognizable. Fine. | could still do agene-read on them if | did it now.
“Okay,” | said. “Back to Janzen's. Y ou can make me amint julep. If thisiswhat |
hopeit is, we'll toast Mirabile.”

What with one thing and ancther, | didn’t get my gene-read on the withered plants
until after dinner. It was just what | expected it to be, so | put in acall to Mike out at
Gogol. Mike and Selima couldn’t be found for me (aha!) but they’d left their EC run
inmy file.

“Susan!” | yelled and she came running. “Y ou finish that EC check for me?’

She looked smug. “Onfile,” she said. “Did | beat Mike out?’

| cued up her file. “Mike’ s was filed roughly the same time as yours but then he
had extra hands—Selima was with him.”

“Oh,” said Susan. “Well, it'sonly fair to say | had extra hands, too. Janzen
helped me.” That made her look smugger and set off a second aha!, which | did not
voice, asmuch as| enjoyed it.

| read through Susan’s EC on Last Edges, then went to Mike' s from Gogol a
second time, then pulled hard copy on both. “Gotcha,” | said, as th