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DNA Pr ospect or

© 1997 by Jerry J. Davis

James G egson passed the |last of the carnivorous trees and was
hal fway t hrough the clearing before he realized there were two nmen
in his canp. One sat on a log and the other on his chair, relaxing,
maki ng thensel ves right at home. Not far away was a black and red
jeep, and on the jeep's door was the Bankrightk conpany | ogo.

One of the men | ooked up as Gregson approached. Gegson didn't
seem much of a threat; he was tall but good-natured | ooking, with
curly black hair and brown eyes. In his arms, however, was a | ong,
el egantly crafted electronic rifle.

"Look at the size of that stunner!"™ The man excl ai ned,
| aughi ng. He was thin, small, and had a pinched-1ooking face. He
wore an gray-green junpsuit with what |ooked Iike 50
random y- pl aced pockets, and had a nanme-tag that read, JACKO "What
is it, a hundred years ol d?"

The ot her man, who was taller, rounder of features, wore all
bl ack and was carrying a 10mm projectile pistol. His shirt bore the
Bankri ghtk | ogo and underneath was the stitched-in name RUDD. "W
hear you're really onto sonething, Gegson," he said

"l don't appreciate you coming into my canp like this,"
Gregson said. "This area is staked and registered to nme, and you're
trespassing. "

"Hey, you don't have to go all huffy with us," said Jacko.
"We're here to offer you a position with Bankrightk."

"A job?"

Jacko nodded.

"Prospecting?" G egson asked.

"DNA prospecting."

"For what? A salary?"

"Sal ary, expenses, and a cut. Mre than you' re getting right
now --"

"VWhich is nothing," Rudd said. "W ran a check on your
account. You're broke."

Gregson powered up his rifle. The indicator lights flashed on
startling the two nmen, who stood suddenly and backed off a few
meters. "I didn't spend ny life's savings to get all the way out to
this hairball of a planet, live in atent in a field of mud, and
eat gristle wornms and drink peat water for a year and a half, just
so | could have a cut of what | discover."

"They' re maki ng you a generous offer,’
going to be repeated."”

"You can repeat it until doomsday. |'m here as an independent,
and whatever | discover is mne. A hundred-percent nine."

"I don't think he's interested," Jacko said to Rudd.

"Your alternative is no enploynent at all,"” Rudd told G egson.
"It's hard to go prospecting when you're laid up in a nmed center."

"Acci dents happen so suddenly," Jacko said. "You never know
when to expect them"

"That's true," Gregson said. He slung the stun rifle over his
shoul der. "You want to make an acci dent happen, do it now "

Jacko and Rudd gl anced nervously at each other.

"If you threaten ne, you'd better be ready to back it up,"”
Gregson told them "I've killed deadlier creatures than you on five
different worlds, and | wasn't using an old stun gun, either."

Rudd sneered. "G egson, you're way over your head." He and
Jacko turned and wal ked off toward their jeep. Gegson let out his

Jacko said. "It's not
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breath and rel axed. He watched as they started the jeep's engine
and runbl ed of f over the uneven ground. Wen it was out of sight he
| eaned his rifle against the log and collapsed in his folding chair
with a sigh.

#

The main difference between civilized worlds and new col oni es,
Gregson noticed, was that one had paved wal kways and the ot her had
dirt paths. This planet, Aeolus, didn't even have dirt paths. He
made his way through the broken foliage, following the trail that
the Bankrightk jeep had pl owed back toward "town." H's stun rifle,
whi ch was an antique his father once used, was slung casually over
hi s shoul der.

Gregson knew the nonment he heard Bankrightk had established an
office on this planet he was going to have trouble. He, like his
father before him had wandered to the farthest reaches of hunman
space to get away fromthe corporations. It was no use, though --
wherever he went they would sooner or later show up. It stood to
reason that if there was a huge profit to be nmade, that is where
the corporations would go. It was |like that throughout history. A
few brave souls would strike out into the unknown, searching for
that one big discovery, but the nonent anything val uable was found
the corporations would step in and take it over

Hal fway to town Gregson nmade a detour, picking his way through
the branches and undergrow h, following the snell of hot bacon and
fried eggs, and -- oh heaven! -- freshly brewed coffee. The trees
thinned and were replaced by Earth plants; rows of corn, potatoes,
cabbage, carrots, tomatoes. There were pens with pigs, cows, and a
few horses. Chickens roanmed about, each with a silver inhibitor
band around their necks to keep themfromwandering too far. This
was Vern Hudson's farm and the farm house ahead was a | arge
cylindrical water storage tank off one of the first col ony ships.
The crops and the animals were all Vern's test subjects -- he was a
certified Ecesist, specially trained in adapting Earth life to
alien environments. Vern was nowhere in sight, but his teenage
ki ds, Bethany and Frank, were on the front porch with their dog.

"Janes!" Bethany called. "You're just in tine. | nmade an extra
portion just in case you showed up." Bethany, who G egson had been
courting for several nonths now, was 19 years standard, with
olive-brown skin, brown eyes, and |ong straight brown-black hair.
The top of her head didn't quite make it to Gregson's shoul ders, so
she had to look up at himto show himher snile.

Her younger brother, Frank, wasn't smiling. He was 17 and
shared his sister's hair and conplexion. He was a head taller than
her, however, and alnost as tall as Gregson. He was huskier than
Gregson, with square shoul ders and a beefy chest. He reached down
as Gregson approached and touched a button on the digital pane
enbedded in the dog's head. The dog began to grow .

"Frank!" Bethany said. She touched the aninmal's head, and the
growl i ng st opped.

Frank reached for the dog again and she sl apped his hand. They
gl ared at each other for a nonment, and he turned and stonped off.
She turned and sniled at Gregson again, ushering himup to the
house and i nsi de.

The food tasted wonderful, and the coffee was nice and strong.
As he ate, Bethany wal ked lightly around the table, talking. "
and since we haven't seen any |large tracks of any kind, we don't
think it's really an aninal at all. Dad thinks it's spoor from one
of the plants. And | was thinking, if we could find what the source
is before ny Dad does, you and | could share the title."
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Gregson sipped his coffee, watching her wal k, admiring her

soft curves and listening happily to her disarmng voice. "If |
agreed to sonething like that," he told her, "your father would
have your brother kill ne."

Bet hany stopped, cocking her head to one side and | ooking at
hi m t hr ough whi sps of her hair. "I don't think so."

"Besides, if it's a psycho-reactive agent then it's probably
useless to us. It can be reproduced artificially. The only thing
that would be valuable is if it's something that can only be
produced by a living thing, and we get the rights to the DNA code.
That's the key. If only the DNA can produce it, if the living thing
in and of itself is of value, can we profit."

"Like, if it's a psychic effect.”

G egson nodded. He stabbed the last bit of egg with a fork and
put it in his nouth.

"Dad doesn't believe in that sort of thing."

"Where is your Dad now, anyway?"

"Qut at the catfish farm"

He paused in his chewing for a noment, |ooking into her eyes.
"Qut there, huh?"

"Yeah." Her eyes betrayed worry. "Il hope he's okay."

"I"'msure he is. You said you never found tracks. It's not an
ani mal . "

"I said we never found large tracks."

Gregson dropped the fork on the table and reached out for her
"Conme here." She leaned into him and he put his arns around her
and gave her a long hug. "He's going to be okay," he said.

"I know," Bethany said. She kissed him They sniled at each
other, and kissed again. G egson pulled back, still smling, but
she wasn't finished kissing yet. She | eaned hard against himto the
poi nt where he al nost |ost his balance and fell out of the chair.

It was then that they noticed that her brother was yelling, and
that sonet hi ng was happeni ng out si de.

They hadn't nade it to the door before it slamed open and
Vern canme stunbling in, |ooking deranged. C ose on his heals was
Frank, shouting, "Wat's wong? Wiat is wong?"

"Dad?" Bet hany sai d.

He bumped agai nst them stunbling, shaking, nunbling sonething
unintelligible. He got down on his hands and knees, craw ing under
the table. There he curled into a fetal position, his eyes rolled
back so that they could only see the whites. He was panting and
sweat soaked his clothes, beading his face and making his hair hang

in wet, wiry strings. "lIt's ... a horrible, a denbn ... gonna get
everywhere ... follows me. | think it's a denon ... can't get
away ... can't ..." He shuddered, falling silent. Hs children

joined himon the floor, hugging him telling himthat he was safe.

Gregson went into the man's work room passing the man's
el aborate bi o-conputer, his genetic assenbly/di sassenbly
peri pherals, found a cabinet full of pharnaceuticals and pulled out
sone anti-shock tabs. He carried theminto the dining room knelt
down under the table, and placed one of the little white stickers
on the man's throat, near the jugular vein. Wthin mnutes he began
to come out of it. He | ooked up at Gregson fromunder the table, a
shade of enbarrassnment in his expression

"What was it, Vern?" he asked.

"I't was horrible,” Vern whispered, shaking his head.
"Over powering."

"You saw it, then? An aninmal ?"

Vern's nouth noved, but no words canme out. Wen he found his
voi ce, he said, "Don't go out there. Don't do it."

"You know |'ve got to."
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"Don't do it!"
Gregson turned to | eave. Bethany shouted, "Janes!"
He turned back. "I've got to see what it is."
"It's not worth it." Bethany's eyes were pl eading
He gave her his best smile. "I'lIl be back."

#

The carnivorous trees | ooked nore |ike gigantic noss-covered
fish bones than trees. They had an exoskel eton structure not unlike
Terran insects, and the "npbss" was a sticky, deadly substance which
paral yzed and slowy di gested several species of indigenous birds.
The nost common was the flying dodo, which was a big green
bat -wi nged creature that regularly crashed into obstacles such as
houses, light poles, and carnivorous trees. One was fluttering and
crying out inits final noments as Gregson entered the forest.

He wal ked for a couple of kilometers before com ng upon a
| arge, winding creek. He turned and followed it up hill, heading
east. The carnivorous trees thinned, being replaced by a taller,
uglier variety, which grew closer together and bl ocked out nore
sunlight. Here and there a shaft of sunlight made it through, but
otherwi se the forest was frighteningly dark

Gregson slowed his pace and finally stopped. In front of him
the creek was danmmed, creating a shallow pond of crystal clear
water. It was here that Vern Hudson was working on a strain of
catfish to be released into the main river. Beyond the pond is
where the trouble was.

He pull ed out his biotascope and waved it back and forth.
There were hundreds of life formreadings, nostly bugs. There was
not hi ng much bigger than his thunbnail. He checked the plant life
for biological outgassing; there were nunerous substances, but none
regi stered as a psychoactive nor a pheronone -- at |east none that
shoul d af fect a human bei ng.

Al'l around the pond were human footprints. One fresh set,
headi ng straight away fromthe pond and into the forest back toward
town, were clearly from soneone running hard. As he studi ed them
Gregson realized his heart was poundi ng, that he was al ready
afraid. He wondered if it was natural, or if it was sonmehow bei ng
i nduced. It's natural, he told hinself. I'ma natural coward. He
took a deep breath and pushed on, wal ki ng cautiously around the
pond and into dense woods beyond.

About 40 meters past the pond, his biotascope began picking up
readi ngs of a creature. It was right on the outside range of the
device, so he couldn't get nuch information. It was a larger life
readi ng, bigger than a dog but smaller than a human. He noved
toward it, wanting to get a |look. The forest was so dense here he
couldn't see nore than a few neters in any direction; the pond was
compl etely out of sight.

There was a | oud cracking sound, and | ooki ng down G egson saw
a crushed, hollow branch under his right foot. It was like the |eg
of a large, dead insect. So much for being quiet, he thought. Then
he | ooked up, his eyes wi dening. There was a change to the forest.

Gregson's vision crystallized, the edges becom ng sharp
distinct. Tiny details of the trees, the forest floor, the Iight
and shadow, were all very clear. The feeling of dread swelled
inside him Something was very wong, very dangerous. His inmedi ate
urge was to back away, to turn and run

He took several |ong, deep breaths, forcing hinmself to
perceive. To analyze. This is like a drug effect, he thought. O
like being in high quality VR O it's sonething supernatural, his
fear voice told him
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Gregson funbled with his biotascope, making sure it was set to
record

He began noving slowy toward the creature. It was like trying
to wal k upstreamin a river. Every cell in his body was trying to
get himto turn around and go the other way. H s heart was thudding
so hard in his chest that it hurt.

The dark tangle of branches around himwere sinister, hiding
menace everywhere he | ooked. He could feel he was bei ng watched. He
could feel the tension in the air, like a predator was stal king him
and was nonments away from pounci ng. Gregson becane aware that his
mouth was dry, and that he was breathing hard. Sweat was streani ng
down fromhis forehead and into his eyes.

Gregson had nade it a dozen neters in toward the creature when
the sound canme. Starting |ow and soft, it was an eerie undul ating
cry, growing in volume and pitch. It was a horrible sound, a sound
that made his pounding heart skip a beat. Then he heard a crashing
in the forest behind him and wi de-eyed and gun ready G egson
whirl ed around. He saw the two Bankrightk nmen, who had obviously
followed himinto the forest, turning tail and runni ng away.
Gregson' s whol e body shuddered, wanting to follow them but he
clenched his eyes tightly shut and took deep breaths, trying to
cal m hi nsel f.

The undul ating cry was | oud, now, and unnerving. It made it
i npossi ble to think. Vern Hudson had called it a denon. It sounded
|ike a denon. But demons weren't real, they were fantasy. This
couldn't be a denon. This couldn't be anything supernatural. It was
just an animal. Just another aninal

Gregson recalled all the deadly animals he'd seen in his
career, animals vicious and deadly. This creature didn't have to be
supernatural to be a denon. A denon could be an aninal. A denon
ani mal that paralyzed its prey with fear and then went in for the
kill.

Hi s bi otascope made a sound. It was the proxinmty alert.
Gregson opened his eyes and gl anced down at the screen, and saw
that the damm thing was right behind him He yelled and ran. He
didn't | ook back, he just ran. The running was such a glorious and
wonderful relief that he kept going, effortlessly, as if a terrific
pressure was pushing himfrom behind.

#

Gregson arrived at his canp exhausted, only to find that the
Bankri ghtk men had been there first. They had taken revenge for the
fright they'd received. Gregson's tent had been cut apart with a
| aser torch, and the contents snmashed and strewn about |ike so nuch
garbage. He stood there, kicking at the remains of his cot and
portabl e cooki ng equi pnent. Hi s power plant and bi opack conputer
were gone. It was basically everything he owned.

O course he had insurance. Unfortunately, it took severa
Earth-nonths to process, and until then he had the choice of
signing up with Bankrightk or being a bum Wthout the biopak
conputer, there was no way for himto regi ster DNA sanples

He felt it welling up inside of him Anger, and the desire to
kill. Common aninal enotions. It was very distasteful, very
unpl easant. They were overpoweri ng.

Gregson hefted the stun gun. It was a | arge, heavy weapon, but
it would not kill -- unless you used it as a club

He set off purposefully toward town.

#
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Bankri ghtk had the newest and nicest building in town. Unlike
nmost of the other reused tanks or spaceship pods, this
foam concrete building was actually built as an office. It had an
aut hentic Sante Fe adobe look to it. The front door was securely
| ocked, and peering through the wi ndows Gregson saw that it was
desert ed.

The | ocal |aw enforcenent offices were a rusty old hal f-tank
propped up as a rain shelter, with an enpty glass office in the
back. The glass was cracked in several places, and the public
termnals to the orbital police station were all vandali zed.
Gregson had known it was a usel ess gesture to even try, but he
t hought he should go through the notions anyway. One of the
terminals, damaged as it was, still worked enough for himto report
the crinme. The reply he received was that the departnent was
overwhel med with search and rescue efforts, and wouldn't be able to
get an officer down to the settlenent for at |east a week.

Gregson pushed the key to acknow edge the nessage, but the key
stuck and the term nal began maki ng an annoyi ng beepi ng sound. The
screen filled with garbage characters. He stared at it for a
moment, then pounded on it with his fist. It stopped beeping, the
screen cleared, and on the display appeared an application for
enpl oynent. Gregson stared at it quizzically for a nonent, then
shrugged and filled it out. Lord knows he was out of a job. It was
better than working for Bankrightk.

G egson wandered around the settlenment for a while, hungry,
unable to afford to eat, then in a depressed nmood returned into the
wi | derness headi ng for Vern Hudson's farm hoping for another
charitabl e meal from Bethany. Wen he was in sight of the place,
Vern cane running out, yelling hysterically. He was waving a
blaster in the air

Gregson stopped short, wondering if the old man was angry at
himfor something -- wondering if he should run. He al nost did. But
there was desperation in the nan's voice, and G egson realized Vern
was yelling for help. "Bethany's out there!" he yelled at G egson
"Frank and Bethany went out there, and she's still out there!"

"What ?"

"Frank cane back, but Bethany didn't!" Vern yelled. He was
wild-eyed with panic and worry. "Can't get Frank to show ne where

she is -- can't get himto talk at all!" He grabbed G egson's arm
| ooki ng at him desperately. "I can't go out there alone."
Gregson took a deep, calnming breath, but he was still gritting

his teeth. "Ckay," he said. "Let's follow the tracks."
#

There were tracks all around Vern's fish pond. G egson had
i sol ated Frank and Bethany's, but there were two nore sets. He
renenbered that the Bankrightk men had followed himthere earlier
then had run off when the terror struck. Gregson's fear was that
they had gone and arned thenselves to the teeth, returning with
enough firepower to level the forest. His fears were justified when
he and Vern heard shouting and gunfire com ng fromthe dense, dark
woods ahead.

Gregson already had his biotascope set to record when the
terror started. He had sonme interesting readings fromhis previous
encounter, and wanted to confirmthem After the terror started
wor ki ng on himhe ceased to care about the recordings ... there was
no good reason for himto be out there, except that Bethany was
| ost sonewhere and he needed to bring her back. His worry for her
was |i ke an anchor that kept the terror from carrying himaway.

The Bankrightk men continued to shout and fire their weapons.
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They sounded wild with fear and panic. "Those idiots," G egson
whi spered to Vern. "If Beth is out here, they're liable to kil
her."

Vern said nothing. He clutched his blaster close to his chest,
sweat pouring fromhis forehead. H s eyes were bul ging and his head
continuously turned fromside to side, |ike he was expecting
sonet hing to sneak up behind him

They trudged several meters further into the nmurky forest, and
Gregson paused, pointing down. Bethany's footprints continued
forward, while Frank's |ead around and back. This is where the
terror had gotten to him and he'd left his sister all alone. The
Bankri ght k men had paused here, and had continued on foll ow ng
Bet hany.

From somewhere in the forest cane a weird, undul ating cry.
Vern began to back away, but Gregson grabbed himby the shirt and
pul l ed himforward.

Vern blustered. "Let go of nme!"

"Stay with nme, Vern."

"I ... | can't."

"She's your daughter, damm it -- if you love her half as much
as | do, you going to stay with ne."

It was dark, but there was a breeze tousling the tops of the
trees and occasionally a shaft of sunlight would spear down for a
second or two. The warbling, undulating cry seenmed to cone from
everywhere. Gregson pushed forward, rifle pointing forward, every
nerve on edge. He felt |ike he was dancing across the surface of
the terror, keeping above it while still feeling it. It was a
freefall feeling, unnerving and at the sane time exhilarating. He
moved through a nonmentary patch of weak sunlight and once again
i nto shadow, the shadow now seeni ng deeper than ever

H s biotascope registered a |ife formahead. A humanoid in a
highly agitated state. Bl ood pressure high, pul se rate high,
adrenal secretions abnormal. Neural pulse rate was two per second
hi gher than the usual ten. A far renoved part of G egson thought
that was odd.

G egson made it to twenty meters fromthe person, keeping a
tree trunk between himand whoever it was. He turned to say
sonething to Vern and found he was al one. Vern had slipped away,
abandoning him Gregson felt like turning and running after him
but he didn't. He wanted to, but instead he held tightly to his

father's gun and cl osed his eyes, focusing his will. | amhere for
Bet hany, he thought. | am here for her.

He opened his eyes and studi ed his biotascope. The person near
hi mwasn't Bethany -- the body nass was too high. It was probably

Rudd, from Bankri ghtk. Beyond hi m was anot her humanoid, and thirty
meters further in was the creature.

There was nore yelling, and then gunfire. G egson stayed
behind the tree, hiding. The idiots were firing wildly at random
totally out of their mnds. The bio-readings fromboth were
i dentical; same high pulse, sane accelerated neural rate. The brain
pul se, which was usually right at 40 cycles per second front to
back, was at an odd 57 cycl es per second.

Gregson struggl ed to keep his breathing under control. Sweat
dropped from his forehead and sneared the readouts on the
bi ot ascope. He squinted, focusing his attention with great effort.
The pulse in his own brain was al so at 57 cycles per second.
Gregson w ped at the screen, touched the controls. He focused on
the creature, focusing on the neural indicators. It took a while,
as the creature was distant. The number finally cane up.

It was the sane nagi ¢ nunber.

Gregson adjusted the stun setting down to it's | owest and
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peered around the tree. Rudd had his back to him G egson saw him
as a dark patch of gray against darker gray. He ainmed carefully for
the man's leg, and let off a shot. The gun discharged with a twang.
Rudd rolled around the ground, crying out. "It's biting ne!" he
screaned. "It's biting my leg off!" He withed in mndless panic
for a few nore seconds before finding his feet, then ran careening
and stunbling back toward town.

There was a sudden flurry of gunfire, and Jacko canme out of
the shadows, firing at Gregson. G egson ducked behind the tree,
hurriedly funmbling with the settings on the rifle. Jacko was
yel ling wordl essly, his voice undulating alnost |ike the creature.
It was a mindless shouting that al nost sounded |i ke he was crying.
He kept firing, and firing, wal king around the tree that G egson
was hi di ng behind. Gregson circled, keeping the tree in-between the
two of them Finally the gunfire came to a halt, the blaster in
Jacko's hand had over-heated. G egson stepped out and | evel ed the
rifle at the man's stomach, then pulled the trigger

Jacko's whol e body gave a spastic jerk, his |l egs pushing hima
hal f neter into the air. He landed flat on his back, arns and | egs
spread, nmouth open in a horrible expression. He was out col d.

Gregson turned toward the direction of the creature. He felt
dizzy and sick. The creature's undulating cry grated agai nst a dul
pain in his head. He stonped forward, pushing against a sea of dead
air, getting nental images of dark and horrible things ahead. He
saw rending flesh and spraying arterial blood, dark fangs, |ong
hooked cl aws nangling gnarled gore. He tronped forward, unable to
breathe, his eyes affixed to the flickering screen of the
bi ot ascope. He cane into range of the creature, finding a clear
line-of-sight view Leveling his father's rifle, he squeezed off a
shot that hit the creature dead center. Designed neither to kil
nor wound, the weapon was nmade to di sable a creature harm essly,
which it did.

Like a dark fog lifting and dissipating, so went the terror
Gregson's ears were ringing. H's own footsteps sounded too
loud to his ears. The forest had a dry, nusty snell to it, like old

dust.

He saw the creature on the ground in front of him a dark
thing lying on its side. Not far away, curled into a shaking,
huddl ed ball, was Bethany. He went quickly over to her, picked her
up and held her. Still clenched tightly in her hand was one of his
sanpl e collectors. After a nonment she dropped it and put her arns
around him holding tight.

Gregson held her until she began to cone out of it, and when
she finally let himput her down he picked up the sanple collector,

wal ked over to the creature -- which turned out to look like a
turtle without a shell -- and sanpled the DNA. This sanple, he
knew, was the notherl oad. DNA containing the code for true
t el epat hy.

It was worth a mnt.

Carefully he took hold of Bethany, who was still in shock, and

|l ed her out into the sunlight, and then hone.
#

Gregson, dressed in his new uniformand wearing a shiny alloy
badge, stepped nervously up to Vern's front door and knocked. Frank
answered. "Hey, look at the threads!" He ushered G egson in, got
hi ma hone brew and sat himat the table.

It had been several weeks since G egson had used Vern's
bi o- computer to register the DNA and have the copyright granted. So
far he'd had several very lucrative offers on the license to use
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the DNA code, and he had turned every one of them down. Bankrightk
had nmade sonme strong-armefforts to force himto sell, but being
that he was now an officer of the law, they had quickly backed off
and the | ocal office had closed down.

"Ah, James!" Vern said, coming into the room He grabbed
Gregson's hand and shook it hard. "I'mafraid you' ve m ssed
Bet hany, she's out at the market right now "

"I know. Actually, it's you |I've cone to see," Gegson said

"Me? Wl I!l" He sat down at the table across from G egson
"What can | do for you?"

Gregson cleared his throat. "As you know, |'ve decided not to
sell the license to use the telepathy DNA. Bethany and | figured
that there was too nany unethical uses for it, that it outweighed
any good that nmay conme out of it."

"l have to admire you for that, though | can't say | would do
the sane thing. You're passing up a life of ease for, what, a
career in |aw enforcenent? Wat a choice."

"Qut there in the forest | reached a turning point for ny
whole life," Gegson said. "That's why | amhere right now "

"Real | y?"

"Yes sir."

"Sir?" Vern grinned.

"Yes, sir," Gregson grinned back. "I realized that while nost
of my adult life | was searching for that notherload, that one DNA
fragment that would nake all ny dreans cone true, |'ve cone to the
point where | would trade it all for one thing. And that is your
daughter, Vern. | amin love with Bethany. | realized out there
that nothing mattered to ne but her. And so I'm um... |I'm asking
your ... um..."

"Yes?"

"I would like your permssion to take her as ny wife."
Vern was sniling broadly. "Well now | have to admt |

expected this, but it's still refreshing to think that in this day
and age a man will still come and ask a girl's father for
permi ssion to marry her. Son, | can't think of a single reason to

say no. You have ny bl essing."

A while |ater he stepped outside, only to see that Bethany was
waiting for him "He said yes," Gegson said

She squeal ed with delight, junped into his arns, and they
ki ssed.
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