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			Chapter One

			“Let’s talk about the week the world changed,” droned the voice on the podcast. “Sightings of dinosaurs in rural Northern California began to pour in early one morning in—”

			“Why don’t we turn that off?” Claire Dearing suggested, leaning over from the passenger seat and letting go of the lock of bright red hair she had been playing with to abruptly turn off the tablet.

			“Nothing we haven’t heard or lived before—right, kiddo?” the driver, a rugged young man named Owen Grady, asked, glancing in the rearview mirror of the camper van, trying to catch Maisie’s eye.

			“Right,” Maisie agreed, not looking up from her sketchbook. The girl was working on a drawing of a raptor and had just finished the details on the claws. All she had to do now was add a bit of color.

			Maisie was tucked in the back of the orange camper—affectionately named Pumpkin—with her pencils and sketchbook. Pumpkin was old—like, 1970s old, totally ancient. But the camper van chugged up every dirt road and mountain pass like a monster truck. Maisie suspected Owen had rigged the engine to give the van a little more oomph. It probably had something to do with the lever he’d installed by the front seat that he told her to never touch unless it was a dinosaur emergency.
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			They’d been on the road since morning, leaving Central California behind and heading north. They stopped only for gas and snacks, which was normal these days. The landscape out the window was miles and miles of forest—it’d been like that for hours.

			Off-grid. That was what Owen called how they’d been living. It was hard to believe that it had been nearly two years now. A few days after they fled the estate that Maisie used to think of as home, Owen had left Maisie and Claire for the whole day. When he returned, he was driving Pumpkin instead of the Wagoneer they’d been traveling in. It was a better fit for their plan.

			For a week, Owen worked on outfitting Pumpkin in all sorts of special ways, and then he and Claire packed the van with camping gear and everything they’d need to stay on the move. Then all three of them left. Just like that.

			People were looking for them.

			It was safer not to stay in one place, Claire and Owen both told Maisie. And she knew they were right. Staying put wasn’t a good idea when people were looking for you. And people had to be looking for her, right? She was the one who’d started all this. If the government knew what she did, they’d want to punish her. And if they knew what she was…

			Maisie wasn’t even going to go there. Not right now. She had other stuff to worry about.

			“What are you drawing back there, Maisie?” Claire asked.

			“Just doodling,” Maisie said, shading in the dark streak that ran the length of the raptor’s body. The last time she’d seen Blue, the dinosaur had been scared out of her mind, Maisie remembered. She’d been protecting Blue from the Indoraptor, a savage dinosaur nightmare that had been concocted in a genetics lab by some of the same people who might be looking for them now.

			“Do you think the sightings are real?” she asked as she tried to perfect her sketch. She frowned. The shade of blue was too bright, practically cobalt. She needed to mix in a little gray to make it accurate. “Do you think it’s Blue this time?”

			“We’ve gotten good tips listening to police scanners and citizen radio so far,” Claire said. “Remember how I told you the citizens’ band radio was invented in 1945 so average people could communicate—”

			“I know what CBs are,” Maisie said hurriedly. Living off-grid meant no official schoolwork or tutors, like she had at her grandfather’s estate. That was pretty cool. But it also meant Claire had thrown herself headfirst into making everything she could into a lesson. Owen’s idea of teaching was more fun and usually involved showing Maisie how to track in the woods or sharing cool facts about dinosaur behavior. He even showed her how to throw a knife—but Claire had gotten kind of mad when she found them. She told Maisie that pocketknives were for cutting things and rescue attempts only—not for throwing.

			Maisie tried to listen to Claire. A lot of the time, she actually managed it. She used her pocketknife for cutting things—she hadn’t come across anything needing rescue yet—and she remembered the thing about the CB radio.

			Before the world changed—before Maisie kind of changed the world with the press of a button—the radio network was used by truckers to communicate about road traffic. But citizen radio had evolved into a jackpot when it came to dinosaur sightings…if you could reach them before the poachers did.

			They’d been following raptor sightings for the past month, hopping from Southern Oregon, where a herd of Triceratops had settled in the Rogue Valley, to the orchards of Central California, where there was a real problem with the herbivores eating all the almonds. So far, they’d found lots of dinosaur problems to solve, but no Blue.

			“Did they have nuts in the Cretaceous period?” Maisie asked, because she knew Claire would have an answer.

			“Yes, but they probably didn’t look like what we think of as nuts,” Claire said as they passed a green sign that said gibson peak, 50 miles. “Like everything on the planet, plants have evolved, too. What we think of as a tomato is different from the ones the Aztecs were cultivating in the year seven hundred.”

			“Did dinosaurs eat nuts before, like they’re doing now?”

			“I’m sure some of them did,” Claire answered.

			“What did they eat at the park when you were running it?”

			“Each species had its own special diet. But you have to remember, back when the dinosaurs were the apex species, they were living in a totally different environment—one they ruled.”

			“The Brachiosauruses were completely ruling that almond orchard,” Maisie pointed out. “It was just three of them.”

			“We were able to redirect them,” Claire insisted.

			“I didn’t think the sound waves were going to be much of a distraction,” Maisie admitted. When Claire had suggested it, it seemed a little kooky. But a series of carefully placed sound machines mimicking the sound of young dinosaurs had helped draw the Brachiosauruses from the orchard.

			“And now they’re on their way to the Cascade Sanctuary,” Owen said. “They’ll be safe.”

			“But they were herbivores,” Maisie said, worry churning her stomach as she stared down at her sketch of Blue. “There’s no sanctuary for the carnivores. And who knows if the government will let just anyone run dinosaur sanctuaries forever.”

			Claire and Owen exchanged a look. Maisie knew that look. It was a don’t talk about grown-up things sort of look. But it was true: several sanctuaries had been formed by regular people while the government held a lot of boring meetings to talk about what to do with the dinosaurs…instead of actually doing something to help them.

			Maisie had no idea what was taking Congress so long. People like Owen’s friends were able to care for more than twenty herbivores on their ranch. It seemed to her that the politicians should be able to create something similar. Instead, they just kept discussing doing stuff while the poachers got bolder and bolder. There were even rumors—more grown-up talk she wasn’t supposed to overhear—about poachers selling dinosaurs overseas.

			If a poacher found Blue before they did, she could end up on a boat to Eastern Europe or something. Then they’d never find her.

			But after watching Claire and Owen chase down half a dozen sightings that ended in nothing, or in just a few herbivores causing mischief, Maisie was starting to wonder if Blue was a raptor-sized needle in what was becoming a bigger and bigger haystack.

			“What happens if we can’t find Blue?” Maisie asked.

			Owen’s hands tightened around the steering wheel.

			Claire turned in her seat and shot Maisie a reassuring smile. “You can’t think like that,” she said. “Blue’s out there, and she needs us to find her before someone else does. We must have hope.”

			“We’ll find Blue,” Owen promised. “We don’t leave our own behind. That’s our motto, remember?”

			It was a motto Maisie believed in wholeheartedly. Owen didn’t leave anyone behind. Neither did Claire. They could’ve left Maisie on her own after she made a choice they couldn’t. They probably would’ve been better off if they had.

			Instead, they saved her.

			Maisie stared at her sketch, writing a word in a looping fancy script above Blue’s head.

			Hope.
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			Chapter Two

			Next exit: gibson peak.

			As they passed the road sign, Claire cleared her throat. “How about we grab some dinner before we set up camp for the night?”

			“Only if we get cookies ’n’ cream milkshakes,” Owen said as he turned off the highway and onto the exit, heading into the town of Gibson Peak. Bright-colored houses with tin roofs dotted the winding street.

			“Do milkshakes sound good, Maisie?” Claire asked.

			“I never say no to a milkshake,” Maisie said, putting her notebook away and moving to the front of the van. She buckled herself into the bucket seat behind Claire’s. “But I want a peanut-butter one.”

			“Mmm, chocolate with whipped cream for me,” Claire said.

			They drove down Main Street, the neon sign advertising Mountain Peak Diner lit up in the distance.

			“You remember what we talked about?” Claire asked Maisie.

			Maisie nodded. “Call you Mom and Dad in front of other people. If I slip up, act snotty so everyone thinks I’m being a brat.”

			“My father would’ve blown a gasket if I called him by his first name,” Owen chuckled.

			“It’s just to be safe,” Claire assured Maisie. “Traveling as a family is less suspicious.”

			“It’s easier to hide this way,” Maisie said. “I understand.”

			“It won’t always be like this,” Claire told her, but there was a hesitancy in her voice that made Maisie worry she wasn’t telling the truth. “We’ll figure out how to be…” She trailed off. “Owen, look.”

			“I see it,” he said.

			Maisie craned her neck to the side, looking out the van window: flashing lights illuminated the diner parking lot; three sheriff’s cars were parked haphazardly out front. Owen slowed to a stop in front of a group of people hanging out across the street from the diner.

			Owen rolled down the window: “What’s going on?” he asked a silver-haired man standing on the curb with his wife, who wore enormous red-and-black-framed sunglasses that reminded Maisie of a ladybug.

			“We were having the early-bird special, and all of a sudden, the most terrible banging started coming from out back,” the man said.

			“One of the waitresses kept shrieking about a dinosaur,” said his wife, whispering the last word. “We haven’t had any show up around here ever. I was hoping we’d been spared!”

			“Are you sure it was a dinosaur?” Owen asked.

			“That’s what she said before she ran screaming down Main Street,” said the woman. “She’s probably halfway up the mountain, she was running so fast.”

			Screech!

			All the hairs on Maisie’s arms stood up. Owen leapt out of the van. That was not a human sound. That was the sound she’d heard that night in her bedroom when Blue attacked the Indoraptor.

			Maisie grabbed her backpack from under the seat and, before Claire could stop her, pulled open the van door and dashed out, following Owen.

			“Maisie! Stop!” Claire yelled.

			“Don’t worry, I have my tracker sticker!” Maisie called as she raced across the parking lot and turned the corner around the diner.

			All three of them had a tracker sticker. If one of them could get close enough to Blue, they could tag her. That way they’d be able to know where she was, even if she was on the move. That was why they’d been trying to find Blue: so they could make sure they could always find her.

			Slam!

			A dumpster crashed into the back of the diner, inches from Maisie’s face. She fell backward, her backpack crunching as she hit the pavement hard. Whatever was inside the dumpster screeched again, rattling against the steel walls, trying to get out.

			“Form a perimeter! Uh…stay back!” a male voice shouted. A man in a sheriff’s uniform ran around the dumpster, clutching a rake.

			“Maisie!” Owen grabbed Maisie under the arms, lifting her off her feet and out of the way as the sheriff rounded on the dumpster. Maisie wriggled in Owen’s arms until he set her down ten feet from the dumpster.

			“Owen! Look!” Maisie hissed. “He’s gonna get hurt.”

			Owen turned, just in time to see the sheriff poke the rake handle under the dumpster lid.

			“Sheriff, no!” Owen shouted.

			It was too late.

			SCREECH! SLAM! BANG!

			The sounds blurred together as something shot out of the dumpster, seeking light and less-stinky air.

			The sheriff screamed, scrambling backward as Blue landed on the pavement with a clatter of claws. Blinking furiously, the raptor straightened to full height, her face and snout covered in spaghetti and red sauce. It was everywhere, like she’d stuck her face in a big bowl of the sauce. With an irritated trill, she snapped in the air, several noodles falling into her mouth. Blue winced, spitting them out with a disgusted sound. She shook her head back and forth, flinging the sauce-soaked pasta everywhere.
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			“Looks like Blue isn’t a fan of spaghetti,” Maisie muttered to Owen, just as a few noodles smacked the sheriff right in his face.

			The man jumped like he’d been hit with a rock, letting out a high-pitched yell.

			“Oh no,” Maisie whispered.

			Blue’s head snapped toward the sheriff, her eyes narrowing.

			He just kept yelling.

			Blue shook her head again, the last of the spaghetti flying to the ground. Finally free of her pasta skin treatment, the raptor deepened the trill in her throat as she zeroed in on the sheriff.

			“Remember your lessons, Maisie,” Owen said.

			Maisie nodded, her hand falling to her backpack’s outside pocket. Inside, she had the tracker sticker and a bag of dried salmon skin. The good thing about Owen being the guy who’d raised Blue from egg to the terrifyingly smart creature she was today was that he knew her better than anyone. That meant knowing her favorite treats.

			“Sheriff, I need you to move backward, very slowly,” Owen said, rising to his feet.

			“I can’t,” the sheriff gritted out, paralyzed with fear. “It’s gonna get me!”

			“That’s why you need to move back, nice and slow,” Owen said as he moved forward. He let out a sharp whistle through his teeth, a sound that dipped and swayed in the air curiously. Blue flinched at the sound, but she didn’t even look at him. All her focus was on the still-whimpering sheriff.

			Blue’s head tilted up, still slightly tinted red from the marinara sauce, and she took in a long, rattling breath, sniffing the air.

			Maisie’s heart leapt as a thought hit her. She plunged her hand into her backpack, pulling out the bag of salmon skin and ripping it open, waving a bunch of the dried silvery stuff in the air. Curling her tongue and pressing her teeth against her lower lip, she let out the same sharp, dipping whistle that Owen had used to try to get Blue’s attention.

			The raptor’s head snapped toward Maisie…and the treat she clutched in her fist.

			Uh-oh.

			The bottom dropped out of Maisie’s stomach. Blue had saved her once. But right now, Maisie smelled like prey. Very tasty prey.

			“Maisie,” Owen said, holding his rock-steady hand out, his eyes wide with fear. “Stay very still and do exactly what I say.”
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			Chapter Three

			“On the count of three, I want you to throw the salmon as far to the right as you can and run to the left,” Owen told Maisie, his eyes not moving from Blue. The raptor stared at the fish skin in Maisie’s hand. The scent wafting in the air was strong even to human senses; she couldn’t imagine what it smelled like to a raptor.

			Maisie licked her dry lips. Blue’s eyes glowed at her in the flicker of the diner’s neon sign.

			“Got it,” she told Owen.

			“One.”

			Maisie’s right arm tensed.

			“Two.”

			Her body tilted.

			“Three.”

			Throw hard.

			She pitched the fistful of salmon skin as far as she could and pelted in the other direction, toward the street. She heard Blue’s delighted trill and she turned, worried the raptor would be right behind her. But all she could see in the fading light was Blue’s tail swishing into the trees behind the diner as she disappeared with her fish prize.

			The sheriff sagged against the dumpster, clutching his chest as one of the deputies rushed forward.

			Owen ran to Maisie.

			“You okay?”

			She nodded.

			“Your mom’s gonna kill me,” Owen muttered. “You shouldn’t have followed me.”

			“You needed my help. You left your pack behind. You told me to never leave your gear behind.”

			“I got excited and didn’t think,” he admitted. “Good thing you were smarter than me, huh?”

			“Tell that to Claire so she’s not mad,” Maisie suggested.

			“Don’t worry about it, kiddo. She’ll just be glad you’re okay.” Owen straightened, his broad shoulders squaring as the sheriff approached them, still looking shaky from his confrontation with Blue. The name tag pinned above his badge said Sheriff Wragg.

			“Are you two all right?”

			Owen nodded.

			“Seems I have you two to thank for distracting that thing,” Sheriff Wragg said, holding out his hand.

			“I’m Owen,” Owen said, deliberately leaving off his last name with a good-natured smile. He shook the sheriff’s hand. “This is my daughter. My wife’s over there.” He pointed to Claire, who was standing behind the barrier the deputies had set up, looking like she was halfway from launching herself over them to get to Maisie.

			Maisie waved reassuringly at Claire, mouthing I’m okay at her.

			“Are you new to town?” Sheriff Wragg asked Owen.

			“Just drove in.”

			“Where y’all from?”

			“Here and there,” Owen said vaguely. “We’ve taken the next few years to travel so our daughter can see this great country. We’ve always been a camping family.”

			“It’s a dangerous and strange time to be camping in the wild,” the sheriff commented. “Especially for long periods.” He eyed Owen like he knew he wasn’t telling the truth.

			Owen smiled, not missing a beat. “We’d heard there have never been any dinosaur sightings in your parts.”

			“That’s true,” the sheriff said. “We’ve avoided the mess a lot of the state has had to deal with.”

			“Camping like this has been a big dream. My wife’s parents did something similar when she was young, so she felt inspired. Our girl’s been loving it.”

			“What do you do when you’re not traveling?”

			“I’m a wildlife expert,” Owen said. Maisie kept her face pleasantly neutral, having learned that it was best to stay as close to the truth as possible when they were questioned. Lying like this wasn’t great, but it was safer to not tell anyone who they really were. They always paid in cash and gave their first names only whenever possible. When they did have to give a last name, they stuck to Anderson. There were lots of people named Anderson.

			“What does that mean exactly?” Sheriff Wragg asked suspiciously. Maisie’s heart thumped in her chest as she realized that the sheriff was asking questions to see if Owen was a poacher and that was why he knew how to handle a raptor.

			“I spent a decade working in wildlife sanctuaries,” Owen explained. “It’s how I met my wife—she helped run the charity we both worked for.”

			“So that’s how you knew what to do here with the…I don’t even know what kind that was. Who can remember all the different ones?”

			“It was a raptor,” Maisie said, unable to stop herself.

			“My daughter is very interested in dinosaurs, like a lot of kids,” Owen said. “As for how I knew what to do: any animal exposed to a new environment is just trying to figure out how to survive. Hunger is a big motivator. The easier the food is to get, the better.”

			“Well, I’m very grateful for your help. And yours, young lady,” Sheriff Wragg said, his gaze shifting to Maisie. His voice softened. “Are you doing okay? That was very scary.”

			“I’m fine,” Maisie said. “Dad’s a good teacher.”

			The sheriff let out a nervous laugh, looking back at Owen. “You know, it’s strange to think there will be all these kids who don’t remember a world where dinosaurs aren’t just roaming around. Causing trouble. Damaging businesses and…people.”

			Maisie’s stomach twisted at the sheriff’s grim words and view of the world—like there was no way for dinosaurs and humans to coexist. There had to be. Claire was right: hope was really important. How else could you combat assumptions like that?

			“Strange times indeed,” Owen said placidly.

			“Thank you again,” Sheriff Wragg said. “I might need you to make a statement—”

			“Of course,” Owen said. “We’ll be at the Happy Trails Campground if you need me.”

			“Wonderful. I hope you enjoy your stay in our town. I promise that it’s usually a lot quieter than this.”

			“I believe you,” Owen said.

			“Still, watch out for yourselves out there,” the sheriff warned. “I may not know much, but I do know these things sometimes travel in groups. Packs, would you call it?”

			Owen nodded. “Thank you for your time, Sheriff.” Owen placed his hand on Maisie’s shoulder, and they walked toward Claire.

			“I couldn’t get close enough to stick the tracker to her,” Maisie said woefully.

			“You did great,” Owen said, stopping and kneeling down so that they were eye to eye. “You thought on your feet and you listened to orders.”

			“We found her!” Maisie whispered excitedly to him, beaming. “It was her, right?”

			Owen nodded, relief written all over his face. “It was.” He reached out and ruffled her hair. “I’m really proud of you. Now come on. Let’s get your hands washed. They’re all fishy.”

			“It is gross,” Maisie agreed, following him.

			Claire, looking equal parts relieved and worried, wrapped her in an enormous hug as soon as she ducked underneath the tape surrounding the parking lot. “You shouldn’t have run off like that,” she said, teary-eyed and unable to let Maisie go for more than a second as they made their way back to Pumpkin.

			“Owen needed my help,” Maisie insisted, clambering into the van.

			“She did great,” Owen repeated for Maisie’s sake…and to calm Claire.

			“She was in danger,” Claire said. “You need to be careful, Maisie.”

			“But we found her!” Maisie said. “We’ve been trying to find her forever, and now we have. This is a good thing!”

			“It is,” Claire said. “But I couldn’t be happy about finding Blue if you got hurt in the process.”

			“I’m fine,” Maisie insisted.

			“I know,” Claire said as Owen started up the van and headed toward the campground on the outskirts of town. “But you have to remember: raptors are incredibly intelligent predators.”

			“I did everything I was supposed to!”

			“Except stay back in the van with me,” Claire said.

			Maisie sighed. “Sorry,” she muttered.

			“Apology accepted. Now, what do you think we should have Owen cook us for dinner, since the diner was a no-go because of dinosaurs?”

			“Hey, who decided I was cooking?” Owen asked as they turned on a road with a crooked sign that read happy trails campground, next right.

			“You are hands-down a much better cook than Maisie or me,” Claire said, and Maisie nodded earnestly.

			Claire tended to burn things. Also, there was that time she accidentally put sugar instead of salt on the grilled chicken she was trying to make. Even Owen couldn’t eat the sweet monstrosity that little mistake caused. And he always tried to clean his plate when Claire cooked, no matter how burnt or wrongly spiced it was.

			“We can make that potato curry you made last month,” Maisie suggested. “I can help.”

			“That sounds like a plan. You know, I picked that recipe up in my navy days,” Owen told her. “If you want to fill a lot of people’s bellies, go for a potato recipe.”

			“Is that where you learned how to cook?” Claire asked. “I didn’t know that.”

			“First thing I always did when I got on a new ship was introduce myself to the cooks,” Owen said. “Worked out for me then and now, since you two keep foisting the job onto me.”

			“Claire’s right, you’re better at it,” Maisie said innocently.

			“Cursed by my own talent,” Owen moaned dramatically, and they all laughed as Pumpkin came to a stop in front of a booth that looked like a log cabin. A young woman was sitting inside, and she looked up when they pulled up to the window.

			“I called ahead about campsite thirteen,” Owen said, handing over an envelope of cash.

			“Great. That has you covered for the next three weeks, sir. I have a map here.” She gave Owen a map of the campground. “The firewood shed is half a mile down to your right; showers across from that. The lake lifeguards go on duty at eight a.m., and the camp store’s open from ten to three each day.”

			“Thank you,” Owen said, handing Claire the map.

			“Have a wonderful stay.”

			Owen rolled the window up and drove through the towering trees that engulfed the Happy Trails Campground. Maisie craned her neck, trying to see the tops of the trees. The trunks were enormous. She’d seen billboards on the drive here advertising a redwood that had been carved out so you could drive through it. It was that big.

			The campsites were sprinkled among the trees, along an asphalt path that had more people and bikers on it than cars. They weaved through Happy Trails, tents and campfires glowing wherever they looked, until Owen pulled into a campsite that was shaded by six redwoods growing in a horseshoe shape.

			“Now, that’s what I call lucky,” Owen said when Maisie pointed it out.

			Unpacking Pumpkin and setting up camp was a familiar chore now. Owen liked to run things like a ship, and Claire liked to color-code things and make lists, so camping with them had a whole system. It was kind of funny that tranquilizer darts were right next to oatmeal on the checklist, but Maisie figured that the two were equally important: One subdued dinosaurs, and the other fueled the humans tracking the dinosaurs.

			Just an hour after they’d arrived at Happy Trails, Pumpkin was unloaded and a campfire was crackling in the iron ring that served as a fire pit. Owen was busy at the camp stove, sweeping onions and chilies into a skillet, while Maisie peeled potatoes by the fire and Claire studied maps of the area on a tablet.
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			“You want to pick the music tonight?” Owen asked Maisie, as he always did while they made dinner. It was becoming what Maisie understood to be a tradition. There was something comforting about the steadiness of knowing that each night he’d ask.

			“Sure,” she said, taking his phone and paging through the music app. She selected a song and plugged it into the speakers set on the cooler.

			Owen laughed as the notes of “Moon River” began to play.

			“She got us again!” Claire joined in the laughter as Owen walked over and held out his hand with a flourish. She took it and he spun her around, dipping her to the music like they were in an old movie.

			Maisie grinned at their silliness. Every night for the last two weeks, she’d chosen a nature-inspired song from Owen’s collection, wanting to see when he and Claire would key in to the theme. It had taken them only three days, and it quickly became a challenge trying to find the songs to fit her theme. She had a whole list to work from now, after a few weeks of careful online searches.

			“I told you she has a playlist somewhere,” Claire giggled as Owen returned her to her camp chair and hurried back over to the stove.

			“You taught me to be prepared!” Maisie protested, and Claire’s smile widened.

			“You listened?” she said.

			“I always listen,” Maisie said earnestly. She did. Sometimes she didn’t agree. That was where things got tangly and difficult. But over and over, Claire and Owen kept showing her that even when she made a different or bad choice, they’d still be there for her.

			And that…that was kind of everything. Because it was unlike anything Maisie had ever had before.
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			Chapter Four

			The next morning, Maisie woke to the sound of the campground coming alive. Everywhere she looked there was fog, as if the enormous trees had trapped it. The air smelled like woodsmoke and coffee as other campers heated kettles over fires.

			Maisie stepped out of Pumpkin, her stomach growling when she saw the eggs and bacon Owen was cooking in a skillet over the fire.

			“Morning, sleepyhead,” Claire said.

			“Hey.”

			“Get hydrated,” Claire told her, nodding toward the blue-speckled mug on the camp table. Maisie picked it up and downed the orange juice it contained. “Breakfast will be ready in a bit.”

			“Morning!” An older couple strolled by their campsite, walking a dog that started barking when a group of kids ran by.

			“Morning,” Claire called back as they smiled and walked on. “Everyone’s really friendly here,” she said to Maisie. “Maybe you’ll find some kids to play with.” She smiled encouragingly.

			Maisie shrugged, walking over to sit next to Owen by the fire. She had never spent much time outside her grandfather’s estate. That meant she’d never gotten to know anyone her age. She wasn’t sure what other kids did or liked. But maybe Claire was right—if some of the kids were into dinosaurs, she’d have something to talk about with them.

			Owen dished out breakfast, and the three of them sat on camp chairs as they ate.

			“What’s the plan for today?” Claire asked.

			“I want to go search the area where Blue disappeared,” Owen said. “See if I can track her on foot.”

			“It’s a big space,” Claire said. “I pulled up some maps last night. It backs onto a forest. Beyond that is a valley that’s mostly farmland.”

			“Which means I’d better find Blue before she finds the farmers,” Owen said.

			“Can I come with you?” Maisie asked, finishing the last bit of her scrambled eggs.

			“I’m gonna do solo tracking this time,” Owen said. “She’s got a whole night’s head start on us. I want to see if I can find her trail and figure out what we’re dealing with.”

			“So I have to stay here?” Maisie asked, disappointed.

			“We’ll go swimming,” Claire said. “You know how, don’t you?”

			“Of course,” Maisie said. “We had a high-tech lab and a pool at the estate.”

			“All the comforts of home,” Owen muttered sarcastically. Claire shot him a look.

			“Finish your breakfast,” Claire told Maisie. “Don’t forget to take sunscreen!”

			“You shouldn’t forget sunscreen,” Owen teased Claire, kissing her lightly on her pale freckled nose. “And a hat.”

			Maisie ducked her head, trying to hide her smile.

			“I won’t forget,” Claire said. “Make sure you have your satellite phone on you, just in case.”

			“Are you sure I can’t come?” Maisie asked again as Owen unstrapped one of the dirt bikes from the van’s back bumper.

			“You’ll have fun at the lake. You can’t be all about raptor tracking all the time.”

			“I’m not,” Maisie said innocently. “I draw, too!”

			“Kiddo, you’re gonna kill me with how much you remind me of me,” Owen said with a grin.

			Maisie’s neck hairs quivered at the thought. It was hard to know who you were after you figured out you weren’t only a reminder of someone else, but a copy. Now she got to choose who she was going to be.

			She had chosen back in that basement, hitting that button that freed all the dinosaurs. And she could choose to be brave and willing to do the right thing no matter what, like Owen and Claire.

			“Next time,” Owen promised, pulling on his helmet and revving up the dirt bike. “I’ll be back before dinner,” he called.

			“You’d better—you’re making it!” Claire laughed.

			“Victim of my own culinary talent again,” he moaned, waving at them and riding off.

			“Go get your suit and we’ll change,” Claire said. “And remember—”

			“Sunscreen,” Maisie finished for her.

			Claire smiled.

			Maisie put on her suit, pulled her jean shorts over it, and grabbed her sketchbook. When she clambered out of the van, Claire was waiting, a large sun hat shading her face like she was a movie star going undercover.

			“Ready?” Claire asked.

			Maisie nodded, and they began to walk down the paved road that led to the lake. The camp was bustling with morning activity—some people starting their days, others breaking down their camps. Everywhere Maisie looked, something was happening: a man chopped wood near a shed, where campers collected it; a woman did what looked like tai chi in front of her campsite, her face serene as she moved slowly through her poses; and a group of kids biked up and down the road, using the speed bumps as mini-ramps.

			On closer inspection of the RVs and campers they passed, Maisie could see how some of them were outfitted not just for rugged roads and bad weather, but also to ward off curious dinosaurs. One camper had sound machines similar to the ones Claire had used in the orchard set up on each corner of their campsite. A parked RV had bars on all the windows and a metal shutter drawn over the front windshield. And a camper van that was a much more modern version of Pumpkin had spikes protruding from the roof. Maisie didn’t like the look of that one bit.

			“It’s really pretty here,” Maisie said when the pathway opened up and the sparkling blue lake came into view. People were scattered across the beach, which was more rock than sand. The rocks weren’t sharp, though, Maisie discovered as they made their way toward the shore. They’d been worn smooth, like stones in riverbeds.

			Claire pointed at two boys who were rowing a canoe across the lake. “We should rent a canoe before we leave. Have you ever been in one?”

			Maisie shook her head.

			“My father put my sister and me in one on a camping trip where we did nothing but argue.”

			“Did it stop the arguing?”

			Claire’s eyes sparkled. “Not at first…which is how we almost capsized. Then we had to start getting along to work together.”

			“So your dad’s plan worked.”

			“We were bickering again once danger was no longer looming,” Claire confessed.

			Maisie giggled at her honesty. “That’s kind of what sisters do, though, right?”

			“Sometimes,” Claire said, pulling her bag off her shoulder and grabbing the towels inside. She spread them out on the beach next to each other.

			Maisie sat down on her towel and opened up her sketchbook. “I’m gonna draw for a while,” she said. “I bet the water’s kind of cold this early in the morning.”

			“It wakes you up!” Claire insisted.

			“I’m awake enough already,” Maisie said.

			“I’ll be back, then,” Claire said. “I’m just going to do a lap across and back, okay?”

			“I’ll be here,” Maisie promised. She knew how Claire worried. Which was confirmed by Claire turning and looking back to check to see if she was still there three times before she even got ankle-deep in the water. Maisie shook her head, opening up her sketchbook to a fresh page. She was just about to set her pencil to paper when loud laughter rang out across the beach—a cackle of delight that would make anyone look up.

			Four kids around Maisie’s age had just emerged from the trees, heading onto the beach. A girl with double braids and thick blond bangs was in the center. She was laughing at a video on the boy’s phone.

			Maisie quickly looked back to her sketchbook when the blond girl’s gaze fell on her. But it was too late. The girl walked over, her friends following her like a trail of ducklings.

			“Hey,” she said.

			“Hi,” Maisie said, shutting her sketchbook.

			“You’re new.”

			“Uh. Yeah. We checked in last night.”

			“I know everyone here,” said the girl. “My grandparents are the campsite caretakers. I’m Violet Moody.”

			“Maisie.”

			“This is Zak.” She pointed to the Latino boy with blue-and-red-framed glasses. “Hannah.” She gestured to the Korean girl, who was wearing the coolest pair of combat boots Maisie had ever seen. They were acid green…and they had zippers. “And Bryn.” The tall, lanky brunette had dark freckles visible under her baseball cap. She smiled and waved at Maisie.

			“What are you drawing?” Violet asked, nudging Maisie’s sketchbook open with her foot.

			“Nothing,” Maisie said as the book fell open to her sketch of the three Brachiosauruses they’d stopped from snacking an almond orchard into ruin.
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			“It certainly looks like something,” she said, bending down and flicking the page. “Did you trace these?”

			Maisie shook her head. “No. I drew them.”

			“On your own?” Violet whistled. “You’re good.”

			“Thanks,” Maisie said, grabbing the sketchbook and shutting it. “It’s just something to do, you know. My parents still won’t let me have a phone.”

			“Seriously?” Violet asked incredulously.

			Maisie rolled her eyes, shaking her head.

			“I don’t know what I’d do without my phone,” said Zak, adjusting his glasses on his nose. “Even out here, where the signal is terrible. How do you survive?”

			“By doing a lot of drawing,” Maisie said, because she couldn’t exactly say my days are taken up with tracking dinosaurs—even though most of the time, they were. “And they may be strict about phones, but my parents aren’t terrible. Sometimes they’re fun to talk to.”

			“I can’t even imagine,” said Violet.

			“You said you came in last night,” Zak said. “Did you see any of the stuff that happened at the diner? Colton, the guy who runs the camp store, was saying there was a T. rex in the dumpster!”

			Maisie snorted. “A T. rex can’t fit into a dumpster.”

			“How do you know?” he shot back.

			“One, because it’s basic common sense. And two, because I was there. It wasn’t a T. rex. It was a Velociraptor. They’re small enough to cram themselves into a double-wide dumpster like this one did.”

			“Wait—you were there?” asked Violet.

			Maisie nodded. “Just across the street,” she said, knowing Owen wouldn’t like it if she talked about how close she got to Blue.

			“Wow,” Hannah breathed. “That’s so close.”

			“That’s not as close as we’ve gotten—” Bryn started to scoff, but stopped abruptly when Violet jabbed her.

			Maisie’s eyebrows scrunched together at the girls’ odd behavior. “Have you all seen some dinosaurs around here?” she asked, trying to sound innocent and mildly curious.

			“No,” Violet said quickly—so quickly that Maisie was sure she was lying. “We just heard about the one in the dumpster. There haven’t been any dinosaur sightings until that one.”

			“Which is a bummer,” Zak said. “Like, dinosaurs get loose in our part of the state, but they don’t show up here? It’s like they know this place isn’t cool.”

			Violet laughed. “I don’t think the dinosaurs are concerned with coolness, Zak.”

			“Whatever,” he muttered.

			“So what do you all do for fun around here?” Maisie asked. If she was going to be stuck at the campground instead of tracking with Owen, she was going to have to find something to do other than draw and read.

			“We explore and stuff. There are some cool forts in the woods,” Hannah said.

			“Really?” One summer, Maisie had built a fort on the estate grounds. It wasn’t sophisticated or anything, but it was a place just for her. Sometimes at night when she closed her eyes and felt the aching absence of home, that fort was one of the first things she remembered.

			“Yeah, but they’re not safe to be in or anything,” said Violet, in that hurried, change the subject way again. Maisie frowned, wondering what exactly Violet was trying to keep from her. “A kid fell out of one last summer, and now we’re not allowed.”

			“I see.” Maisie wasn’t quite sure if she believed Violet. But before she could decide, Claire came striding up, wrapped in a towel, hair wet from her swim.

			“I’ll see you later,” Violet told Maisie, and the kids walked off together like they were their own little raptor pack, with Violet as the alpha.

			“Who were you talking to?” Claire asked.

			“Just some kids,” Maisie said.

			Maisie looked over her shoulder, watching Violet and her friends disappear. Owen was always telling her that tracking was about using all your senses and your instincts. And hers were telling her that Violet was someone to pay attention to.

			Claire beamed. I told you you’d make friends.”

			“Yeah,” Maisie agreed. “You were right.”

			Maisie was going to do exactly what Owen had taught her.

			She was going to listen to her instincts.
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			Chapter Five

			The hike to the top of the hill that overlooked the stream was a steep one. Maisie was sweating by the time she and Owen reached the top.

			“Look here,” Owen beckoned her forward. He crouched in the dirt, picking up a few smashed acorns. “Some signs are small,” he said, brushing the acorn bits off his palm. “And some are big.” He pointed over Maisie’s shoulder. She looked, her breath hitching at the sight of the claw tracks streaking across the trunk of a towering redwood. She walked over to the tree and brushed her fingers over the marks.

			“Blue was here.”

			“Sometimes there are only little signs,” Owen said. “That’s why you have to always be looking.”
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			Maisie nodded solemnly, scanning the path ahead of them as they began their descent toward the stream system. “Do you think Blue will bother the ranchers?”

			“I’m not sure,” Owen said.

			“Maybe she’ll just stay in the forest,” Maisie said. “There are things for her to eat here.”

			“Maybe,” Owen said.

			“What are you worried about?”

			A smile flashed across his face. “You’re perceptive, kiddo. Blue’s a curious animal. And she’s in a big world completely unknown to her, without a pack.”

			“If we’re able to get a tracking sticker on her and, I dunno, guide her somewhere safe, we could be her pack, then, right?”

			Owen smiled. “First, we’ve got to focus on finding her. So let’s go.”

			Going down the hill was a lot faster than coming up. Maisie was practically skipping by the time they got to the bottom. The creek was much wider than it looked from the top of the hill, and the water churned around the giant rocks so fast it turned from blue to foamy white.

			“This is where I lost any trace of her,” Owen said, pointing to a big boulder by the creek that was slashed with claw marks.

			“They’re curved,” Maisie said, pressing a hand against the deep grooves. “Like she was using the rock to launch herself off?”

			Owen’s eyes twinkled with pride. “That’s right.”

			“Do you think she went in the water?” Maisie asked in concern, looking down the creek. Could raptors swim?

			“I think she crossed it. Hopped from boulder to boulder.” He pointed to the giant stones studding the creek bed. “Which means we need to cross it. There’s a bridge down here.”

			Maisie followed him down the creek bed, focusing hard on her feet. The smooth, round stones shifted with each step, making the walk an ankle-twisting nightmare.

			The bridge was just a length of rope and some planks strung together. Maisie came to a stop in front of it, eyeing it skeptically. “This looks like something out of a pirate movie.”

			“Hmm,” Owen said, joining in her examination. “It’s less sturdy than I’d like. I’ll go first. Test it out.”

			He moved across the swinging bridge, stepping lightly on the old boards like a seasoned adventurer. When he reached the other side, he gave her a thumbs-up.

			With a deep breath, Maisie followed. The bridge made her stomach dip and sway as it creaked back and forth. But with each step and encouraging word from Owen, her nerve grew. When her boots were planted on solid ground, her stomach flipped over in relief.

			“Good job,” Owen said. “And look.” He pointed to the dirt path in front of them. It was muddy from the creek…and right in the center was a perfect set of raptor prints.

			“Let’s go!” Maisie said, charging forward before Owen could stop her. Her excitement grew as her feet pounded down the path, the trees fading to a green-brown blur as she focused on the tracks in the mud. They were deep, as if Blue had been running like Maisie was now.

			“Maisie!” Owen called behind her. “Careful! The map said there’s a cliff ahead!”

			Maisie slid to a halt, stopping in a slimy, wet pile of leaves before lurching forward, losing her balance completely.

			“Maisie!”

			It was too late. She slid, feet first, down, down, down. It was like going down a slide, but much scarier. Ahead, she could see the cliff’s edge. There was no way to stop! She let out a shriek, her hands scrambling for something…anything….
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			Owen grabbed the back of her vest, and her entire body jerked back in his grasp as her feet dangled over the cliff.

			“This”—Owen grunted, hauling her up and away from the precipice—“is why I had Claire help me double-stitch that vest.”

			He slumped to the ground, both of them safe but panting from the rescue. Maisie lay back, staring at the patches of blue between the expanse of tree branches, her heart thundering in her chest like a wild horse that had just been freed.

			“Th-thanks,” she stuttered out.

			“I’d never let anything happen to you,” Owen said.

			It’s almost like a family. Claire’s words echoed in her head from their miles together on the road. Was this what it was like? To always have someone watching your back?

			“I’ll be more careful,” Maisie promised. “I’m sorry. I should have listened.”

			He nodded. “Listening is the first step in honing your instincts. That was a close one, kid. Phew.” Even though he wiped his forehead like he was joking, Maisie could tell she’d scared him. She’d scared herself—that cliff was no joke! Who knew leaves could get so slimy and slippery? Owen got up, brushing his vest free of dirt and twigs. “It’s time to head back to camp,” he said.

			“But—” Maisie protested, but he shook his head.

			“Claire will be worried. And she’ll be even more concerned when I tell her you almost slid off a cliff.”

			“We don’t have to tell her,” Maisie suggested, dread building in her as she rose to her feet and began to follow Owen.

			Owen shook his head. “Lying’s not a good way to go about things,” he said. “I know that’s kind of confusing, because we’re lying about who we are. But that’s for survival. We don’t lie to each other. Also, Claire’s got a raptor-like sense about these things.”

			He jokingly took a swipe at her midsection with a finger crooked as if it were a raptor claw.

			“It is kind of scary how good she is at sniffing out secrets,” Maisie agreed, giggling. “And snacks. She found my secret gummy bears last week.”

			“You had gummy bears and you didn’t tell me?” Owen gasped, making Maisie laugh.

			“Not anymore! She made me share!”
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			“No luck?” Claire asked when they returned from their tracking mission.

			“We had a little incident,” Owen said. In a quiet voice, he explained to Claire what had happened. Maisie busied herself with the stack of books Claire had set out by the campfire. Keeping up on her schoolwork hadn’t been too hard so far. Claire and Owen both made learning pretty fun.

			“How did things go at your meeting?” Maisie heard Owen ask Claire.

			“Maisie, it’s kids’ hour at the lake,” Claire said instead of answering Owen. “Why don’t you go down there and swim? Maybe you’ll find those kids you met last time.”

			“Okay,” Maisie said, knowing better than to argue if Claire was asking her to abandon schoolwork for fun. If only she hadn’t slipped! Then Claire and Owen wouldn’t be having some serious talk about her safety. She knew that was what was going on. And she knew they weren’t going to consult her. Adults rarely asked kids for their opinion.

			Maisie grabbed her swim stuff and went down to the lake. As Claire had said, it was kids’ hour, where the lifeguards brought out a load of floaties and snacks. Maisie picked up an apple from one of the bowls and sat down on the rocky beach to munch on it while she watched a group of girls fight over a unicorn floatie.

			She had just finished her apple and was about to get up to find a garbage can, when she spotted Violet, the blond girl from her first day at the lake.

			Violet was standing at the snack table. The girl looked over her shoulder, scanning the area, before taking an enormous bucket of apples and emptying the entire thing into a backpack. There had to be at least fifteen pounds of apples! Maisie frowned as Violet slung the backpack over her shoulder and hurried away. What in the world was she up to?

			Maisie followed Violet down the beach a distance. Violet was walking fast for a girl lugging pounds of apples. But Maisie could keep up—she had spent the last few months literally being chased by dinosaurs. When Violet disappeared into the forest that surrounded the campground, Maisie wasn’t discouraged.

			She was going to do exactly what Owen had taught her: follow her instincts.

			And all her instincts told her that Violet Moody was up to something.
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			Chapter Six

			The forest was quiet except for the sound of footsteps ahead. Violet had not been taught how to walk soft-footed in the woods like Owen had taught Maisie. Maisie knew how to glide across the forest floor, barely leaving a trace for humans to find. Dinosaurs, however, could almost always sniff you out.

			Violet moved like a cyclone through the trees. Everywhere Maisie looked, she could see traces of her: overturned rocks, shoe imprints in moss…There was even a strand of blond hair hanging from a broken tree branch—she’d probably snagged one of her braids on it.

			What is she up to? Maisie thought as she followed Violet. She caught glimpses of the girl’s blond braids through the trees. She might have spun like a cyclone through the forest, but she clearly knew where she was going. There was no hesitation in her steps: just purpose.

			Maisie hurried down the rough path, trying to keep Violet in her sights. In her vest pocket, her fingers closed around the emergency beacon she kept there. She wasn’t sure yet if this was an emergency, though. After all, she’d merely seen Violet steal some apples. Maybe she was just feeding someone who really liked apples.

			A chittering noise behind her made Maisie whirl, jerking the beacon out of her pocket. As she picked it up, she spotted a squirrel on a branch, watching her with interest. She let out a sigh of relief and turned back, only to find that Violet had disappeared.

			“Oh no,” Maisie muttered, hurrying to where she’d last seen the girl. She looked to the left and then the right, searching for signs like Owen had taught her. But it was as if Violet had disappeared into thin air!

			Maisie was just about to choose a direction at random when the wind shuffled through the trees, carrying voices on it. Her head whipped to the right. The voices were definitely coming from that direction.

			Creeping forward, Maisie headed toward the sound. The path that wasn’t really a path winnowed down to nothing, the trees and branches thickening to a tangle. Maisie fought her way through, pushing and breaking branches with her hands, until she was clawing at thin air.

			The thicket had cleared, opening up to a large grove with two boulders dotting the center.

			Wait a second! Those weren’t boulders!

			Maisie’s eyes widened as the definitely-not-a-boulder rose to her feet. She shook her hind leg like it had fallen asleep. The dinosaur moseyed over to the second not-boulder, nudging her friend with her horned snout. The snoozing dinosaur lifted her head, shaking her frill in annoyance at being bothered from her nap.
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			“Triceratops,” Maisie breathed, staring at the magnificent creatures. Two of them! Teenage ones, if she was gauging their size correctly. Their horns and frills didn’t look fully grown yet, and they were smaller than the full-grown Triceratops she’d seen at the estate.

			Thump!

			An apple came flying into the grove, landing near the standing Triceratops. Maisie’s eyes snapped toward the trees. Violet had to be close, to throw it that hard.

			The Triceratops nudged the apple with her nose, then downed it with one tiny nibble. She rooted around in the ground, looking for more. One apple was definitely not enough to fill a Triceratops’s tummy. When the dinosaur couldn’t find anything on the ground, she lifted her muddy snout and let out a noise—almost like a moan—that sent chills down Maisie’s spine. It wasn’t that it was a scary sound. It was a lonely one. It made her heart twist in recognition.

			“It’s okay,” a voice called through the trees. Violet stepped into view, an apple in her hands. “It’s okay, girls. I’ve got more apples.”

			“I’ve got bananas,” said another voice. Zak crept into the clearing behind Violet, a lot more slowly and cautiously.

			The second Triceratops rose to her feet, staring at the two humans.

			“We’ve got to be able to get closer to them,” said a third voice. Bryn and Hannah joined Zak, their arms full of bunches of carrots.

			“I did yesterday,” Violet said. “I got close enough to touch the one with the crooked tail.”

			Crooked tail? Maisie’s attention turned back to the dinosaurs. Sure enough, the first dinosaur she’d spotted did have a crooked tail.

			“And then you ran away as soon as she stood up,” Zak scoffed.

			“I thought she was gonna spear me with her horn!” Violet protested.

			“We can’t just keep throwing them food,” Hannah said.

			“We’re being eco-friendly,” Violet said. “All the produce the camp store can’t sell, they just throw out. We’re preventing waste.”

			“By turning it into dino poop?” Zak asked skeptically.

			“Dinosaur manure is actually great for composting,” Hannah chipped in, clearly on Violet’s side. “I just don’t want to step in it!”

			As the four of them fell into a bickering discussion on how best to approach the dinosaurs, Maisie sat back on her heels and tried to think.

			The Triceratops couldn’t have been here long. The sheriff had acted like Blue was the first dinosaur anyone in town had ever encountered. That meant no one but Violet and her friends knew about these dinosaurs. They must’ve migrated to the grove recently.

			“They’ll stay put for a while,” Maisie muttered to herself, trying to think like Owen and Claire. “Especially because they’re getting fed.”

			That could be a good thing—no wandering Triceratops causing trouble. But the longer they stayed here, the more likely it became that they’d be found by the wrong person. Triceratops might have been herbivores, but they were powerful creatures—and those horns were no joke! The sheriff hadn’t reacted well to Blue. He probably wouldn’t like these two teenage dinosaurs in his territory, either, even if they were still growing and less of a threat.

			“Quick, Violet, throw another apple. She’s coming toward us!” Bryn squeaked out.

			Maisie’s eyes widened on the other side of the clearing as the Triceratops with the muddy snout lumbered toward Violet and her friends. Violet stumbled backward, knocking her backpack to the ground. Apples spilled everywhere.

			Pop!

			The Triceratops stepped on one of the apples. Bits exploded everywhere! The creature made a noise, looking down. She lifted her foot, and then bent down and licked the apple bits off it. Maisie had never seen a Triceratops tongue before. It was long.

			“What do we do?” hissed Zak.

			Time to make her presence known before something bad happened, Maisie decided. She didn’t want someone to get squished under the Triceratops’s foot like that apple.

			“Stay still,” Maisie called, raising her voice just enough to be heard. The four of them jumped, like her presence was more shocking than that of the two dinosaurs ambling around. Without another word, Maisie strode into the clearing toward the Triceratops.

			Taking a deep breath, Maisie let out the strange, lilting whistle she and Owen had used in the diner parking lot on Blue. Each dinosaur that had once lived at the park had worked with trainers. A universal whistle that meant eyes on me was decided on and taught to all the trainers. They, in turn, taught it to their dinosaur charges.

			Then Owen taught it to Maisie, their first night off-grid. It was like being given entry into a special club.

			Not all dinosaurs responded to it. Owen had warned her that the whistle was just one of many tools, and it wasn’t perfect—that younger dinosaurs often responded better than older ones, who were more stubborn and set in their ways. But these two were young. Maisie had to try.

			Her whistle echoed in the clearing. The Triceratops turned to Maisie, her mouth dotted with apple pieces. She looked at Maisie curiously. Maisie whistled again and reached inside her vest pockets. She held out the apple core she’d pocketed on the beach and shook it. Both Triceratops were focused on her now. Maisie gulped, suddenly aware of how small she was compared to them.

			“Come,” she urged, dangling the apple core. As one of the Triceratops turned to face Maisie, her crooked tail swept toward the kids, who hopped the swishing tail like it was a jump rope.

			The Triceratops came to a halt in front of Maisie, looking down at her with a gleam of curiosity in her eyes. Had the whistle reminded her of the only home she knew before the strange new world of freedom? Maisie gulped, tossing the apple core high in the air. She jumped back as the dinosaur snapped the fruit out of the air with the ease of a heron snapping fish from a lake.

			“Did you follow me?” Violet demanded.

			Hannah tilted her head. “More importantly, how did you do that?”

			“Yeah, what was that whistle thing?” Bryn asked.

			Maisie kept her eyes on the Triceratops, who was still coming forward, wanting more food. “Someone toss me an apple.”

			Zak obeyed, hurling a bright red one at Maisie. She saw it out of the corner of her eye and snatched it out of the air, letting out another whistle before she tossed the apple to the Triceratops. Positive reinforcement and trust were the keys to training. That was what Owen said.

			Maisie stayed on the move. She began to make a slow circle around the grove, the Triceratops trailing after her as Zak tossed her apple after apple. Whistle. Treat. Whistle. Treat. It became a familiar pattern. Apple bits sprayed her cheek every time the Triceratops with the crooked tail got a little too excited. She really liked the red apples. She wagged her head with delight every time Maisie tossed her one.

			“Last one,” Zak called, throwing her the final apple.

			“Uh-oh,” Maisie muttered. Taking out her pocketknife—she hoped Claire would think she was using it responsibly—she quickly cut the apple into four pieces and tossed two to the Triceratops. Then she skipped backward, toward the edge of the grove. Both the Triceratops started to follow her.

			“No!” Maisie said, holding out her hand firmly in another signal Owen had taught her.

			But they didn’t stop—they just kept coming. She had apples, and they wanted them!

			Maisie’s heart rate picked up. Had she gotten the signal wrong?

			Then she remembered: she’d gotten the verbal command wrong.

			“Halt!” She held her hand out.

			The two Triceratops slowed to a stop.

			“Good job,” she praised them, tossing them the final pieces of apple.

			She turned to the four kids staring at her. “Come on,” she said. “Leave the food so they’ll be distracted.”

			Maisie ducked between the trees, hurrying past them, and Violet and her friends raced to follow.
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			Chapter Seven

			“How did you know to do that?” Violet asked, jogging to keep up with Maisie.

			Maisie looked at the compass on her watch. She adjusted her position—they needed to go northeast to get back to the lake. “I read a lot about dinosaurs,” she said. “How did you four find them?”

			“We were just hanging out in the forest when we spotted them,” Hannah explained. She was wearing her acid-green combat boots and T. rex belt buckle again. But this time she was sporting a black T-shirt with the fuzzy gold outline of a shaggy-haired guy playing guitar on it.

			“How long have you been feeding them?”

			“A week,” Zak said. “We need to hurry. Kids’ hour will be up in five minutes, and my mom will definitely be waiting for me.”

			Violet made a face.

			“Not everyone gets their run of the campground,” Zak reminded her. “Your grandparents let you do anything because you live here year-round. My mom likes to know where I am.”

			“So does mine,” Maisie said. “She’ll probably be waiting with your mom.”

			Zak smiled, relieved. “Thanks,” he muttered.

			“I don’t care if we’re late,” Violet declared. “I want answers, new girl. You followed me.”

			“Yeah, you were acting really suspicious,” Maisie said coolly. “Guess I was right, huh?”

			Violet frowned. “Are you gonna tell?”

			“Tell who?” Maisie asked, playing innocent.

			“Your parents? My grandparents? Any of the adults?”

			“They didn’t do anything wrong,” Bryn said. “Tri and Pi—”

			“Tri and Pi?” Maisie echoed, confused.

			“Those are their names,” Bryn explained. “Tri as in three, and Pi because the first number of pi is three. Pi’s the one with the crooked tail. Tri’s the slower, quieter one.”

			“We think they’re sisters,” Hannah added.

			“Can they even be sisters when they’re all clones of one dinosaur?” Violet asked. “Aren’t they just copies of each other?”

			Maisie’s stomach lurched at the question. She knew Violet didn’t mean anything by it. She was talking about dinosaur clones. But even the word clone made her nervous. Claire and Owen were worried about people finding out about her. And she was scared, a little, too. But she was also scared of never finding out her story herself. Did secrecy mean she could never search for answers?

			“Are you going to tell?” Bryn asked.

			Maisie hesitated. She needed to tell Claire and Owen. They were the most qualified people to help the Triceratops.

			“You can’t,” Zak said. “Maisie, they’ll hurt them. The adults are already talking about getting poachers to hunt down that raptor that showed up at the diner.”

			“Where did you hear that?” Maisie asked, alarmed.

			“My dad,” Zak said.

			“My dads were talking about it, too,” Bryn added. “They overheard some of the ranchers in the diner talking about it.”

			“We have a plan,” Violet said. “And if you mess it up, Maisie…”

			“What kind of plan?” Maisie asked, folding her arms.

			“We’re going to move them,” Zak explained.

			“Move the dinosaurs?”

			“This campground is the last bit of private land before hundreds of acres of national forest,” Violet told her. “My grandfather has this big map that outlines it all. There’s a spot ten miles into the woods called Fender’s Rock where there are no hiking trails, and no camping allowed. The only road got washed out a few years ago. There’s water and lots of trees and vegetation. No one will bother them there.”

			“How do you expect to get them there?” Maisie asked sarcastically. “A dinosaur leash?”

			“We did try that,” Hannah said. “It didn’t work.”

			“Of course it didn’t work!”

			“But then you showed up,” Violet said. “And you got them to follow you!”

			Maisie’s eyes widened at the gleam in Violet’s. “Oh no,” she said, slowing her pace a little. “I am not some dinosaur whisperer.”

			“Aren’t you?” Violet asked, following her.

			“Seems like that to me,” Bryn added.

			“Your plan might work,” Maisie said. “If you can get the dinosaurs to follow you for miles. If your parents don’t notice you’re gone. But the Triceratops won’t stay put forever.”

			“But the farther they are from town, the better off they’ll be,” Violet pointed out. “I know it’s not a perfect solution. But right now, they’re less than a mile from a whole campground full of people. If we move them farther from civilization, they have a better chance at surviving.”

			Maisie couldn’t fault this logic. She had let the dinosaurs out into the world because letting them go extinct was wrong. But humans had brought them back to a world that was artificially similar to the one they’d left. Maisie had released them into an even bigger world—an unready world that they changed with their mere presence.

			There were no perfect solutions in what Maisie was quickly realizing was an imperfect world. There were just choices. And she had one to make.

			“How do you know so much about them?” Violet asked again.

			“I told you, I read a lot.”

			“I read a lot, too,” Violet said suspiciously. “And I’ve never read anything about that whistle thing you did.”

			“Yeah, well, depends on what you read,” Maisie said. “I thought all hardcore dino fans had gone through the park’s guidebook and training manual.”

			Violet’s eyes widened. “The leaked training manual is a myth.”

			“Is it, now?” Maisie asked, walking past her. She could hear the burble of voices and splashing of water through the trees. They were close to the lake.

			“It’s supposed to be,” Violet said indignantly.

			“Have you really seen the Jurassic World training manual?” Hannah asked eagerly.

			“Where else would I find out how to do the trainer’s whistle?” Maisie asked with a shrug. She felt a twinge. Technically it wasn’t a lie. She had read the manual. She just hadn’t found it on the internet. It was one of those closely guarded secrets—like herself. But Claire had a copy of the manual and had given it to Maisie as part of her education, creating entire dinosaur-centric lesson plans based on its contents.

			“You could get Tri and Pi to safety at Fender’s Rock,” Zak said. “They follow you.”

			“Getting them to follow me around a grove is different from getting them to follow me for miles. Do you know how many apples we’d need to carry to get them all the way to Fender’s Rock?”

			“We could figure it out,” Violet insisted as the path turned from dirt to rocky sand. The lake came into view, where the lifeguards were beginning to round the kids up and deflate the floaties.

			“My mom’s waiting over there,” Zak said, pointing to a pretty woman with dark hair who was chatting with a lifeguard. “I’ve gotta go.”

			“I’ll stop by your campsite later,” Violet called to him as her friends scattered. She turned back to Maisie with a stern expression. “You and I still need to talk.”

			Maisie felt an angry prickle crawling up her spine. Violet wasn’t the boss of her! “I’ve got to find Cl—my mom,” she said, her cheeks burning at the slip-up. She had to get better at lying. But mom felt strange in her mouth, like it was a word she needed to feel before she could say it.

			“You need to keep quiet about the dinosaurs,” Violet said. “I want you to promise.”

			Maisie scoffed. “A promise means nothing without trust,” she said. “And you certainly don’t trust me.”

			Violet’s eyes narrowed. “If you tell, you’re a brat.”

			“If I tell, it’s because it’s in Tri and Pi’s best interest,” Maisie said firmly. She caught sight of Claire at the edge of the beach, a phone to her ear, and waved. “I see my mom. I gotta go.”

			“Don’t be a brat,” Violet called after her, but Maisie ignored her.

			Claire was still on the phone when Maisie approached her. Her expression was crestfallen. “I understand,” she said into the phone. “Thanks a lot for calling and letting me know.”

			She tucked her phone away with a sigh and pasted on a smile for Maisie.

			“Bad news?” Maisie asked.

			Claire sighed. “I thought I had some people who might be able to provide a safe habitat for Blue. But they’re not taking any more dinosaurs. Not even herbivores.”

			“Why not?” Maisie asked.

			“Local attitudes, plus the rumors that Congress might be finally making their recommendations following the Lockwood incident.”

			“You think Congress is going to make laws about the dinosaurs?” Maisie asked.

			“They have to, Maisie,” Claire said.

			“But…they’ll make laws to ban stuff like poachers, right? They won’t make bad laws.”

			“I don’t know,” Claire said. “The things I’m hearing—” She paused, looking tired. “We shouldn’t talk about this.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because you’re a kid,” Claire said, putting her arm around Maisie.

			But I did this, Maisie thought. She didn’t say it…but she thought it.

			“It’s my world, too,” she said softly.

			Claire’s smile turned soft. “It is,” she agreed as they began to walk back to their campsite. There was something comforting about knowing that Owen was probably already mixing up dinner in front of the van. He’d been talking about making kitchen-sink stew, which was an ever-changing concoction of whatever ingredients needed to be cooked before they went bad.

			Maisie followed Claire to the campsite, and even though she had planned to, she didn’t tell her or Owen about the Triceratops. How could she, when there was nowhere to put them? It would just make Claire sadder, and Maisie didn’t want that. But maybe…if Maisie got Tri and Pi trained…if she was sure she could get them to follow her through the forest without any problems, then she could tell Claire and Owen. They’d make sure Fender’s Rock was the right place for them to live, and they could all escort the Triceratops through the forest together.

			Like a family of adventurers.

			“It needs more pepper,” Claire told Owen as she tasted a spoonful of the stew.

			“Really?” he tasted it. “Hey, Maisie, come over here. Be our tiebreaker.”

			“Coming,” Maisie said. Her mind was made up: she was going to keep the Triceratops secret. But only for now. Only until she was sure the dinosaurs could make the journey through the forest safely. Then she’d tell Claire and Owen.

			Hopefully they wouldn’t be too mad. But Maisie couldn’t let fear stop her. Not when dinosaur lives were on the line.
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			Chapter Eight

			Owen lowered his binoculars, letting them dangle from the strap around his neck. The valley sprawled before him, green and rolling. Cows and barns dotted the fields; fences crisscrossed the terrain. Dawn was just breaking over the horizon, and everything shone even greener in the mist.

			His shoulders were stiff, and he rolled them before lifting the binoculars back up. He’d been up before light, waiting for the morning. Blue was an early riser. When she was young, she was always awake before her siblings, curious and bright-eyed. Sometimes Owen thought back to those early days when they were learning each other, when he’d had the realization that she was different. When he’d slowly come to understand that the raptors were not a project for him, but a burgeoning partnership between human and dinosaur.

			His work had brought him so much more than knowledge. It had brought him Claire and now Maisie, and he couldn’t have been more grateful for such a wild ride. But he still felt unsettled, knowing Blue was roaming in a world she didn’t yet understand.

			He scanned the fields carefully. “C’mon, Blue,” he muttered. “Where are you?”

			Cows. Cows. More cows. There was also a field of llamas. Owen bet the llama owners were the hippie farmers on the “block.” He smiled at the thought.

			He did another sweep of the area. Wait. What was that? Owen focused his binoculars in the northwest corner of the valley. Movement. Too fast to be a cow.

			It was her! Relief flooded him. She hadn’t left the area. She’d stuck around—hopefully because she’d recognized Owen that day at the diner.

			Blue streaked across the field and over one of the fences with the ease of a predator on the hunt. Owen looked in the direction she was heading—it was straight toward an old barn, the doors open already for the morning chores.

			“Oh, girl, you’re gonna get yourself in trouble,” Owen said, slinging his pack over his shoulder and heading to where his dirt bike was leaning against a redwood tree. He popped on his helmet and jumped onto the bike, revving it a few times before he made his way down to the valley. He needed to get to that barn before whoever owned it started their morning chores.

			He raced across the green fields, veering around cows and through gates, his eyes on the prize: the rickety old barn that Blue had disappeared into. An offended cow mooed at him, and a bull tried to chase him across one field—unfortunately, his dirt bike was bright red—but Owen managed to get away. He skidded into the muddy paddock that surrounded the barn, laying his bike down carefully as a tremendous screeching noise filled the air.

			Goose bumps broke out across Owen’s skin. That wasn’t the frustrated screech of a raptor trapped in a dumpster—it was the sound Blue made when she was scared. When a predator was cornering her.

			Owen’s fists clenched, his heart thumping at the idea of a predator fierce enough to scare Blue. He crept forward, keeping low to the ground. Was it another raptor? It couldn’t be the T. rex—she would be busting through the roof of this barn. It wasn’t very big.

			Owen grabbed the swinging door and slowly pulled it open, ready for the fight of his life.

			A startled laugh escaped his lips when he caught sight of the raptor.

			Blue was backed into a corner of the barn, frozen in what seemed to be fear as a fluffy orange barn cat wound its body around the raptor’s legs. Blue’s eyes snapped to Owen’s, and she let out a distressed noise, as if saying Save me!
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			The cat’s puffy tail twitched through Blue’s sharp claws. The cat closed her golden eyes and rubbed her cheek against Blue’s scaly leg. The texture must have felt nice, because the cat began to purr loudly.

			Blue screeched in horror, brought down by the relaxed feline, who didn’t even flinch at the noise. The cat looked up from her perch on Blue’s foot and meowed plaintively, patting the raptor’s leg with her paw.

			It was too much for Blue. The raptor leapt backward at the touch, making the cat tumble off her leg and, of course, land on all fours. The cat let out an indignant meow and immediately began to groom herself.

			Blue went crashing through a rotted section of barn wall. Wood splintered, jagged pieces flying all over. Blue—mostly used to humans her whole life—fled across the field, unable to understand that the fearsome creature she’d just encountered should have been a lot more scared of her than she should have been of it.

			Footsteps thundered behind Owen, who spun on the spot. A man with salt-and-pepper hair stood at the door of the barn, a pitchfork in his hand.

			“Was that…a dinosaur?” the rancher asked.

			“It was,” Owen said.

			“They were right,” the man breathed. “I thought Billie and Todd were making jokes, talking about hiring guys to take care of the dinosaur problem.”

			“That’s not the solution to this, sir,” Owen said.

			“Who exactly are you?” His pitchfork leaned toward Owen. “And why are you trespassing on my property?”

			Owen gulped. “I’m the man who helped the sheriff with his first encounter with this animal,” he said, picking his words carefully. “You heard about that?”

			“I did,” the farmer said.

			“My name’s Owen,” Owen continued. “I know about animal behavior. I thought I’d help the sheriff. He seemed a little out of his element.”

			“Who is in their element with these monsters?” the farmer muttered. “Look at my barn!”

			“I can help you fix that,” Owen said quickly. If Blue stayed close, it might be better if Owen had access to the farm.

			“Why would you do that?” the farmer asked.

			“I believe in lending a hand,” Owen said truthfully. “And I miss building things. Me and my wife and kid are traveling for the next year. But I spent the better part of a year building a cabin.”

			“A cabin, huh?” The suspicion in the farmer’s face began to fade. “My name’s Rand,” he said. “I’ve got spare lumber to patch this up on the other side of the property. My wife’s probably got some coffee for you, if you’d like a pick-me-up.”

			“That sounds great,” Owen said. He didn’t mind a little construction work if he could get information at the same time. He needed to find out more about these ranchers Rand had spoken of—the ones who wanted to bring in guys to “solve” the dinosaur problem. He knew what that meant. Poachers.

			Owen looked through the hole that Blue had made in the barn, past the green fields and to the tree line, where she’d disappeared.

			I’m not giving up on you, girl, he thought. Don’t you worry.
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			Chapter Nine

			“A cat?” Maisie asked incredulously. “Blue was scared of a cat?”

			“Terrified,” Owen said, stealing one of the French fries on Maisie’s plate. Her burger had been enormous, but she’d polished it off. She and Claire had gone on a long bike ride that morning, so she needed the fuel. Especially because she planned to visit the Triceratops tomorrow if she could get away.

			The three of them were sitting in a corner booth in the Mountain Peak Diner, eating dinner. Owen had spent the day rebuilding the barn wall Blue had crashed through and was catching Claire and Maisie up on the events of his day.

			“I guess that makes sense,” Claire said. “She would have nothing to compare a feline to.”

			“She was born in a lab, and she lived at the park. She knows what livestock looks like. Especially goats,” Owen said. “It’s what they used to get fed.”

			Maisie made a face at the thought.

			“But she wouldn’t know a cat’s not a threat to her,” Claire said. “That’s fascinating. This is the kind of animal behavior we couldn’t replicate to study at the park.”

			“Exactly,” Owen said. “We’re in uncharted waters. Animal behavior as we know it will change across all species because of the dinosaurs’ presence in the world. And the dinosaurs will also adapt to wherever they settle, and to the native species—including humans.”

			“A whole new evolution cycle,” Claire marveled.

			“And we’re living it.” Owen shook his head in awe and then smiled. “Blue did not like the cat’s purring and meowing. That’s when she bolted through the barn wall.”

			Maisie giggled. The idea of Blue being cowed by a tiny barn cat was pretty funny. Imagine being scared of a purr! A purring cat was one of the most comforting sounds in the world!

			“There are some very interesting studies about a feline’s purr and how they produce it,” Claire said, trying to add an educational spin, as always.

			“Do you think Blue would be scared of a tiger, too?” Maisie asked. “Or a panther?”

			“Let’s hope she never encounters either,” Owen said.

			“Did they ever get woolly mammoth DNA at the park?” Maisie asked. “Or saber-toothed tigers?”

			Claire’s eyes widened in alarm. “Shhh,” she said. “Remember to keep your voice down, Maisie.”

			“Sorry,” Maisie said.

			“The walls have ears,” Claire reminded her. Maisie had thought this saying was really weird when Claire had first used it. But basically it meant that they had to be careful about what they said. You never knew who was listening…or recording! Everyone had a phone these days. Well, everyone but Maisie.

			“Hey there.” A man in a cowboy hat came to a stop in front of their table. Another man and a woman with an enormous turquoise belt buckle stood behind him.

			“Rand.” Owen got up and shook the man’s hand. “Nice to see you again. Honey, this is the rancher I was helping this morning.”

			“Ma’am.” Rand tipped his hat to Claire. “Miss.” Then he tipped his hat to Maisie. She grinned. She’d never seen someone do that in real life—only in movies. Rand’s face was worn like the leather of the woman’s belt, and his eyes were kind.

			“It was nice of you to help Rand out,” said the woman. “I’m Billie. This is my brother, Todd.”

			Todd, a man with a long face and a bushy mustache, nodded to them but stayed silent.

			“Happy to help out,” Owen said. “And I would do it again for another cup of your coffee.”

			“Rand was saying you helped the sheriff out when that creature was in the dumpster back there.” Billie jerked her thumb behind her to the diner parking lot.

			“I did,” Owen said, in a slow way that made Maisie think he was carefully choosing his words.

			“You do that often?” Billie asked, sounding almost forcedly casual.

			“Sometimes. When the situation calls for it.”

			“And if the situation called for, say, you getting rid of that creature?” Rand asked.

			Owen’s face grew stern. “There were laws against poaching, last time I looked.”

			“Those laws were written in the before times,” said Billie. “We thought we might avoid this kind of trouble. But looks like our luck ran out. We’re in a brand-new world ever since those creatures broke out of that mansion of horrors.”

			Maisie’s mouth twisted at the description of her former home. Underneath the diner table, Claire’s hand found hers and squeezed it reassuringly.

			“I’m sorry, ma’am, but I’ve gotta follow the law,” Owen said calmly. “My understanding of the poaching law is that dinosaurs fall under it.”

			“Only if you have a sheriff who enforces that law,” Rand said.

			“Sheriff Wragg seems like the kind of man who would,” Owen said.

			Maisie could feel Owen getting more and more tense as the ranchers pushed their point. Claire squeezed Maisie’s hand again, her face pale and her freckles standing out.

			“And if we could convince the sheriff?” Billie asked.

			“That’s not the kind of work I take on,” Owen said firmly.

			“That creature ate two of my cows!” For the first time, the man with the mustache—Todd—spoke, his voice angry.

			“Sheltering your animals at night will go a long way. But just like any area with predators, there’s always risk,” Owen said. “There are bears. Mountain lions—”

			“My dogs can scare off a mountain lion,” Todd interrupted angrily. “It’s not like my guard dogs can fight a dinosaur.”

			“But they can scare them off,” Owen said, trying to appeal to the angry ranchers. “There are a lot of ways to safeguard your land and livestock.”

			“Yeah. By hiring a team of guys to take care of it,” Todd said.

			Owen and Claire exchanged looks. “Organizations like the ones you’re talking about are never a good idea.”

			“I think we’ll decide what’s best for our town and our ranches,” said Billie firmly. “Thank you for your time.”

			“I’m disappointed you can’t do more,” Rand said to Owen. “But thanks for the help this morning.”

			Owen nodded, looking tired as the three ranchers left.

			“What are we going to do?” Maisie asked anxiously. “They’re going to hire poachers to go after Blue!”

			“First we’re going to call the sheriff,” Owen said. “Then I’m going to find Blue.”
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			Chapter Ten

			The next morning, both Owen and Claire were tense, their thoughts elsewhere. Maisie knew that they planned to talk with the sheriff about the rancher’s plan to hire poachers.

			When Violet showed up after breakfast with Zak and an invitation for Maisie to hang out, Claire seemed relieved.

			“There’s a fort at the end of the lake trail,” Violet explained to Claire. “We’re gonna hang out there until lunch. Can Maisie come?”

			“That sounds fun,” Claire said. “Maisie, take the radio, okay?” She dug in her bag and handed it to Maisie. “You know what to do if you need me.”

			Maisie nodded and went to get her vest and backpack. She added a few items to the backpack—some bags of trail mix, sunscreen, and an inflatable beach ball.

			“So you didn’t spill,” Violet said as they walked toward the lake together, away from the campsite.

			“For now,” Maisie said. She knew she’d have to tell Claire and Owen eventually about Tri and Pi. She just hoped they wouldn’t be mad at her for keeping such a secret.

			“Well, good.” Violet looked at the walkie-talkie in Maisie’s hand. “They’ll give you a radio, but not a phone?” she asked incredulously.

			“Phones rely on cell towers. Radio frequencies are different.”

			“It’s super old-fashioned,” Violet said.

			Maisie shrugged. “Some old things are useful. Haven’t you heard about the radio network of dinosaur sightings?”

			Violet shook her head.

			“Yeah. Truckers use this radio network that was established for citizens. And now people are using it to report dinosaur sightings and get help for them.”

			“But what if the wrong people are listening?” Violet asked. “You know…poachers.” She lowered her voice on the last word, as if just saying it would summon one.

			“That’s the problem,” Maisie said. “It’s a citizens network. So anyone with the radio gear can listen in.”

			“I dunno, Maisie,” Violet said as they ducked through the trees, making their way toward the grove. “That seems risky. Keeping dinosaur sightings secret seems like a better idea.”

			“Violet, you can’t keep dinosaurs this big a secret forever,” Maisie told her. “A Triceratops isn’t some itty-bitty Compsognathus. Not to mention Tri and Pi aren’t fully grown.”

			“How do you know that?”

			“Their horns and frills,” Maisie said, as they continued to the grove. The forest was a few degrees cooler than the beach. The trees were so tall that they almost blocked out the sun in places. “They’re probably teenagers, in the dino world.”

			“So they’re going to get bigger?” Violet asked.

			Maisie nodded. “And they’ll want to roam more.”

			Violet’s eyes widened at the thought.

			“So what do we do?” Violet asked. “Is there anything in that training manual about what to do if the dinosaurs get loose?”

			Maisie shook her head. “There’s nothing about them getting loose in the outside world. I don’t think anyone ever dreamed that dinosaurs would be living anywhere but on Islas Nublar and Sorna.”

			“Adults never think ahead,” Violet scoffed.

			“Some of them don’t,” Maisie agreed as they came to the edge of the grove. Zak and Bryn were already there, with a bucket of apples and another of bruised nectarines.

			“More stuff thrown out by the camp store?” Maisie asked.

			Bryn nodded. “The apples are perfectly fine, too. I don’t know what they’re thinking.”

			“Probably that no one wants to eat apples when they can eat chips?” Zak suggested.

			“How are Tri and Pi?” Maisie stood on her tiptoes, looking over Zak’s shoulder. The two Triceratops were snoozing in the middle of the grove, curled together like kittens. Tri shifted in her sleep, her head tilting back a little, her mouth hanging open. She took in a breath, and a buzzing sound filled the air.

			“Is she…Is that a snore?” Maisie asked.

			“Oh yeah, she’s loud,” Violet said. “Sometimes the snoring’s so bad it wakes Pi up. Then she pokes Tri with her horns until she wakes up, too.”

			Maisie giggled at the thought. “Where’s Hannah?”

			“She went down to the stream to get more water,” Bryn explained.

			“You’re bringing the dinosaurs water?” Maisie asked in surprise.

			“We tried to take them down to the stream, but they wouldn’t follow us,” Zak said.

			Well, that was the first thing she needed to do, then. A few buckets of water were not enough for growing Triceratops. Dinosaurs were like cats: they didn’t like drinking water that was just sitting there. They like moving water.

			“How far is the stream?”

			“Ten minutes that way.” Bryn pointed north, even deeper into the woods.

			“They’ve got to learn how to go to the stream when they get thirsty,” Maisie said.

			“Why?” Zak asked. “We’ve got a system.”

			“Because you won’t have a system if we take them to Fender’s Rock,” Maisie said.

			“So by giving them water, we’re stopping them from looking for it?” Violet asked.

			“Maybe a little,” Maisie admitted. “You did the right thing, though, because dehydration is worse than starvation. We just need to teach them that getting water themselves is fun.”

			“Fun?” Zak asked skeptically.

			“Dinosaurs play, just like any other animal,” Maisie said. “Which is why I brought this.” She pulled the deflated beach ball from her backpack and blew it up.

			“You think they’re going to chase a ball around?” Violet asked.

			“I know it sounds silly, but there is stuff in the training manual about what the park people called ‘dinosaur exercise incentives.’ Basically, it’s a list of dinosaur toys and how to use them.”

			“If you say so,” Bryn said.

			“Guys!” Across the grove, Hannah waved her hands.

			“Where’s the water?” Bryn muttered as the girl hurried around the edge of the grove toward them. Pi raised her head to watch Hannah’s journey with interest, but then settled back in to snuggle with her friend.

			“What happened?” Violet asked when Hannah drew close. She had a long scratch on one arm, and she was sopping wet!

			“A tree fell across the path to the stream,” Hannah explained. “It’s completely blocking the way. I got scratched up climbing over it. I couldn’t lift the buckets over without splashing it all over.”

			“Now we really need to teach them how to get their own water,” Maisie said firmly.

			“With the beach ball?” Zak asked, still looking unsure.

			“It’s worth a try,” Maisie said.

			With more confidence than she felt, she walked toward the sleepy Triceratops. Pi immediately raised her head, watching Maisie. Tri was still snoring.

			Maisie bounced the ball on the ground. Pi’s head followed the movement. Good! She was paying attention.

			“C’mon, girl,” Maisie said, bouncing the ball again, this time toward the Triceratops. It skittered across the ground to Pi, who bent her head and nudged it with her nose.

			“Oh no!” Hannah said as Pi’s horn speared the ball.

			Maisie winced as the dinosaur jerked back at the pop, confused. Pi shook her head, trying to get the deflated rubber off her horn. But she couldn’t fling it off. It was stuck!

			Grabbing a nectarine, Maisie hurried forward, ducking when Pi shook her head like a dog trying to shake water off its coat.

			“Hey, hey.” Maisie held out her right hand flat in a halt gesture, drawing back her left into a fist around the nectarine. It was the training stance that Owen had taught her. She bent to a crouch, keeping low and still. “It’s okay, Pi,” she soothed the dinosaur. “Look what I’ve got.” She pushed her thumb into the bruised nectarine. Juice burst all over her hand, and Pi’s horned snout raised in interest at the new scent. She rolled her large head, searching for the source.

			“Right here, Pi.” Maisie held out a chunk of the nectarine and whistled.
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			Pi zeroed in on the treat, lowering her head as Maisie tossed it onto the ground in front of her.

			Quick! Maisie reached forward as fast as she could and snatched the deflated ball off Pi’s horn as the dinosaur snuffled along the ground for the nectarine. She dashed back toward the edge of the grove, but Pi wasn’t interested in her at all. The dino was in nectarine heaven, slobbering everywhere as she munched on the fruit.

			“Look like we’ve found Pi’s new favorite treat,” Maisie said as Pi made an offended noise and dropped the nectarine pit. Violet giggled behind her at the sight. “Hannah, could the dinosaurs climb over the tree that’s blocking the trail to the stream?”

			“Definitely,” Hannah said.

			A plan began to form in Maisie’s head.

			“Okay, then…this is what we’re gonna do…,” Maisie said, leaning forward.
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			Chapter Eleven

			“I can’t believe we’re pulling a Hansel and Gretel,” Violet grumbled as she set down another apple.

			Maisie laughed. Her plan was simple: leave a trail of treats along the path to the stream, then have Tri and Pi follow it. It was like Hansel leaving a trail of bread crumbs…except Maisie and her friends weren’t going to get lost.

			“Oh wow,” she said, pointing to the tree house. It was almost entirely taken over by plants, but a rope ladder dangled from the vine-covered house set precariously on a thick, mossy branch. “Who do you think built that?”

			“Who knows?” Bryn said, setting down a nectarine. “It’s way too high for me to climb up there!”

			“Has anyone gone up there?” Maisie asked, eyes gleaming at the thought.

			“No!” Hannah said, horrified.

			“Why not?”

			“You are just like Violet,” Bryn said with a shake of her head. “That rope ladder is old. Don’t either of you dare try to climb up there!”

			“You’re no fun,” Violet said, setting down the final apple as they reached the stream. It was a beautiful place, with a little waterfall and a deep pool that was perfect to make into a dinosaur watering hole. Maisie hated that the Triceratops would have to move deeper into the forest if they wanted to remain undiscovered, because their grove seemed perfect for them.

			“Okay, let’s get back to the grove,” Maisie said. “What time do you usually feed them?”

			“Right about now,” Zak said.

			“Great. Then they’re hungry.”

			The five of them hurried back down the path. Both Tri and Pi were up and moving around when they returned. Tri nudged one of the empty water buckets with her nose and let out a forlorn bellow.

			“What next?” Violet asked.

			Maisie bit her lip. Her next idea was a little risky. No. Scratch that. A lot risky.

			The problem with leaving a trail of treats for two dinosaurs was that the dinosaur in front was going to eat all the treats. So if Pi was in front, she’d get all the treats, and Tri would get none. That meant someone needed to be tossing more treats on the ground as the Triceratops moved down the path toward the water.

			Which meant Maisie needed to climb onto one of the dinosaurs’ backs.

			“I’m going to ride Pi,” Maisie said. Pi had let Maisie get close to her, and she was the one who seemed most interested in the humans. Tri was kind of a lazy, sleepy dinosaur compared to her friend Pi, Maisie was coming to realize.

			“Ride her?” Zak burst out. “Maisie, no!”

			“It’s okay,” Maisie said, even though her stomach was jumping like corn in a popper. Before any of them could stop her or talk her out of it, she walked up to Pi, who was ambling around the clearing, her crooked tail swishing back and forth. Maisie hopped over it when it twitched toward her, sending dirt and pebbles flying everywhere.

			“Hey, girl,” she said, stepping onto a stump next to the dinosaur. Pi looked over her shoulder at Maisie, who tossed her a nectarine. As soon as she heard Pi’s happy grumbly noises, she scrambled onto the dinosaur’s back.

			Pi’s hide was rough, the texture unlike anything Maisie had ever felt. She pulled herself up to Pi’s shoulders until the dino’s enormous frill was just inches away from her hands. Pi turned her head to look at the girl who’d climbed onto her back. Maisie tossed her another nectarine, and her presence was forgotten in favor of the treat.

			“Oh my gosh, Maisie!” Violet said, walking slowly into the clearing, her friends trailing behind her, their faces full of shock.

			Maisie scooted until her knees were right up against Pi’s frill, then reached out and stroked her fingers along its edge. To her surprise, Pi let out a pleased rumble at the touch.

			“Do you like that?” Maisie asked with a grin, doing it again. Pi rumbled again, deep in her chest, and Maisie giggled. It was like scratching a cat behind its ears! There were probably a lot of spots a Triceratops couldn’t reach to scratch, now that she thought of it.

			She tossed another nectarine, this time hurling it as far as she could across the grove, toward the path to the stream. Pi ambled forward eagerly, following the fruit, and Maisie held on for dear life, the dinosaur’s powerful muscles shifting beneath her.

			Pi passed Tri, who was scratching herself lazily against a redwood tree. Tri watched Pi with interest as she nibbled on another nectarine.

			“Here, girl.” Maisie tossed a nectarine toward Tri, who began to follow Pi, just like Maisie wanted.

			“Maisie, it’s working,” Violet called.

			Violet was right. Pi had spotted the pile of nectarines set at the head of the trail and was moving toward it with purpose. Maisie scrambled down the dinosaur’s back so that she was facing Pi’s tail—and Tri’s front as she followed her friend. Maisie tossed an apple to Tri, and she kept following.

			The Triceratops moved down the trail, eating the fruit nibble by nibble as Maisie and her friends praised them and tossed extra treats for encouragement.

			“We’re coming up to the tree!” Maisie called, turning around so she was facing the trail like Pi. “Come on, girl,” she said. This was the moment of truth: Would the fallen tree stop them?

			Maisie tossed a nectarine over the tree, on the other side of the trail.

			Pi didn’t even hesitate. She stepped over the enormous tree like it was nothing. Maisie clung to Pi’s frill, her body rocking back and forth as the dinosaur thumped to the ground with a teeth-clattering jolt.

			“Good girl!” Maisie said, when she’d caught her breath again. Pi was much more interested in finding more nectarines than listening to Maisie’s praise, but on the other side of the tree, she could see that Tri was hesitating where Pi had not.

			“Encourage her, everyone,” Maisie called, letting out the special whistle a few times and clapping her hands together while doing her best to stay balanced. Tri tilted her head, taking in the noise as Violet, Zak, Bryn, and Hannah cheered her on. Still she didn’t move. Pi was ambling along, so Maisie was getting farther and farther away! She had to act fast!

			“Someone’s gotta show her how!” she yelled.

			Violet understood immediately.

			“Tri, look at me!” The girl climbed up on top of the fallen tree, waggling her hands back and forth. Tri’s head shook back and forth as she watched Violet, almost as if she was saying no way.

			“She’s thinking about it,” Hannah said, scrambling up next to Violet. Bryn followed, and then Zak, until they were dancing along the log, trying to convince Tri it wasn’t so scary.

			Maisie watched Tri closely, noticing that her tail twitched back and forth, like she was building up courage. “Watch out!” she yelled, cupping her hands around her mouth.

			The kids scattered in all direction as Tri launched herself over the log in one giant leap! The ground shook when she landed, her hindquarters wiggling in happiness over her accomplishment as the kids cheered and tossed her treats.

			With the tree obstacle crossed, the rest of the trip to the stream was a breeze. Maisie clung to Pi’s frill until she came to a stop at the edge of the pool below the tiny waterfall. She slid off Pi’s shoulders as the dinosaur bent down to lap up the water. Before Maisie could move, Tri came up right next to Pi, so she was sandwiched between the thirsty dinosaurs!

			“You okay, Maisie?” Zak called nervously from his spot on the trail.

			“I think so,” Maisie said, staying very still. She looked out of the corner of her eye at both of the Tri-ceratops. Then…Splash! Water all over her face!

			Pi had turned her head, flicking water at Maisie in the process.

			“Hey!” Maisie protested.

			Pi did it again! She dipped her nose in the water and flicked it at Maisie.

			“Oh my gosh,” Violet laughed behind Maisie.

			Pi was definitely the mischievous one! Maisie bent down cautiously, not knowing if it was a good idea or not. She cupped water in her hands and then flicked it toward the dinosaur.

			When the droplets hit Pi, she started up with those happy rumbles she’d made when she first tasted the nectarine. Maisie splashed her again, more forcefully this time, and she charged forward into the water, flopping sideways into it, causing a wave to hit Maisie.

			She froze on the spot, too stunned to move. All she could see was Pi, rising from the water, her head moving back and forth and her tongue flicking out like she was laughing at Maisie.

			“You are full of trouble!” Maisie laughed, and she waded into the water, splashing it at Pi, who splashed back.

			“This is wild,” Violet said, kicking off her shoes and wading in after Maisie. Pi smacked her frill into the water, sending a shower over Violet, who laughed delightedly.

			“I’m gonna stay here on the shore,” Bryn said.

			“They’re playing!” Violet protested. “You don’t need to be scared.”

			Hannah took off her combat boots and dipped a toe in the water. She cast a glance at Tri, who was still drinking water next to her.

			“Hey, buddy,” she said, reaching out cautiously and stroking Tri’s frill. Tri, whose mouth was still under the water, started blowing bubbles as she rumbled in happiness.

			“They really like that,” Maisie said. “I think it’s like when someone scratches a spot on our back we can’t reach.”

			“Her skin—hide?—is so rough,” Hannah marveled.

			“Back in their day, the biggest predator the Triceratops faced was the T. rex,” Maisie said. “A tough hide and horns helped with that.”

			“Do they like their noses scratched like their frills?” Violet asked.

			“I guess we could see,” Maisie said, wading toward Pi, who had been basking in the cool water and rocking back and forth so it would wash over her hide. It must be like taking a bath after doing a lot of dirty work, Maisie realized.
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			Pi pushed her face into Maisie’s hand eagerly, and then—swipe!—sliminess as the dinosaur’s tongue licked Maisie’s fingers. There was nectarine-scented dino drool everywhere.

			“Um…thank you?” Maisie said, trying not to make a face or to dunk her hand in the water immediately to wash it off. She continued to run her hand along Pi’s nose, looking over her shoulder to see that Zak had finally left the trail and was on the bank with Bryn. Hannah had sat down next to Tri, who seemed content to lie by the shore and lap up the water, rather than jump in it like Pi had.

			“She’s kind of sleepy, isn’t she?” Maisie asked Hannah.

			“A girl after my own heart,” Hannah joked, patting the dinosaur’s frill as she leaned against Tri’s side. She pulled a worn paperback book from her back pocket and began to read.

			“Zak, don’t you want to come in the water?” Violet asked.

			“I don’t have my suit,” Zak said. “I’ll keep Bryn company.”

			“I’m on team not getting crushed by a dinosaur,” Hannah added. “Pi’s like my pesky two-year-old sister in the bathtub.”

			Maisie giggled. That did describe Pi’s behavior. The dinosaur had finally pulled away from her and begun to wade toward the waterfall. She stuck her head beneath it in a dinosaur version of a shower and shook her entire body, her tail wiggling in the water like a snake.

			This was Maisie’s chance: she wanted to get a better look at Pi’s tail. It didn’t seem to bother the dinosaur, but the crook in it made her wonder if it had been broken at some point.

			“Hey, will you help me?” she asked Violet. “I want to look at Pi’s tail.”

			“Sure,” Violet said.

			Together, the girls waded deeper into the pool toward the waterfall, where Pi was having the time of her life. She was even munching on some plants that sprouted from the rocks.

			“So do we grab it?” Violet asked.

			Maisie frowned. “I think if we get on either side of her tail, we can kind of trap it?”

			Violet nodded in understanding. “I’ll get on this side.” She positioned herself behind Pi’s twitching tail while Maisie stood in front of it.

			Pi was still snacking on the plants, so Maisie walked forward until she was waist-deep in the pool. Pi’s tail swung back and forth underwater as she ate. Maisie plunged her hands into the water, her skin prickling at the cold and then at the rough texture as her fingers made contact with Pi’s tail.

			It stopped twitching as soon as Maisie touched it. The dinosaur looked over her shoulder at the girl, as if she expected her to pull it like a naughty toddler would do with a cat.

			“It’s okay, Pi,” Maisie told her. “I just wanted to make sure you’re not hurt.” She ran her hand farther up, feeling the bump that was the crook in Pi’s tail. There wasn’t even a scar. Whatever had happened to Pi’s tail had happened long ago—probably before she was even taken off Isla Nublar.

			“There you go,” Maisie said, pulling her hands away. “Good girl.” She tossed her an apple, and Pi turned around so fast to grab it that she knocked both Maisie and Violet off their feet with a big swish of her tail. Maisie fell back into the water, trying not to laugh too hard because she didn’t want to suck in water. She popped back up just in time to see Pi chasing after the floating apple, a look of concentration on her face when every attempt to grab it with her mouth pushed it farther away. It was like watching a dinosaur play the Halloween game of bobbing for apples.

			“That tail could smush you like a grape!” Violet said with a sputter, slicking her hair off her face.

			“Just imagine what she’ll be like when she’s fully grown,” Maisie said, floating on her back and staring at the sky. She felt a gentle nudge at the top of her head and looked up to see that Tri had finally ventured into the water. Her enormous face was right in front of Maisie’s, looking down at her. Maisie held very still, floating in the water as Tri bent, nipping at Maisie’s ponytail like she thought it was something good to eat.

			Splash! An apple plopped into the water from the bank. Tri moved after it, abandoning Maisie’s hair.

			“Thanks,” Maisie called.

			“No problem,” Bryn answered.

			“Are you sure you don’t want to come in?” Maisie asked, splashing her hands in the water and sitting up so she could see Bryn and Zak on the bank. Hannah had followed Tri into the water, swimming into the depths as Tri headed toward the waterfall.

			“I’m good,” Bryn said.

			“Me too,” Zak said, eyeing Tri nervously. He jumped when the dinosaur plunged her head under the waterfall and squawked indignantly, then pulled her head out just as quickly.

			Maisie laughed. “I don’t think Tri likes the shower effect.”

			They spent nearly two hours at the swimming hole with the two Triceratops. When lunchtime came around, Maisie clambered onto Pi’s shoulders. Violet followed suit with Tri, and they rode the Triceratops along the path to the grove, using the rest of the apples as incentives.

			Tired from swimming and exploring, Tri almost immediately fell asleep in a patch of sun. Her snoring didn’t seem to bother her sister, because Pi flopped down beside her for a nap.

			“This will work,” Violet declared, lying down next to Maisie on the grass. “We can guide them to Fender’s Rock by riding them. And then they’ll be safe.”

			“Maybe,” Maisie said hesitantly. “How far did you say Fender’s Rock is?”

			“About ten miles north,” Zak said.

			Maisie stomach fell. That was so far. At least two days’ walk for the dinosaurs. Maybe longer, because Tri was not as fast as her sister. There was no way the kids’ parents wouldn’t notice them being gone for two days or more!

			“That’s really far, isn’t it?” Bryn asked, looking at Maisie’s disappointed face.

			“Yeah,” Maisie said, looking north and then glancing at the sleepy dinosaurs stretched out in the sun. “It’s really far.”

			“It’ll work,” Violet said again, sounding so sure of herself.

			Violet was right. It would work. But only if Maisie did the thing that she should’ve done from the start: tell Owen and Claire about the Triceratops so they could help her.
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			Chapter Twelve

			When Maisie returned to the campsite, her ponytail was still damp from her swim. She didn’t know how she was going to tell Owen and Claire that she’d been keeping two dinosaurs secret from them, but she needed to figure it out—fast. The only way the Triceratops could get to Fender’s Rock was with the adults’ help.

			But when she walked past Pumpkin, she saw that Owen and Claire weren’t alone.

			“Hey, honey,” Claire said to Maisie. “We have a visitor.”

			Sheriff Wragg was sitting in a camp chair next to Owen.

			“Hi, Sheriff,” Maisie said. She felt a little relieved that she wouldn’t have to tell Owen and Claire right away. She needed some time to figure out how to say it best, because every way she’d thought of so far sounded bad.

			“I’ve got some homework for you in the van,” Claire said. “Why don’t you go do that while the grown-ups talk?”

			Maisie nodded, but when she got inside Pumpkin, she saw that Claire had set out a pad of watercolor paper and a brand-new watercolor palette.

			It was hard not to eavesdrop when you were in a van and you needed to keep the windows open for proper airflow, Maisie reasoned with herself as she set up the paints and the adults’ voices floated through Pumpkin’s tiny flap windows.

			“I’m not sure what else I can do,” Sheriff Wragg was saying to Owen.

			Maisie dipped her brush into the water and then the blue paint. She snaked a curve of blue across the page to create the stream.

			“You could appeal to the ranchers,” Owen told the sheriff.

			“The ranchers have a right to protect their land and livestock. And I have a duty to my community,” the sheriff said.

			Maisie washed her brush and blew on the drying blue paint. She’d need gray and a little green to get Tri and Pi’s colors right. She wanted to paint Pi’s first giant flop into the stream. It had been epic.

			“Do you want your town overrun with dinosaur poachers?” Owen asked. “Have you ever met one, Sheriff? They’re not nice people.”

			“I haven’t,” Sheriff Wragg admitted. “I’m a fish out of water in these matters.”

			“They’re criminals,” Claire said. “Just like the poachers who’ve hurt other kinds of wildlife all over the world. Did you know that there’s an entire black market for Triceratops horns, for instance?”

			Maisie’s body clenched. She was never going to let that happen to Tri and Pi. Maybe Violet was right: keeping them secret was the better plan.

			“That’s awful,” the sheriff said.

			“It’s barbaric,” Owen said. “There are humane ways of dealing with predators. And the idea that predators are always bad is the stuff of fairy tales. Introducing wolves back into Yellowstone Park helped the fox and mice population flourish. And the overall health of the park’s whole ecosystem got better as well.”

			Maisie’s ears pricked up. She’d never heard about this. She’d seen pictures of Yellowstone National Park. It was like the redwood forests—the kind of place that made you feel awe that it existed.

			“How did bringing predators in help little animals like mice?” Sheriff Wragg asked.

			“Wolves hunt elk,” Claire explained. “Bringing wolves back into Yellowstone meant the elks’ behavior changed. They stopped grazing in places they could easily be caught—allowing the smaller animals like foxes and mice to flourish in those fields and gorges.”

			“Fascinating,” Sheriff Wragg said.

			“Animals are intelligent, adaptive creatures in the wild,” Claire said.

			“And nature finds a way,” Owen added.

			“Well, with a little help from the Yellowstone scientists,” Claire said with a smile in her voice.

			Maisie was as fascinated as the sheriff by this story. If the wolves changed Yellowstone that much, what would the dinosaurs do?

			She had so many questions, like the rest of the world, about the future. When she’d freed the dinosaurs, she’d been thinking only about right and wrong. But now there were way more things to think about. Questions that maybe didn’t even have answers yet.

			Did the Yellowstone scientists worry whether they were right when they brought wolves back to their park? What would they have done if they were wrong?

			Some choices you can’t take back. Some choices you don’t want to.

			“Poachers aren’t interested in protecting your community, Sheriff,” Owen told the man in a gentle but sure voice. “They’re interested only in one thing: making big bucks.”

			“I’d appreciate it if you’d come out with me to Rand Norland’s place tomorrow, then,” Sheriff Wragg said. “We can try to get the ranchers to agree use your methods. Otherwise, they’ll hire this group that’s sprung up to deal with the dinosaur problems.”

			“I’m happy to come with you,” Owen said.

			“Would you like to join us, ma’am?” Sheriff Wragg asked Claire. “You seem to know your way around these things just as well as your husband.”

			“We’ll see,” Claire said. “We have our daughter with us, so…”

			“Understood,” Sheriff Wragg said. “Well, I’ll get out of your hair, folks. Thanks for the call and the chat and the coffee.”

			“I really hope we’ll be able to solve this,” Owen said. “Have a good night, Sheriff.”

			Claire and Owen watched Sheriff Wragg disappear down the road.

			“We’re going to have to move fast,” Claire said. “The poachers will come.”

			“If they aren’t already here,” Owen said grimly.

			Maisie got out of the van and joined them by the campfire.

			“What are you going to say to the ranchers?” she asked.

			“I’m not sure,” Owen said.

			“What would you say, Maisie?” Claire asked.

			“Me?” Maisie asked.

			“Part of being a team is getting everyone’s ideas,” Claire said.

			“And I’m on your team?” Maisie said. She didn’t mean for it to come out like a question, but it did, kind of. She’d never been on a team before. Never had people looking at her for answers.

			“You are vital to the team,” Owen said.

			“Do we get outfits?”

			“I mean, we both have vests,” Owen said, plucking the chest of his. “Maybe we should get one for you, Claire,” he teased. “You’d be stylin’.”

			“Would I?” Claire asked with a blush. “So, teammate”—Maisie smiled at the title—“what would you say to the ranchers?”

			Maisie propped her hands under her chin and looked into the fire. “I would say that humans brought the dinosaurs back into the world. It’s our responsibility to coexist with them. The dinosaurs are endangered animals. We protect endangered animals. We don’t hurt them. And if they want to be mean and not care about hurting animals, you could tell them we’ve made loads of scientific advancements because of the study and keeping of dinosaurs. Humans benefit from dinosaurs. Even people who don’t care about animals care about a better world for themselves.”

			“A two-pronged approach,” Owen said. “She appeals to the animal lovers and the people who aren’t.”

			“That’s a smart way of going about it,” Claire said. “I appreciate you sharing.”

			“Do you think you’ll convince them?” Maisie asked.

			“I hope so,” Claire said, poking at the fire and staring somberly at it. “I really hope so.”

			“But no matter what, we’ll make sure Blue’s safe,” Owen promised.

			Maisie felt the knot in her stomach ease. Owen always kept his promises.

			She just needed to have hope that he could keep this one.
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			Chapter Thirteen

			Thunder rumbled overhead as Maisie ate breakfast the next morning.

			“Storm’s coming,” Owen said, looking up at the gray clouds swirling above them.

			“Will you be okay in the van if we both go with the sheriff?” Claire asked. “I don’t like leaving you alone.”

			“I won’t be,” Maisie said. “I was going to go over to Violet’s. Her grandparents invited me to lunch. So we were going to hang out.”

			Technically, all of this was true. When Violet’s grandma had heard that Maisie’s parents were doing an errand for the sheriff, she’d invited her over for lunch. And Maisie and Violet were going to hang out. But she still felt guilty because it wasn’t the whole truth. She needed to tell Claire and Owen about the Triceratops. Tri and Pi were what the training manual called “food-motivated” dinosaurs. She knew she could get them to follow her to a safer place to live…and that meant she needed Owen and Claire’s help.

			Claire beamed. “I’m so glad you’ve made a friend,” she said. “I’m going to talk to Violet’s grandma first, but that sounds fun.”

			Maisie finished her breakfast while Claire went to talk to Violet’s grandma. When she returned, she was smiling. “Mrs. Moody is delightful,” she told Owen. “She’s going to keep an eye on the girls until we’re back.”

			“I’m glad you’re coming with me,” Owen said. “You might be able to talk some sense into the ranchers.”

			“Hopefully we’ll get back before this storm rolls in,” Claire said.

			“Do you think you’ll be able to convince the ranchers?” Maisie asked.

			“I hope so,” Owen said.

			“But what if you can’t?”

			“Well, then I’ll have gained some more intel on their plans,” Owen said, tapping his temple. “You gotta think ahead.” He pulled a bandanna from his back pocket and tied it around his neck.

			“Do you have an extra?” Maisie asked.

			He nodded, pulling out a second one, and she tied it around her neck.

			“Well, that’s adorable—you match,” Claire said, smiling and looking at them with her hands on her hips.

			The sheriff pulled up in his gold Jeep, the star emblem painted on the door. “Morning, folks.”

			“We’re just about ready, Sheriff,” Owen said.

			“Remember to bring your jacket and your umbrella to Violet’s,” Claire said, grabbing her bag and her own coat. “I’ll take you over there once you get them.”

			“You have your radio?” Owen asked.

			“Yep,” Maisie said. “Will it work that far away?”

			“The storm might knock it out. But I want you to keep it on you, just in case,” Owen said. “We should be back after lunch.”

			“Good luck,” Maisie said.

			Owen reached out and squeezed her shoulder. “Thanks,” he said.
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			Claire walked Maisie over to the small caretaker’s cabin where Violet’s grandparents lived.

			“I’ve got my fingers crossed that the ranchers listen,” Maisie told her.

			“Stay out of the rain if it starts storming,” Claire told her, and kissed the top of her head. “We don’t want you getting sick.”

			Maisie nodded. “I’ll be careful.”

			She waved as Claire left to join Owen and the sheriff, then she turned to Violet. “Is everyone waiting?”

			Violet nodded. “Let me just tell my gran we’re going.”

			When Violet came out of the RV, she had a bag in her hands. “Gran made cookies,” she explained.

			“Awesome,” Maisie said.

			“Grandmas make the best cookies,” Violet said as they hurried toward the lake. “Doesn’t yours?”

			“Oh,” Maisie said, thinking. “I guess. They live back east,” she said, thinking of what Claire had told her about her own family. Claire’s parents would be her grandparents if Claire was her mom. “We don’t see them a lot.”

			“I’d be lost without my gran,” Violet said. A dark cloud passed over her eyes.

			“Where are your parents?” Maisie asked.

			Violet shot her a look. Maisie’s cheeks burned.

			“Sorry, that was rude. You don’t have to tell me.”

			“No, it’s okay,” Violet said. “They passed away when I was a baby. So it’s always been me and my grandparents.”

			“I’m sorry,” Maisie said.

			“Thanks. It’s weird, to miss people you don’t really remember. But I do. A lot.”

			“I bet your grandparents tell you lots of stories about them,” Maisie said.

			Violet smiled, a little sadness to it. “They do,” she said. “I really like that.”

			“It’s probably nice for them, too. People want to tell their stories.”

			“What’s your story, Maisie?” Violet asked as they crossed the beach and headed toward the forest. Thunder rumbled as they walked, and little drops began to fall.

			Maisie tilted her head up to the rain, letting it sprinkle her face. “Not much to tell,” she said, trying to be casual.

			“You know a lot about dinosaurs for a kid,” Violet prodded.

			“You’re the one who discovered them,” Maisie pointed out. The rain began to pound as they made their way through the forest. But the canopy of tree branches was so thick that it felt like a light sprinkling as water dripped off the leaves and onto the ground.

			“Wow, it’s really raining hard,” Violet said. “I hope Zak and Hannah and Bryn are okay.”

			“I wonder if Tri’s sleeping through the storm,” Maisie said, and Violet laughed.

			“She’s so sleepy! She’s like a koala!”

			“Did you know that koalas are sleepy because of the plants they eat?”

			“No. That’s so funny. Like they eat plants that are the opposite of coffee?”

			Maisie nodded as she skipped over a mud puddle. The rain might have been falling lightly in the forest, but that didn’t mean there was no mud. There was always mud in a forest. Especially one like this one, which was humid to begin with.

			“You still didn’t tell me,” Violet said.

			“Tell you what?” Maisie turned to her on the path and frowned.

			“Your story,” Violet prompted. “I told you mine.”

			Maisie bit her lip. She thought about it for wild second, how Violet would react if she said it: “I’m a clone. Like, the first human one. Ever.”

			She’d never said it out loud. Maybe that was weird. But saying it out loud might make it more real. She didn’t know if she was ready for that.

			“I think my story’s still being written,” Maisie said, and she realized as she said it that it was the complete truth.

			Violet opened her mouth—probably to ask more questions—but then a sound rang through the forest. A sound that had both girls whirling, their eyes wide and scared.

			Crackle. Zip. Bang.

			Someone was in the woods with them.

			And from the sound of it, someone who had a stunner big enough to take down a dinosaur.
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			Chapter Fourteen

			“That was a stun gun!” Maisie declared. She put a hand on Violet’s shoulder as a warning to stay quiet and be cautious.

			Violet gasped. “The dinosaurs!”

			Maisie motioned with her eyes that it was time to move, and she pelted toward the noise, Violet close behind her. Dirty water sprayed everywhere as the girls splashed through puddles. The rain plastered Maisie’s hair to her forehead. Her feet skidded on the path, and she almost lost a shoe in the thick mud.

			In her vest was her emergency beacon. If she hit it, Claire and Owen would come. But they weren’t close enough to arrive in time.

			“There,” Violet hissed, pointing ahead of them. Maisie looked where she was pointing, seeing a flash of green through the trees.

			Her senses twitched—whoever was in the woods was very near.

			“Over here,” Maisie whispered, grabbing Violet’s arm and dragging her into an enormous patch of ferns. They hid beneath them as voices grew clear under the pounding rain. Anyone who had the kind of equipment that made that sound meant serious business. The girls needed to stay low and unseen. A smirk flashed across Maisie’s lips as she thought of how Owen would be proud that all of his lessons and training hadn’t been lost on her.

			Maisie watched from their hiding spot as two men dressed in camouflage hunting outfits came into sight, walking along the path. Their gear was professional: stuff that dinosaur hunters carried. Stunners and electrical netting…the kind of weapons that made Maisie’s stomach turn.

			One of them stopped right in front of the girls’ hiding place. “Aw, I’ve got a rock in my boot,” he said. “Give me a second.”

			The other one set down his bag right next to the patch of ferns Maisie was hiding behind. She had to scoot to the right to see the men properly. One of them was heavyset with large muscles and broad shoulders. He had a shaved head and a long beard. He was the one taking off his boot. The other was a lanky red-headed man with deep-set eyes and a mean expression.
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			“Did you see those two Triceratops?” the man with the beard asked the red-headed man. “I’m pretty sure I would’ve gotten the slow one if that lightning hadn’t spooked it.”

			“You know we’re not supposed to be using the equipment unless we have a clear shot,” the redhead scolded him.

			“Aw, come on, man,” he said, shaking the rock out of his boot. “Have you heard what those ’tops are worth on the market?”

			Violet pressed her arm against Maisie’s, and the girls exchanged a horrified look. Maisie shook her head firmly. There was no way Pi and Tri were going with these guys.

			“That’s nothing compared to the raptor those ranchers are dealing with,” said the redhead. “That’s who we’re here for. Eyes on the prize, McNally.”

			“I’m just saying, if we bag those two ’tops off the books, we could have a sweet deal,” said McNally.

			“You’re suggesting we don’t tell the boss man about them?”

			Maisie wondered who these men worked for.

			“He’s only interested in special packages—like the raptor. You know he’ll take the biggest cut when we bag it. We’ll get pennies, and he’ll get all the glory.”

			“If we bag it,” the redhead corrected his partner. “You ever deal with a raptor outside of the facility?”

			Facility? Maisie’s ears perked up. What did that mean? Did they have someplace where they were holding dinosaurs for their mysterious boss? She needed to listen closely and remember everything to tell Owen and Claire.

			“There’s a first time for everything,” McNally said. “What do you say, Jones? You gonna play by the rules all the time?”

			“We have a job to do,” Jones said. “Find and bag the raptor.”

			Blue will eat you first, Maisie thought.

			“What about the Triceratops? We only need to get horns.”

			There was a pause. It was not a good silence—it was a menacing one.

			Violet’s breath quickened.

			“I might know a guy who could take them off our hands,” Jones admitted.

			“That’s what I’m talking about,” McNally said, his voice full of joy. Maisie’s stomach turned again. How could he be happy at the idea of killing a wild animal?

			“We’d have to be fast about it,” Jones said.

			“We have tomorrow night,” McNally pointed out. “The ranchers aren’t expecting us until Friday.”

			“All right. If we can bag the Triceratops tomorrow night, I’ll call my buddy, and we can go around the boss man,” Jones said. “But if the boss finds out…I’m telling him it’s your fault.”

			“What a peach,” McNally sneered, lacing his boot back up. “It’s a deal. Nothing’s going to go wrong, and he won’t find out. This is a good deal for both of us.”

			“Whatever. Let’s get back to the motel. I want to do another equipment check before tomorrow, if we’re dealing with big guys like Triceratops.”

			Maisie watched as the poachers walked toward the campground road, where their car was probably parked. She was tempted to follow them and let the air out of their tires, but she’d probably get caught. She saved that idea for later, though…just in case.

			When she was sure the men were gone, Maisie rose to her feet in the patch of ferns. Every part of her body felt like it was buzzing with anger. How dare they?

			“Maisie, what do we do?” Violet asked.

			Maisie’s chin tilted upward, rain dripping from it. Her hands fisted. She met Violet’s eyes, calm and determined.

			“We find our friends. Then: we find the dinosaurs. Then: we fight back.”
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			Chapter Fifteen

			Maisie and Violet ran full pelt to the watering hole, calling for their friends through the rain. But when they got to the stream, no one was there. No Zak. No Bryn. No Hannah.

			And no dinosaurs.

			“Hello?” Maisie called.

			“You guys, come out, it’s us!” Violet yelled.

			Maisie dashed down the stream and then back up the hill to the top of the waterfall for a better view. She peered all around. Feeling hopeless, she propped her hands on her hips, shaking her head to get the water out of her eyes.

			There was no sign of them. And no answer to Violet’s call. Just the pounding of the rain.

			“Violet, I don’t think they’re here.” Maisie scrambled back down.

			“Where did they go?” Violet asked. “What if they got hurt? Zak’s mom will never forgive me if he gets hurt!” Her eyes went wide with panic.

			“The poachers didn’t mention seeing any kids—just the Triceratops,” Maisie pointed out. “They probably hid, and then when the dinosaurs spooked, they followed them. So that means we need to figure out where Tri and Pi went.”

			“How do we do that?”

			“By looking for big and little signs,” Maisie said. “Look around—there’s got to be some sort of sign—footprints or dinosaur prints somewhere. There’s enough mud everywhere.”

			The girls parted to search the stream bank. Water flooded against Maisie ankles. The stream was becoming more like a river by the minute.

			“I don’t see anything,” Violet said.

			Neither did Maisie. If there had been any prints, the rain must’ve washed them away. She and Violet started to follow the stream down-current, Maisie scanning the area anxiously for signs. There weren’t any broken branches or—

			“There!” Maisie pointed at a nectarine pit floating in a puddle that was quickly growing. She dashed forward, plucking it up. “Pi must have spit it out.”

			“Maybe there are more!”

			They hurried downstream, searching for more nectarine pits. Thunder rocked the forest, vibrating through the trees in a terrible rumble.

			“I hate thunder,” Violet confessed.

			“Me too,” Maisie said. “But it’s okay. We’ve got each other.”

			Ahead of them, the stream had swollen so much that there was no way they could continue walking along the bank. They’d get swept away.

			“We need to get up there,” Maisie said, pointing to the slope that overlooked the stream. “You want to get high in a flood.”

			“We’ll use the vines,” Violet said, grabbing the thick ivy vines that grew on the slope. She pulled herself up tentatively at first, but when the vines held her weight, she scrambled up the slope like a not-so-sleepy koala. Maisie followed, digging her toes into the dirt for extra leverage. Her arms burned with the effort of the climb, and her fingers were slippery with rain and the slick ivy leaves.

			Violet grabbed her at the top of the slope and pulled her up. Maisie looked down. She watched the little bit of stream bank they’d been standing on disappear underwater.

			“That was smart,” Maisie told Violet. “We need to keep going.” She got to her feet, ignoring all the mud. “If we keep heading north, we might find them.”

			They ran along the slope, keeping an eye on the surging stream.

			Violet called their friends’ names, and Maisie joined her. But she worried that even if their friends were close, they might not hear their names over the noise of the storm.

			It felt like they had been chasing the trail for hours when a glint through the trees caught Maisie’s eye. “What’s that?” She went closer, her heart leaping when she recognized it: Hannah’s belt was strapped around the tree, the silver T. rex belt buckle shining in the gray light.

			“That’s Hannah’s!” Violet said excitedly. “They must be around here!”

			“Hannah!” Maisie cupped her hands around her mouth as she yelled.

			“Bryn! Zak! Where are you?” Violet shouted. The girls looked all around, desperate for more signs.

			“Hey!”

			Maisie’s head snapped toward the voice. But she didn’t see anyone!

			“Hello?” Violet dashed toward the voice. It was coming from a thick patch of bushes ahead of them. The bushes rustled and then parted. Hannah poked her head out.

			“You guys! Hurry! There are poachers in the woods,” Hannah hissed, waving them toward her.

			“They left,” Maisie assured her as she and Violet zigzagged through the trees toward the bushes. “Where are the Triceratops?”

			“In here,” Hannah said, jerking her head behind her.

			Maisie frowned. “In the bushes?”

			“No.” Hannah pushed the bushes back, revealing the mouth of a cave. “They’re in here.”
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			“What happened?” Violet demanded as soon as they were reunited with Hannah and Zak.

			“Where’s Bryn?” Maisie asked.

			“Where are Tri and Pi?” Violet asked.

			“There’s a big cavern down there,” Zak said. “Bryn’s with the dinosaurs. They’re safe.”

			“For now,” Hannah said. “Did you see the poachers?”

			Maisie and Violet nodded. Maisie began to wring water out of her ponytail. It was so wet it was plastered to her back.

			“They were heading to their car,” Violet said.

			“But they’re coming tomorrow night,” Maisie added. “They want Tri and Pi, and they’re not going to stop. We have to be ready.”

			Hannah’s eyes widened. “But how?”

			“I don’t know. But we’ll figure it out,” Violet said, nodding firmly at Maisie, who nodded back.

			“Let’s check on them,” Maisie said. “This way?”

			Zak and Hannah led them through the passageway. Maisie had to duck so she wouldn’t clip her head against the stalactites clinging to the…what was the top of a cave called? The ceiling? She’d ask Claire later. Claire would know.

			The cavern was even bigger than Maisie had expected. Tri and Pi were lying comfortably together, but every time the thunder rumbled outside, Tri made a moaning noise. Pi nudged her with her nose, her frill rocking gently, but that didn’t seem to comfort Tri.
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			“You found them!” Bryn leapt to her feet and hugged Violet and Maisie. “We were so worried you’d get caught by the poachers!”

			“How did you?” Maisie asked.

			“We barely got away,” Bryn said.

			“We were in the grove, doing the treat training like Maisie taught us, and then lightning lights up the sky,” Zak told them.

			“Brighter than anything,” Hannah added, her fingers doing a little pow motion.

			“It must have been six or seven flashes in a row,” Zak said.

			“Like nature’s paparazzi.” Bryn shook her head. “Tri freaked out. She just went tearing out of the clearing.”

			“She knocked some of the smaller trees down.” Zak looked impressed and a little scared. “Pi went after her.”

			“And we went after Pi,” Hannah explained.

			“The dinosaurs ran right into the poachers’ path,” Bryn said.

			“We almost did, too.” Zak shook his head. “That was close.”

			“Did they see you?” Maisie asked.

			“We hid,” Bryn said. “I didn’t know if it was the right choice—”

			“It was,” Maisie said firmly. “You should always hide from a poacher. These guys don’t care about any kind of life—human or animal—if it gets in the way of what they want.”

			A collective shiver went through the group. Pi made a confused noise, like she could sense the fear everyone was feeling.

			“The poachers chased them,” Bryn continued. “But Tri was so scared of the lightning that she was like a cheetah-dinosaur hybrid. She was running so fast!”

			“And Pi—she wanted to be with her sister. The poachers tried to throw some sort of electric net on them. But they just blasted by them,” Hannah said.

			“And we ran after them when the poachers’ backs were turned,” Bryn said.

			“When we found them in the cave, we cut down a bunch of branches and ferns with Zak’s Swiss Army knife,” Hannah said, pulling the tool out of her pocket.

			“It has a little saw and a pen,” Zak said proudly.

			“That is so cool.” Violet smiled.

			“You did everything right,” Maisie said, relief rising in her. Tri and Pi were safe. That was huge.

			“But what are we going to do now?”

			“We have to get back soon,” Zak said, “or our parents are going to come looking for us, thinking we got lost in the storm.”

			“Zak’s right,” Bryn said. “We need to get out of here!”

			Maisie went over to the Triceratops. Tri was using the base of a limestone formation as a pillow, her eyes drooping like the excitement of the day was getting to her. Maisie reached out and scratched the base of Tri’s nose horn.

			“You gonna be okay here tonight?” she asked.

			Tri blew out air through her lips in a funny burble as Maisie continued to scratch. She felt something nudge her side, lifting her backpack, and she grinned as Pi moved in for pats, too. She was sandwiched between the two Triceratops. When Pi went in for a ponytail nibble, Maisie laughed so hard that the sound echoed through the cavern. Even though they were so big, when Pi flopped down next to Maisie, pointedly poking her nose in her lap so she could get nose scratches, too, Maisie didn’t feel nervous or small. She felt like she could do anything.

			She would need to keep feeling like that, because she had a big job to do.

			She had to tell Claire and Owen.

			Then they had a find a way to make the right choice—for everyone.
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			Chapter Sixteen

			“The storm’s getting worse,” Sheriff Wragg observed, staring out the window of Rand’s yellow farmhouse.

			Claire fidgeted in her seat. The meeting with the ranchers was not going well. There had been over two dozen people waiting for them when they’d arrived at Rand’s house that morning. Ranchers and farmers from all over the county had come to have their say. Sheriff Wragg had listened to each of their worries and fears about the dinosaur population moving in and then asked Owen to speak.

			As inspiring as Owen’s speech had been, Claire feared it wasn’t going to work. After everyone had said their piece, they were no closer to an agreement.

			“We have to live here,” one of the ranchers pointed out. “You two are just visiting.”

			“Dinosaurs aren’t just in your county,” Claire said. “They’ll populate areas across the country—and the globe—before long.”

			“Not if the poachers have anything to say about it,” muttered Billie.

			“We’ve all had our say,” Sheriff Wragg said. “And normally I’d turn this over to the town council, but two of the members are on vacation right now.”

			“We don’t have time to wait,” Rand said. “That creature needs to be dealt with before it kills any more cows.”

			Claire’s stomach twisted. “What if we were able to draw the raptor away from your community?” she asked.

			“That’s not possible,” said Billie. “I heard that once a raptor homes in on a hunting ground, they never leave until the job’s done. Stone-cold killers, raptors are.”

			“And who exactly told you that?” Claire asked, arching an eyebrow. “There’s a lot of misinformation on the internet.”

			“I got it right from the source,” Billie said.

			Claire’s heart skipped a beat. So they’d already called the poachers on Blue. She glanced at Owen, knowing he’d caught the slipup, just like she had.

			“I think it’s about time the ranchers take a vote,” Sheriff Wragg said. “A simple vote is best, I think: yes or no on hiring a company to deal with this raptor creature.”

			“What about town council?” Rand asked.

			“When town council’s back in session, they’ll vote on how we deal with dinosaurs in the future. Because, folks, I’m afraid this won’t be the last time.”

			“It will be if we make it so,” muttered Billie, making no sense at all.

			Claire and Owen watched as the ranchers wrote down their votes and dropped them in the sheriff’s hat, one by one. Dread built in Claire.

			“This isn’t going to go in Blue’s favor,” Claire said to Owen under her breath.

			“I know,” Owen said, lightning cracking in the sky behind him.

			The sheriff counted the votes. “Looks like it’s twenty-six for and two against,” he said. “Folks, I thank you for your votes and your opinions. I’ll make some calls.”

			“And if we already have?” Billie asked, her question like a challenge.

			Sheriff Wragg sighed. “I can’t stop you from making calls to private companies,” he said. “But I do wish you folks would let me do my job.”

			“Maybe if you were faster,” Billie said with a shrug.

			Sheriff Wragg put his hat on. “I think we’re about done here, folks. I should head back before the storm gets worse.”

			Claire grabbed her jacket and pulled it on. “Thank you, everyone, for listening to us,” she said, turning to the ranchers.

			“But we didn’t do what you wanted,” Todd pointed out.

			Claire shrugged. “You can’t win them all,” she said.

			“You shouldn’t want to win this,” Billie snapped. “You’re not siding with your own kind! You’re siding with monsters!”

			Claire met the woman’s eyes calmly. “We see things differently,” she said. “Thank you again for listening.”

			Claire followed Owen and Sheriff Wragg out of the farmhouse, opening her umbrella against the rain falling in sheets outside.

			“You’ve got the kind of calm I never will,” Owen marveled as they hurried to the car.

			“Says the man who trains raptors,” Claire said in a low voice so the sheriff couldn’t hear. Her face fell now that they were out of the house. She had just reached for the door handle of the car when they heard shouting.

			“Sheriff Wragg! Sheriff Wragg!”

			A man came running up the driveway, his shoulders hunched against the rain.

			“What is it?” the sheriff asked.

			“The Slate Creek bridge, sir! It’s flooded!”

			“Isn’t that the bridge we crossed to get to the farm?” Claire asked.

			The sheriff nodded grimly. “I’ll radio the station,” he said. He ducked inside the car, and when he came back out, the news wasn’t good: “I’m sorry, folks. It looks like we’re stuck here until the storm’s over. We should get back inside.”

			Claire didn’t move, even though the wind was blowing rain right in her face.

			“Our daughter’s back at camp!” she said.

			“We can’t leave her alone all day,” Owen added, his eyebrows scrunched together in worry. He grabbed Claire’s hand and squeezed. What were they going to do?

			“More like all day and night,” Sheriff Wragg said, looking up at the sky. “This does not look like it’s going to clear up anytime soon.”

			Panic climbed in Claire’s chest. The idea of leaving Maisie alone overnight was scarier than facing down a T. rex. Maisie needed her. She was her—well, she wasn’t Maisie’s mom. She knew that. Even if it felt like that sometimes. But she was Maisie’s guardian. Her protector. She couldn’t let anything happen to her. And leaving her alone that long, knowing there were people who might be looking for her…it sent a chill down Claire’s spine.

			“Your daughter’s with Mrs. Moody, the campground caretaker, isn’t she?” Sheriff Wragg asked.

			Claire nodded.

			“Don’t you worry then,” he reassured her. “She’ll take good care of your girl.”

			“I really need to get back to her,” Claire insisted. “Maybe I could…I dunno, forge the creek?” She gulped at the thought. The creek had been swollen with water and rushing rapids when they’d crossed it this morning. If it had flooded the bridge in just the few hours they’d spent at the farmhouse, it was going to be a tricky crossing.

			“Claire, you can’t forge the creek,” Owen said, even though he looked like he was five seconds from trying to find a dirt bike and jump the creek himself. “It’s going to be okay.” He leaned forward, pulling Claire into an embrace. He whispered in her ear. “Maisie has her radio. We’ll call her when we’ve got some privacy.” He pulled away a little and smiled at Sheriff Wragg, his voice rising. “You know how homeschooling parents are,” he said. “We don’t spend a lot of time away from her.”

			“It’s nice y’all are so close,” Sheriff Wragg said. “Why don’t we get inside, before we all catch colds?”

			They hurried back to the farmhouse, leaving their jackets in the mudroom and greeting the surprised ranchers, explaining the situation.

			“Of course you’re welcome for as long as you need,” Rand said, ushering them inside.

			“Could I use your phone to call my daughter?” Claire asked.

			“Sure,” Rand said. “First room to your right has the phone.” He pointed down the hall.

			Claire and Owen closed the door to the room behind them. But instead of picking up the phone, Claire pulled the radio out of her purse. She flicked it on and adjusted the dial, searching for the frequency they used to contact Maisie. Static crackled, and then…there! Clear air.

			“Bluebird, this is Redbird,” Claire said, using their agreed-upon code names. “Do you copy?”

			“Give her a minute,” Owen said when there was no response. Claire bit her lip in worry.

			“Bluebird, do you copy?” she asked again.
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			More crackling. Was the message even going through in the storm?

			“Bluebird, come in.” Claire’s voice shook with worry. Maisie knew to respond to the radio. “There has to be some sort of vehicle that can get us across the creek,” she said to Owen as they waited to hear from Maisie. “Maybe someone has a boat!”

			“Claire, you almost drowned in a gyrosphere. I’m not going to let you try to cross a creek that’s turned into a river in a few hours in someone’s rickety old rowboat. You know how dangerous flash floods are.”

			“Even ignoring the fact that she’s the world’s only human clone and there’s someone who’s looking for her, it’s dangerous to leave our eleven-year-old kid alone in a campground at night,” Claire shot back.

			“Mrs. Moody will make sure she’s okay,” Owen reassured her again.

			“Bluebird, come in Bluebird,” Claire said into the radio. She fiddled with the dial. Maybe she’d gotten the frequency wrong.

			“—bird,” a voice floated through the radio, barely audible over the crackle of static.

			“Bluebird, is that you?” Claire asked.

			“It’s me,” Maisie’s voice was weak, but there.

			“We’re stuck at the ranch,” Claire explained. “The storm’s flooded the bridge.”

			“I know,” Maisie said. “One of the sheriff’s deputies came by and told Mrs. Moody.”

			“Is she there with you?”

			“She’s making food for us,” Maisie said. “How did the meeting go?”

			“Fine,” Claire said. “Maisie, we’re not going to make it home until the bridge is safe. Are you going to be okay?”

			For a long time, there was nothing but the crackle of static. Then:

			“I need to tell you something.”

			“What?” Claire asked, instantly on alert. Owen bent closer to the radio to listen, his arms folded.

			“I’ve been lying,” Maisie confessed.

			“About what?” Claire said, sharing an alarmed look with Owen. Her grip on the radio tightened.

			“There are dinosaurs in the woods surrounding the campground,” Maisie blurted out, so fast the words jumbled together.

			“What?” Claire nearly dropped the radio.

			“What kind of dinosaurs?” Owen asked.

			“Two Triceratops. Teenage ones. They’re really friendly! I promise. They’re not dangerous or anything. They let me pet them and stuff. They responded to all the signals you taught me—”

			“Wait a second,” Owen said. “Have you been training dinosaurs without me?”

			“I—I— Listen, it’s complicated. I’m sorry,” Maisie said in a rush. “But I really need your help. Because there are—”

			The radio let out a screech of feedback, the horrible noise making Claire drop it to protect her ears. It clattered to the ground, and the battery case popped open on impact.

			“Oh no.” Claire bent to pick up the radio, and she hastily began to put it back together. “Bluebird, this is Redbird,” she said. “Do you copy?”

			There was nothing but silence. The radio was dead.

			Claire pressed her hand to her mouth, feeling a sob rise in her throat. “Owen,” she said. “Maisie’s in trouble.”
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			Chapter Seventeen

			Maisie stared down at her radio, the horrible pit in her stomach growing with every second she couldn’t get back in contact with Claire and Owen. What was she going to do without their help? How could she take on two poachers on her own? Those guys were armed and at least seemed to know what they were doing. She was just a kid who had nearly gotten eaten by the Indoraptor before Blue had saved her!

			Maisie fell back on the pile of pillows on the bed. She was in Violet’s room, her head wrapped in a towel to dry her hair. She could hear Violet in the kitchen, talking with her grandmother.

			Maisie clicked the radio. “Redbird, this is Bluebird,” she said, but there was still nothing but dead air. She set the radio down next to her and rubbed her fingers over the embroidery that Claire had stitched onto her vest. She didn’t want to be, but she was feeling really low on hope right now.

			The storm had knocked everything out. She could hear the wind groaning through the trees, and she shivered at the thought of poor Pi and Tri, huddled in the cave together, scared of the lightning. She had to get them safely away from the poachers—and she barely had any time to do it if the poachers were showing up tomorrow evening to capture them.

			Maisie stared at the ceiling, trying to breathe around the thick feeling in her throat.

			The door opened and Violet came in, a plate of cookies in her hands.

			“You hungry?” Violet asked.

			Maisie took one of the giant chocolate chip cookies, still warm from the oven, and bit into it. Violet was right: Grandmas did make the best cookies.

			“Did you get ahold of your parents?”

			Maisie nodded. “They’re stuck on the ranch, like the deputy said.”

			Violet sat down next to Maisie. “My grandparents go to bed early,” she said. “And they sleep deeper than Tri does. So we can start fixing this as soon as they’re asleep.”

			“I don’t know what to do, Violet,” Maisie confessed. “My parents—I thought they could help. But they’re stuck. And we’re the only ones here.”

			Violet bit her lip. “I don’t think the grown-ups would help us,” she confessed. “I think they’d tell the poachers to go ahead.”

			Maisie hated that Violet was probably right.

			“People are scared of what they don’t understand,” she said.

			“Well, I’m not scared,” Violet said. “Of dinosaurs or of those horrible poachers. I want to make sure those guys leave my forest with the kind of story that keeps every poacher away from Happy Trails forever!”

			“We’re all a little scared.” At those words, Violet deflated like a beach ball. “It’s okay to be scared,” Maisie assured her. “My dad says that fear is healthy. An important instinct. He says that if you’re not scared of stuff, you’re just plain foolish.”

			“I just want them to be okay,” Violet said. “When I found them, they were so tired, like they’d traveled really far and just needed a safe place to rest. So I made sure they had that. And they were kind of skinny, so I fed them, and they were really thirsty, so I gave them water, and they…they needed me.”

			Maisie understood. It felt good to be needed. And it was important job, being a caretaker. Violet’s grandparents took care of this campground. It made sense that Violet felt like the forest and the animals in it deserved her care. It was what Violet’s family did.

			“You did a great job,” Maisie said.

			“But maybe if I hadn’t done all that, they would’ve moved on already,” Violet said, her eyes filling with tears. “Then they wouldn’t be in this situation.”

			“We’ll figure this out,” Maisie said. “We have an advantage.”

			“What’s that?”

			“The poachers just got here. They don’t know the forest like we do.”

			Violet’s expression turned thoughtful.

			“We just need a plan,” Maisie said, looking around. Violet had a row of stuffed animals marching along the top of her bed. “Can I use these?” Maisie asked, gesturing to them.

			“For what?”

			“To lay out our plan.” Maisie grabbed the stuffed animals, sweeping them onto the pillows. She got off the bed and Violet followed suit. “So let’s say the bed is the forest,” Maisie said. She grabbed a star stuffie and set it in the right corner. “The star is the tree house near the stream. The moon”—she grabbed the next stuffie—“that’s the cave.” She set the moon halfway down the bed. “See how it’s a straight shot? They’ll find Pi and Tri for sure.” Maisie drew her finger from the star to the moon.

			Violet nodded.

			“So what we need to do is to get the poachers to go this way.” Maisie plucked a wolf stuffie and set it down to the right of the star. “Instead of toward the cave.”

			“How do we do that?”

			“We annoy them into chasing us instead of the dinosaurs,” Maisie said.

			“Annoy them?”

			Maisie nodded. “You wouldn’t believe how annoyed grown-ups get if you catch them doing something against the rules and then run like you’re going to tell someone important. The longer they chase you, the more annoyed they get. And the more determined they are to catch you.”

			“So we get them running in circles,” Violet said with a slow smile. “They won’t even know how many of us there are!”

			“Exactly,” Maisie said. “Confusion and annoyance go a long way.”

			“Then what do we do? We still need to get the Tri-ceratops away.”

			Maisie bit her lip, looking at the little map she’d made on the bed. “We need to trap the poachers somehow. At least until the sheriff can get here,” she said. “Then he’ll arrest them and we can get Tri and Pi out to Fender’s Rock safely.”

			Violet tapped her fingers against her mouth, thinking. “I think I can help with that,” she said.

			“Yeah?” Maisie asked.

			Violet’s smile had a wicked edge to it. “Did I ever tell you I know how to build booby traps?”
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			Chapter Eighteen

			“Let’s do a roundup of the supplies we’ve gathered,” Maisie said when she and Violet met their friends at nine o’clock sharp the next morning.

			The five of them had spent the night acquiring the supplies needed to keep the poachers busy in the forest while Tri and Pi escaped to Fender’s Rock.

			It was still raining, so there was no one to be found in the campground. Everyone was tucked inside their tents or RVs—or spending the day in town to keep dry.

			The kids had the grounds to themselves. It was an ideal situation for what they had planned.

			Maisie hadn’t heard from Claire or Owen since yesterday. She knew they were safe, but the fact that she didn’t have their help on this made the butterflies in her abdomen stomp like T. rexes.

			“Supply check. Go!” Violet said, pointing to Hannah.

			“I’ve got the water balloons,” Hannah said. “And they’re biodegradable!”

			“I’ve got stuff to fill them,” Zak said. “Honey and maple syrup and oil. Everything that will make the feathers stick.”

			“And I’ve got the pillows for the feathers.” Bryn held up a garbage bag stuffed full of pillows. “My dad didn’t even ask what I needed them for. He said my papa bought too many throw pillows for the RV, so he probably wouldn’t miss them.”

			“Oh, he’s so gonna notice,” Zak said. “My mom loves her throw pillows.”

			“But my dad gave me permission! So it’s okay. I think,” Bryn said. “I’ll buy Papa some more with my allowance if he’s upset.”

			“And it’s for a good cause,” Violet added.

			“I’ve got the rope,” Maisie said. “And whistles for all of us.” She pulled out the whistles that she’d taken from the van’s glove box. It was kind of funny that it was called that—there were never any gloves in it. “Put these around your neck. If you need help, blow three short blasts. Then count to three. Then three more. Repeat until someone comes.”

			Everyone looped a whistle around their neck.

			“Does everyone have food and their sleeping bags?” Violet asked.

			They nodded.

			“Then I think we’re ready,” Maisie said.

			“Anyone who wants out, say it now,” Violet said, looking at each of them with challenge in her eyes.

			“We can’t let the poachers hurt them,” Zak said.

			“We’re here to help,” Bryn added.

			“No matter what,” Hannah promised.

			Maisie tried to ignore her jackrabbiting heart, which was leaping all over at what they were about to do. If everything went according to plan, they’d take the Tri-ceratops straight to Fender’s Rock as soon as they’d led the poachers into their trap. They couldn’t wait anymore. Tri and Pi couldn’t hide out in the cave forever. They needed a new home where humans wouldn’t bother them.

			And that meant Maisie was going to be traveling through the forest to Fender’s Rock when Claire and Owen got back. She was trying to be as responsible as possible, but dread churned in her gut every time she thought about the note she’d taped to Pumpkin’s steering wheel:

			
				Dear Claire and Owen,

				There are poachers in the forest. I have to go help the Triceratops before anything bad happens. I drew a map of where I’m taking them. I’ll be back in a few days. I promise I remember everything  you taught me about backpacking, Owen.

				Please don’t be mad.

				I’m sorry for lying. I should have told you.

				Love,

				Maisie

			

			Maisie pulled her backpack onto her shoulders. “Let’s go,” she said.

			Together they walked into the forest, determined to do whatever it took to keep the poachers away from the dinosaurs.
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			To everyone’s relief, Tri and Pi had stayed in the cave overnight. Pi let out a hungry rumble when she saw them standing at the cave’s opening, the beams of their flashlights playing off the cavern walls.

			“Hey, girl.” Maisie hurried over to her, petting her frill and giving her an apple. Tri was tucked farther back in the cave, curled up so she almost looked small. Her eyes were red-rimmed when they met Maisie’s, like she was desperate for a nap.

			“Sleepless night, Tri?” Maisie asked. Zak rolled an apple along the cave floor to Tri, and when it knocked against her snout, she lazily opened her mouth so it just rolled right in.

			Maisie snorted. “You definitely need a nap.”

			“We’d better get started,” Hannah said, beginning to empty her backpack on the cave floor near the opening, where the light was best. “We want to make sure we have enough supplies in the right places.”

			“And I have to set the booby traps,” Violet said.

			“Where did you even learn how to make booby traps?” Maisie asked as she continued to stroke Pi’s frill. The dinosaur’s skin was wet from the damp of the cave. She certainly hoped that neither of the Triceratops would get sick. Maisie was glad she’d worn her fleece under her rain jacket, because it was cold in this cave.

			“The main one I’m going to use is just a basic snare,” Violet said. “My grandpa taught me. Just in case I ever got lost in the woods, he taught me the local edible plants and how to make a snare.” She made an ick face. “I don’t think I could actually trap a bunny or something. But I’m happy to make some human-sized ones. With the rope and nets, we should be able to set up three poacher snares on the path we’re going to guide them to.”

			“If we hit them with the balloons, then the feathers, they’ll be so disorientated they’ll stumble right into Violet’s snares,” Maisie explained.

			“But how do we get them in position without risking the dinosaurs?” Bryn asked. She was sitting cross-legged near the cave mouth, holding a small plastic honey bear and squeezing it into a balloon Zak was holding open for her.

			“I’ll need your phones for that,” Violet said, pulling out her own. “I have a dinosaur sound app on my phone. There’s hours of Triceratops sounds.”

			“We’ll put the phones in strategic positions along the trail, moving the poachers to where we want them,” Maisie said.

			“Bryn will stay here with Tri and Pi,” Violet said. “Zak and Hannah will stock our three attack points with our balloon-and-feather ammunition. I’m building the snares.”

			“What’s Maisie doing?”

			“I’m going to make sure that rickety old tree house is still sturdy enough to act as our watchtower,” Maisie said.

			“Be careful,” Hannah said, her eyes wide. “That rope ladder looks like it’s about to crumble.”

			Maisie gulped. “I’ll be okay.”

			After the balloons were filled, the four of them stuffed their backpacks full and headed out, leaving Bryn on dino-sitting duty. By the time they hit the main trail, the rain had lightened. No longer a relentless drumming, it had lessened to a gentle patter.

			They came to a fork in the path.

			“Good luck,” Maisie told Zak and Hannah.

			“Remember, texting is a last resort. Cell signal can be the worst out here. Use your whistles to signal when you’re done,” Violet reminded everyone. “Two blasts instead of the three used for an emergency signal, okay?”

			They nodded.

			“We’ll meet back at the cave when we’re done.”

			Maisie and Violet took the right fork, while Zak and Hannah took the left. Fifteen minutes later, they arrived at the tree house.

			Maisie eyed the rope ladder that dangled above her head. “Can you boost me?” she asked.

			Violet made a step out of her hands, and Maisie pressed her heel into it. Violet lifted her and Maisie snatched the rope ladder. When she pulled herself up and hooked her other foot to the ladder, it held her.

			“I think it’s safe!” she called down to Violet. She climbed the ladder, swaying back and forth, the rope creaking as she clambered into the tree house. It looked like no one had been inside for a long time—it was empty, save a few soda cans, the labels long faded.

			Maisie set her backpack on the floor, pulling out half of the filled balloons and a throw pillow. Using her pocketknife, she split the pillow’s seam so she could dump the feathers out. She set both the balloons and the pillow next to the door, in easy reach. Then she took Violet’s phone and hooked up the little travel speakers Violet had dug out of her desk last night. They were just like the ones Owen had, which was handy. Maisie taped the first speaker to the roughly cut windows, and the second she set in the doorway so the sound would blast out into the night.
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			Perfect. She set the timer on the phone so the dinosaur sound app would turn on every thirty seconds.

			“You done?” Violet called up.

			“Yep!” Maisie scrambled down the ladder to join her, watching Violet with interest as she set up the rope

			snare and carefully covered it with ferns and branches, making it look no different from the forest floor surrounding it.

			“You really know your stuff,” Maisie said, impressed.

			“Wait till you see the net snare I’m going to rig in the gully,” Violet said with a grin. “I can make it wider there. To activate this one, you have to step right here.” She delicately poked a branch into the center of her trap, careful not to trigger it.

			“I so want you to teach me how to make these,” Maisie said. Her words were followed by two short blasts of a whistle in the distance.

			“Zak or Hannah must have finished,” Violet said, pulling her whistle up and returning the blasts. “Let’s move.”

			The girls walked shoulder to shoulder through the woods, feeling more determined than ever.

			Whatever was to come, they were in this together.
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			Chapter Nineteen

			Maisie perched on a fallen log overlooking the long gully, watching as Violet laid out the net snare. She wished she had thought to bring a notebook so she could take notes. This was the kind of learning that was truly important in the kind of life she was living.

			The rain had finally stopped, but the air was still rich with the scent of leaves and soil, and fog was beginning the roll into the forest.

			Zak and Hannah had already gone back to the cave after stocking the attack points with their ammo. The more people with the Triceratops, the better.

			“Will you visit them?” Maisie asked suddenly. If all went according to plan, in a few days, she’d have to say goodbye to the Triceratops for good. She felt a pang in her heart, even though she knew moving to Fender’s Rock was better for them. By summer’s end, everyone but Violet would be heading off. Back home, or back on the road, in Maisie’s case.

			Violet didn’t even have to ask Maisie what she meant. “Of course I will,” she said. “I just have to figure out how to explain to my grandparents why I’m gone for a few days.”

			“Maybe you could tell them the truth,” Maisie said.

			“I hope so,” Violet said. She stood up, examining her trap carefully. “Okay, I’m all done. Come help me cover it with leaves and stuff.”

			It took a good fifteen minutes to cover the net properly. By the time the girls were done, Maisie was starting to sweat. Preparing to go up against a couple of poachers was hard work.

			“We can’t count on the rain to wash our tracks away,” Maisie told Violet. “I’m going to circle back and cover them up. I don’t want them sniffing out our traps because they saw a footprint in the mud.”

			Violet’s eyes lit up. “Smart,” she said. “I’ll see you back at the cave, then?”

			“Back at the cave,” Maisie agreed.

			They parted, Violet heading north and Maisie heading south. She walked back in her own tracks, using a thick pine branch still full of needles as a sort of broom to sweep away Violet’s tracks and then her own. It was another hard job—painstaking was what Claire would call it.

			Maisie’s heart beat a little too fast every time she thought of Claire and Owen. She really hoped they wouldn’t be so mad at her that they would think she wasn’t worth the trouble anymore.

			With the mud up to her ankles, getting rid of the tracks was a dirty effort. By the time she reached the tree house, her back ached from dragging the thick branch through the mud. She climbed up onto a boulder so she’d leave no sign and pulled a bag of trail mix from her backpack. She was starving. She could eat a whole pot of Owen’s kitchen-sink stew herself.

			Maisie had just shoved a handful of trail mix in her mouth when she heard them: voices, coming toward her. Her cheeks bulging with nuts, raisins, and M&Ms, she snatched her backpack and looked around frantically.

			The tree house was twenty feet away from the boulder she was standing on. Did she have enough time?

			The voices grew louder.

			The only way to find out was to try. Maisie launched herself off the boulder with the force of a raptor going for its prey. She sprinted across the path, grabbed the rope ladder, pulled herself up, and threw herself onto her belly in the tree house…just as the muffled voices became clear.

			“Stop walking so fast! I’m the one carting all the gear!” That was McNally’s voice.

			“Or you could just keep up,” Jones snapped back.

			Maisie’s ears rang, panic filling her. They’d come back early! No one was in position! What was she going to do?

			She started breathing fast. It was like that night in her bedroom, hiding under her covers from the Indoraptor. She felt a terrible pressure in her chest as her entire body froze.

			But she couldn’t freeze this time.

			Her friends were safely far away—she hoped. That meant that the only thing standing between the poachers and the Triceratops was her.

			Maisie had to stay focused. She was the reason dinosaurs like Pi and Tri were in the wild. She’d made that choice. Now she had to be brave and follow through with her promise to fight for them.

			Maisie quickly punched play on the phone taped to the tree house wall. Rustling floated through the speakers, carried by the wind and punctuated by the rainwater dripping from the leaves. A distant warbling moan—that lonely call that Maisie recognized—had the poachers stopping just below the tree house.

			“Did you hear that?” McNally asked eagerly.

			“Might’ve just been the wind.”

			Maisie frowned. Her fingers closed around two balloons. She hefted one in each hand, her arms tensing for the throw. She just needed the poachers to move a few more steps….

			Another fake Triceratops call filled the air—this one a lot louder than the first.

			“Now, that I heard,” Jones said. “Weapons at the ready.”

			The two of them snapped into a hunting formation, their backs to each other as they surveyed the area.

			Oh no! They were moving away from Violet’s snare. Maisie had to do something! They were too far away to dump feathers on. She had to change the plan.

			Her mouth twisting in concentration, she pitched a balloon full of honey at the back of McNally’s head.

			Smash! Exploding honey everywhere! The man yelped, whirling around, pushing the button on his stunner to fend off his mysterious attacker.

			Zip! Crackle!

			It was the same sound Maisie had heard the first time she saw the poachers in the forest.

			Her nose crinkled at the electrical scent. It smelled like McNally had burned the air. Her throat went dry and her eyes watered. That was not like any stunner Owen used.

			“Get low!” McNally yelled. “Someone’s in the forest.”

			Maisie reached to her chest for her whistle—she needed to warn the others!—but to her horror, it was gone. She fumbled through her pockets, but nothing. With growing worry, she peeked out the window. Sure enough, she spotted the bright orange lanyard near the boulder she’d been having her snack on. It must have fallen off.

			She had no way to warn her friends or get help.

			It was totally up to her.

			Maisie flattened herself against the wall next to the doorway, the second balloon cupped in her hand.

			“On three,” she told herself. “Aim true.”

			One…Two…Three.

			She whirled into the doorway of the tree house, lobbing the balloon at Jones with all the anger she’d been holding inside for these two men.

			Bam! The honey and syrup balloon smashed Jones in the face. He fell on his backside with a stunned thump. Maisie had to clap her hands against her mouth

			to keep from laughing as she ducked to hide.

			“The tree house!” Jones shouted, trying to wipe the syrup out of his eyes. “They’re in the tree house! Grab the ladder!”

			Maisie threw herself forward just as McNally dashed for the tree. She grabbed the rope ladder, pulling it up as fast as she could as McNally ran for it. He leapt into the air, trying to snatch it, but she was too fast for him.

			A triumphant smile lit up her face as she grabbed another balloon. “Get out of here!” she yelled. “You’ll never find them!”

			She pelted the balloon straight into McNally’s chest. Syrup splattered all over his face. Perfect! Maisie let loose and shook the pillow, dumping feathers from the cut end out of the tree house window. The feathers rained down on McNally, sticking to his face. He yelped, stumbling backward, but still nowhere near Violet’s snare! What was she going to do? Maisie bit her lip. The odds were not in her favor. She only had four syrup balloons left and no feathers. Plus, she was kind of trapped up here.
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			“Help me!” McNally yelled to Jones, who hurried over. He grabbed his partner’s arm and pulled him away from the tree house—and out of range of Maisie’s

			balloons. She peeked through the window, watching them from her spot.

			“What do you want to do?” Jones asked as he picked feathers off McNally’s eyelids.

			“Ouch! Watch out for my eyelashes!” McNally yelped.

			Maisie grinned. She hoped bugs started flying around him, attracted by the honey.

			“There,” Jones said. “That’s better.”

			“Go and track the Triceratops,” McNally said, his voice threaded with a dangerous kind of anger. “I’ll deal with whoever’s in the tree house.”

			“If you say so,” Jones said.

			“Go! We only have so much time!”

			Jones obeyed, grabbing his stunner and marching off—right in the direction that Maisie wanted him to go, far away from the cave. If he kept going in a straight line, he’d hit the second attack point. Violet’s net snare was so big it would surely trap him!

			Which meant it was even more important that Maisie find a way to defeat McNally.

			She just had no idea how to do it stuck in a tree house with only four balloons left.
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			Chapter Twenty

			McNally whistled as he unpacked his bag of supplies. Maisie peeked out the window, watching him. The vines that climbed all over the structure hid the top of her head, but she knew he knew she was watching him lay out all his fancy dinosaur-catching gear. Which could also be used as Maisie-catching gear.

			There was that electro-net again. And the stunner that made the air burn. Maisie’s throat ached at the memory of it.

			He was counting on her fear. He wanted her to start feeling like his prey.

			Well, she wasn’t going to give it to him. Maisie pulled away from the window and sat down on the floor to think. She tugged off her bandanna—the one Owen had given her before he’d left—and used it to wipe her forehead. Her hair was still wet from the rain. She knotted the bandanna around her hair, using it like a headband to keep straggly strands out of her eyes.

			She had four balloons and the stuff in her backpack. Which meant she had food, her pocketknife, and the extra rope. It wasn’t a lot to fight back with, but she had to find a way to make it count.

			Thunk. Thunk. Thunk.

			Maisie flinched at the odd sound. She crawled across the tree house floor and peered out the window. Where had he gone? His stuff was there, but he wasn’t!

			Thunk. Thunk. Thunk.

			Maisie crooked her head farther so she could get a look at the enormous tree trunk. She let out a shriek.
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			Thunk. Thunk. Thunk.

			The sound was McNally using a curved climbing axe and spiked boots to climb the trunk! His spiked boots dug into the wood, sending bark flying everywhere as he climbed like an evil squirrel.

			Maisie only had so much time. She grabbed the ladder, yanked it from its posts, and stuffed it into her backpack after removing the extra rope. She looped the rope twice around the branch that speared through the tree house. One of the things Claire and Owen liked to do was have knot-tying contests. They were very competitive about it. Maisie had picked up a few things about strong knots. This was a situation for a bowline knot. She quickly made the knot and pulled hard.

			Thunk. Thunk. Thunk.

			Maisie tossed the rope out the window and looked over the edge. The rope dangled, but it didn’t reach the ground. She was going to have to swing down and hope she didn’t break anything.
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			She grabbed her bag and pulled her raincoat sleeves over her hands so the rope wouldn’t burn her palms.

			Thunk. Thunk. Slap.

			McNally’s palm hit the wooden floor of the tree house.

			Maisie grabbed the rope, charging for the window just as the poacher climbed inside.

			“No!” he shouted, pitching himself forward, his axe in one hand.

			Maisie jumped out the window, letting out a scream of half terror, half delight as she swung toward the ground with wind rushing in her ears.

			Above her, McNally reached uselessly out the window, trying to snatch her as she sped toward the ground. He made the crucial mistake of reaching with his axe in his hand. The sharp weapon arced forward, catching the rope and slicing it free. Maisie screamed as she hit the ground with a teeth-clattering jolt, the rope puddling around her.

			For a moment, she lay on the forest floor, blinking up at the sky like time had stopped. Then she sucked in a breath, all the sound rushing back. McNally was roaring in frustration, and Maisie realized why as she got to her feet: he’d dropped his climbing axe. Which meant he was stuck up there in the tree house!

			In front of her, McNally’s dinosaur-hunting supplies were still laid out, just tempting her to ruin them. She scrambled forward to grab them.

			“What are you doing?” McNally shouted from the tree house as Maisie began to pack his bag.

			Maisie didn’t say anything. She just smiled. He was good and stuck. She’d trapped him. And she was going to get rid of all his dinosaur-hunting equipment.

			“What are you doing?” McNally demanded again when Maisie zipped the bag shut and picked it up.

			“You know, if you leave your toys out, they might get ruined,” she called up to McNally.

			“Don’t you dare!” he shouted.

			“My parents always say when I’ve made a bad choice, I should sit and think about it so I make the right choice in the future. Maybe you should sit up there and think about your bad choice to become a poacher, which is totally evil and illegal. Bye!” Maisie waved and hurried down the path, ignoring McNally as his shouts grew louder and more desperate. As long as he stayed there until she could call the sheriff, it was going to be okay. The plan had taken a little wobble, but they were still on track. She marched down the trail, trying not to give in to the urge to run. She needed to save her energy. It was a long hike to Fender’s Rock.

			Now it was time to deal with the final poacher. He couldn’t have gotten too far, right?

			Maisie stopped by the stream, which was still swollen and studded with branches from the storm. She dunked the poacher’s entire bag in the water, letting the current stream through the fabric for a good two minutes to ensure that everything inside would get soaked and therefore be rendered useless.

			That was the thing with super-high-tech gear that was experimental. It broke so easily.

			Maisie had just finished stuffing the bag of destroyed weapons in a bush when a rustling sound made her head snap up, the hair on her arms rising. She stared out at the tree line, searching for movement, her ears straining. But there was nothing.

			Had she imagined it? The hairs standing up on her arms said no. But she didn’t see anything, and she needed to get moving.

			Maisie checked for her flashlight and anything else she might need, adjusted the straps on her own backpack and headed off-trail, toward the second attack point. If Violet’s net snare had worked, then both poachers were trapped and they could jump into phase two of their plan: moving the Triceratops to Fender’s Rock.

			But before Maisie even got there, a sharp whistling pierced the silence of the forest. Maisie froze. One blast. Two. She held her breath. Three blasts!

			Maisie broke into a run. Someone was in trouble!
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			Chapter Twenty-One

			Maisie crept up to the second attack point. Her blood pounded in her cheeks as she slowly approached the large gully Violet’s net snare was set in.

			The plants were extra lush in the gully, growing much taller than Maisie. It was like walking around in a giant terrarium. The low basin was fed by an underground water source, causing a riot of growth and green. Maisie shivered as she descended, cool air rushing over her as she tiptoed forward. She cautiously pushed back the ferns, peering at the large oak tree looming ahead. Violet’s booby trap hadn’t been activated—there was no poacher dangling in a net yet.

			“Stop it!” Violet’s voice shattered the hush, making Maisie’s stomach lurch. Violet sounded scared. “Let go of me!”

			Maisie charged, mud sucking at her feet and slowing her down. She rushed toward the oak tree and around it until Violet and Jones came into view. The poacher had grabbed Violet by the arm and was shaking her as he talked to her.

			“Where are they?” he shouted.

			“I won’t tell you!” Violet shouted back, and then she kicked, hitting Jones in the knee. He yelped, letting go of her as his knee buckled.

			“You little brat!” he yelled, reaching to grab her. She ducked under his arm, poised to run deeper into the gully, but…the ferns began to rustle ahead of them.

			Violet froze. So did Jones.

			Maisie sucked in a sharp breath.

			That feeling filled her body again.

			That not quite right feeling.

			That feeling that said you’re being hunted.

			“Violet!” Maisie yelled. “RUN!”

			Violet whirled to do just that, but it was too late!

			Screech!

			Blue burst from the wall of ferns, pounced over Violet and Jones, and landed behind them, hissing her displeasure. She snarled at the sight of the stunner strapped to Jones’s leg and chomped in the air when the poacher made a move to grab it. Violet fell backward, scrambling out of the way as Blue focused on the poacher.

			“Don’t move!” Maisie warned, jumping from her hiding spot. “Blue! Look at me!”

			Maisie let out the lilting whistle, but Blue’s gaze was fixed on Jones. The raptor’s keen intelligence told her the poacher was the most immediate threat—and Blue was all about dealing with threats. She hissed menacingly, creeping forward. Jones grabbed his stunner, but Blue swatted it out of his hands like she’d learned a few things from her encounter with the barn cat.

			A horrible trilling slipped from the raptor as she smelled the air.

			Now unarmed, Jones screamed, all his determination dissolving in the face of a real raptor. The poacher turned and ran, flailing wildly into the ferns and right into Violet’s booby trap. With a whoosh, the net snapped over the poacher’s body and lifted him into the air, dangling him neatly. The rope creaked as Jones swayed back and forth fifteen feet above the ground, caught inside the net.

			“Oh my gosh, it worked!” Violet squeaked, then clapped her hands against her mouth as Blue’s head snapped toward the sound.

			“Blue, no! She’s a friend!” Maisie hurried forward, but Blue didn’t even look at Maisie. She lowered her head as she leaned toward where Violet was hunched, terrified.

			Desperate, Maisie racked her brain for a way to get Blue’s attention. Should she give her food? Shout? Try to get her to remember her training?

			Maisie’s eyes widened as it hit her: it wasn’t that Blue needed to remember her training, she needed to remember her trainer.

			Maisie tore her bandanna headband off her head. The bandanna was Owen’s! It probably still smelled like him to a dinosaur with such sharp senses! Maisie waved the bandanna in the air and once again let out the whistle Owen had taught her.

			Blue froze, her powerful body tensing as she slowly turned.

			“That’s it,” Maisie encouraged the raptor, extending her hand with the bandanna. “You remember now? It smells like him, right? He really wants you to come home.”

			Blue’s head tilted, like she was taking in Maisie’s words. Blue stepped forward, away from Violet. Her neck stretched as she took in a deep breath.

			“C’mon, girl,” Maisie said, shoving her free hand into her vest pocket. She backed up one step. Two.

			Blue followed, intrigued by the little human who smelled like family.

			Run, Maisie mouthed at Violet.

			Violet slowly got to her feet.

			Maisie kept backing up. Blue kept following.

			Violet bolted.

			Relief flooded Maisie when Blue didn’t even glance Violet’s way. Instead, the raptor let out a curious trill, her nostrils flaring as she followed Maisie.

			A few more steps, Maisie thought. In her vest pocket, her fingers closed around the tracking sticker. She pulled her hand out bit by bit, still walking backward.

			Now came the scary part: she had to stop retreating. Her entire body screamed run, but she couldn’t. Not if she wanted to tag Blue with the tracker.

			You can do this, she told herself. She’ll let you do this. You just have to activate her empathy. Like Owen did in those training videos.

			Maisie tumbled backward. When she hit the ground, she let out a sharp cry. It was actually more real than anything she could have faked because she bashed her elbow hard on a rock as she fake-tripped. She sat sprawled in the mud, her shoulders hunched as she whimpered.

			Blue closed the gap between them in two big bounds. Her trill deepened in her throat as she dipped her head toward Maisie’s. Her expression…Was that concern in her eyes? Was Maisie’s plan working?

			Blue’s breath puffed across Maisie’s face. Maisie wrinkled her nose because Blue’s breath smelled bad. She needed dinosaur mouthwash.

			Maisie whimpered again, cupping her elbow.

			Blue was so close. She was either going to nudge Maisie’s face, or maybe try to eat it. Maisie wasn’t sure which, but she did know this was her one chance. Maisie’s fingers curled around the tracker. Her arm stretched out. Just an inch more. Maybe two and she’d be able to tag Blue with the tracker.

			“C’mon,” Maisie muttered. Goose bumps flew up her back as something cold dabbed her skin.

			Blue pressed her nose against Maisie’s neck, breathing in whatever scents were there. Maisie closed her eyes, trying not to faint as the raptor snuffled her, a little like a golden retriever might. She wondered what she smelled like. Like herself, of course. But also like Owen. And like Claire. Like the Triceratops and her friends and the forest and probably a little like trail mix.

			Did Blue remember what her home smelled like? Maisie didn’t. But maybe that was okay.

			Maybe they both needed to make a new home.

			Blue pushed, her snout poking Maisie’s ponytail. The raptor let out a surprised squawk at the sensation of cold, wet hair against her nose and jerked back.

			Last chance! Maisie rolled forward as Blue pulled away, pushing the tracker on Blue’s side right above her rib cage. Once the sticker was pressed against the dinosaur’s hide, the chemical in the adhesive activated. A second skin grew over the tracker right in front of Maisie’s eyes. Maisie felt like cheering. That meant it was on and working! She’d done it!
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			Blue let out an annoyed chitter, nosing at the new lump on her side like it was a too-tight Band-Aid Maisie had applied. Maisie struggled out of the mud, and the raptor’s eyes followed her. Maisie swore Blue tilted her head back like she was laughing when Maisie’s shoe got sucked into a mudhole.

			“Of course you think it’s funny. You don’t need shoes,” Maisie muttered.

			“Hey!” someone shouted. Maisie looked up to the top of the gully, where Jones the poacher was still suspended in the net. Blue startled at the noise, leaping away from Maisie.

			“It’s okay,” Maisie said, but it was no use. Light flooded the gully and the raptor streaked off, a blue blur in the sudden light. Maisie squinted in the beam of the flashlights, dark spots dancing across her eyes as she balled her fists, ready to fight more poachers if she had to.

			“Maisie!”

			Maisie’s knees almost buckled in relief when she heard Claire’s voice.

			“Claire!” She ran toward her, falling into Claire’s arms.

			“We were so worried,” Claire said, holding her so tight Maisie could barely breathe.

			“Kiddo, are you okay?” Owen asked, enveloping both of them in a huge bear hug. Maisie looked up from the shelter of their arms and saw how pale he was. Guilt flashed through her: she must’ve really worried them.

			“I’m fine,” Maisie said. “But I need to find my friends. Also, there’s a poacher in the tree house by the trail that leads to the stream.”

			“My deputies are dealing with the one in the tree house,” said a voice behind Claire and Owen. Sheriff Wragg crossed the gully and approached the booby trap. With one chop of an axe, the sheriff lowered the poacher not so gently to the ground. Jones was silent as the sheriff read him his rights and handcuffed him.

			“Are there more than these two?” the sheriff asked Maisie, who shook her head. “Good.”

			“I didn’t do anything,” Jones sneered. “I was just on a walk in the woods when these crazy kids attacked me.”

			“Yes, on a simple walk through the woods…with your stun gun. And electro-net. We found your bag of supplies stashed in that bush,” the sheriff said. He turned to Owen. “I’m going to radio my team. Can you keep an eye on him?”

			Owen nodded, and Sheriff Wragg headed to higher ground.

			“Alone at last,” Jones said, a cruel smile lighting his face.

			“Be glad the sheriff’s within earshot,” Owen said, glaring menacingly at the man.

			Jones laughed. “You’ve really taken to the father role, haven’t you, Grady?”

			Owen’s face hardened to stone at hearing the man use his real last name.

			“You forget that people know who you are,” Jones continued. He looked at Claire, his eyes glowing with hate. “And both of you forget there are some of us out here hunting for more than dinosaurs.”

			Maisie’s eyes widened as the poacher looked directly at her and laughed.

			“I’ve heard that you’re a very special little girl,” he said.

			Claire drew Maisie closer protectively. Owen stepped forward, radiating anger, even though his expression was smooth like a river rock. “A guy like you always answers to a boss. So tell your boss something for me: if he or any of his goons ever come near my family again, I’m going to sic my raptor on them.”

			Jones paled at the threat. “You—you can’t,” he stuttered. “You can’t control raptors like that.”

			Owen raised an eyebrow. “I thought you said you knew who I was,” he said, his voice carrying a chilling note. “Remember what I said. Tell your boss, whoever he is, to forget about my daughter.”

			Jones let out a shaky laugh. “She’s not your—”

			“She is my daughter in every way that counts,” Owen interrupted, so sternly and so firmly that it didn’t sound like a mere argument.

			It sounded like he believed it.

			Before Jones could respond, Sheriff Wragg returned and took him away, leaving Maisie alone with Claire and Owen.

			Maisie stared up at them, feeling scared and tired and relieved all at once.

			“So,” Owen said slowly, scratching his head. “I’ve gotta say, I don’t even know where to start here, kiddo. You’ve been keeping a lot from us.”

			Claire let out a long breath, tapping her foot.

			“I know where to start,” Maisie said. “I’m sorry for lying. I should’ve told you about the Triceratops.”

			“Thank you for saying that,” Claire said. “Lying to each other helps none of us.”

			“I understand,” Maisie said. “I shouldn’t have done it. I almost messed everything up. But now that you’re here, I really need help.”

			“Tell us what you need,” Claire said.

			“We’ll do whatever we can to help,” Owen promised.

			“No matter what?” Maisie asked.

			“No matter what,” Claire promised.
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			Chapter Twenty-Two

			A week later…

			“This really is the perfect place for them,” Maisie said, staring out at the rolling hills and trees that lay below Fender’s Rock. Her sketchbook was on her lap, her pencils on a pouch to her side.

			“I told you so,” Violet said confidently from her spot next to her.

			Below them, their friends wandered the valley among the dinosaurs. Zak was sitting on top of some boulders as Tri sunned herself below him. Bryn and Hannah were taking turns rolling down one of the hills. Pi stomped and tossed her head and nudged them back up the hill with her nose each time they rolled back down, like it was the greatest game ever.

			Any worry Maisie had about the Triceratops adapting to their new home had faded quickly. They fit perfectly into this quieter patch of wilderness that was poacher- and human-free.

			It had taken four days to guide the dinosaurs through the forest to Fender’s Rock. But together with Claire, Owen, Violet, and Sheriff Wragg, Maisie had made the journey. It was one she would never forget. Just like she’d never forget Gibson Peak and its dinosaurs.

			After the incident with the poachers, none of the adults wanted anything to do with people who would attack children just for the sake of getting rid of the dinosaurs. And Blue was already moving south, far from the town, so the ranchers’ fury had faded.

			Maisie hoped that at the next town council meeting, the citizens would vote to apply their poaching laws to dinosaurs, too. Violet told her she was going to go to the meeting and speak on the dinosaurs’ behalf, so Maisie was sure people would listen. Violet was very convincing. Sheriff Wragg had promised to drop into the area from time to time to make sure no one was bothering the Triceratops, which made Maisie feel a little better about leaving.

			“I wish you could stay,” Violet said.

			“Me too,” Maisie said.

			“You can’t even text me,” Violet complained. “Since you don’t have a phone.”

			“We can email,” Maisie said, grabbing a pen and scribbling on a piece of paper she tore from her notebook. “Here’s my address.”

			Maisie left off the part about how Owen had set up a special account for her that wasn’t traceable. It was one of his contingency plans. Just in case Maisie ever got separated from them, email would be a way to make contact. He’d let her choose the name and everything.

			Violet perked up when Maisie handed the address over. “Okay, that’s something,” she said. “I’ll send you photos of them. I promise.”

			“Thanks,” Maisie said. “I’m going to miss them.”

			“I would say they’ll miss you, but I don’t actually know if dinosaurs do miss other creatures,” Violet said. Then she grinned and nudged Maisie’s shoulder. “But I bet you know!”

			Maisie laughed, thinking about Blue: How her entire body language had changed when she caught Owen’s scent on the bandanna. How she’d shown concern for Maisie when she fell, just like Blue had sometimes done with Owen.

			“I think they do miss people,” she said. “I think everyone—human or animal—feels lonely sometimes.”

			“Yeah,” Violet sighed. “Hey, Maisie?”

			“Hm?”

			“I’m going to miss you.”
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			Maisie stared at Violet. She had missed a lot of people in her life so far. She was even missing answers about herself and how she had been created. But this was maybe the first time anyone had ever said they’d miss her. It made her eyes burn, not just because of that, but because she felt the same way. That was how you felt about true friends. You missed them when you weren’t together.

			“I’m going to miss you, too,” she told Violet.
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			“Ready?” Claire asked, turning in the driver’s seat to look at Maisie.

			“Ready,” Owen said from his spot next to her.

			“Ready,” Maisie said from the back. She was sprawled out on Pumpkin’s couch, her sketchbook on her lap. She turned to the page with her sketch of Blue and smiled before flipping to a new page. Behind her on the couch was her vest, the Triceratops newly embroidered right over the heart.

			Claire started the van and pulled onto the highway, passing the sign that said now leaving gibson peak.

			“Thanks to your quick thinking and quicker hands, we know where Blue’s headed,” Owen said, tapping open an app on his tablet and showing the screen to Maisie. A topographical map of California sprang up, with a blue dot moving along the Sacramento River.

			“We can track her,” Claire said. “And help other dinosaurs she encounters along the way.”

			“What about the facility the poachers talked about?” Maisie asked, thinking about what she’d overheard in the woods.

			“I’ve got people asking about it,” Claire assured her. “But so far, no leads on the location.”

			“I’ve been hearing some buzz about a pack of Stegosauruses causing trouble in this big park near Chico,” Owen said. “Might be interesting.”

			“And Blue is headed that way,” Claire mused, glancing at the map.

			“What do you say, kiddo?” Owen asked. “Are you up for solving another dinosaur problem?”

			Maisie smiled.

			“I’m up for anything,” she said.

			The adventure continues…
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