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1 THE SMOOTHIE OF JUSTICE


All the trouble with the tyrannosaur started the same day Xavier Gonzalez and I helped apprehend the Zebra Spanker.

Although we caught him at FunJungle Wild Animal Park in central Texas, the guy had already spanked zebras in thirteen other zoos around the country. He would slip into the exhibits while an accomplice filmed him, and then smack the poor unsuspecting zebras on their rear ends. The zebras would be understandably startled, and the Spanker would flee. The videos were then uploaded to YouTube, where they had become a sensation, each gaining more views than the last. Over thirty million people had watched the newest one.

The Zebra Spanker always wore a lucha libre–style Mexican wrestling mask, so no one knew what he looked like—or anything about him, really. It was rumored that he had done the first spanking as a lark, just to amuse his friends, but when it had gone viral, he had decided to keep it up. No one was even sure why he had chosen zebras—although I suspected it was because zebras are often among the easiest animals to get close to at zoos.

Zebras can actually be quite dangerous; a kick from their hind legs can shatter your ribs or crack your skull—and their bite can do some serious damage as well. But they are quite tolerant of humans and thus, their exhibits are usually built without the thick glass walls or wide moats that lots of other animals require. At many zoos, the zebras are only a few feet from the tourists, and so the Zebra Spanker rarely had to do more than reach over a wall or fence to strike his targets.

The Association of Zoos & Aquariums wanted the Spanker caught as fast as possible—although, sadly, this was a tall order for most zoos, which had shoestring budgets and small security teams. However, FunJungle wasn’t like most zoos. It was really a hybrid of a zoo and a theme park, and had become one of the biggest tourist attractions in America since its grand opening a little over a year earlier. FunJungle had a large security force, although it wasn’t exactly a good security force; it was mostly composed of people who had failed to get jobs in any other form of law enforcement. The man in charge, Chief Hoenekker, was competent, though, and he had been posting guards full-time at the zebra exhibit, figuring that even his least capable employee could still be a deterrent.

This turned out to be wrong.

The Zebra Spanker struck shortly after FunJungle had opened one Tuesday morning in the middle of June. Normally, the park would have been packed by that time, as school was out through most of the country, but there had been a massive storm the night before, dousing some parts of the Texas Hill Country with four inches of rain, and more was predicted. Since much of FunJungle was outdoors, many tourists had opted to do something else that day.

Even so, the FunJungle guard on duty, a young man named Chet Spivey, should have been better prepared. The Zebra Spanker’s modus operandi was to strike early in the day, when crowds were small. But on that fateful morning, Chet hadn’t reported to his post on time because he was busy chatting up a cute new barista at Clara Capybara’s Coffee Café. The Zebra Spanker and his videographer arrived at the zebra exhibit to find no one else around at all; the few tourists who had braved the weather had headed for the more popular FunJungle exhibits first.

At the time, Xavier and I were on Adventure Road, the main route around the park, heading toward SafariLand with Sage Bonotto, another friend from sixth grade. Xavier and I had become friends quickly upon my arrival at Lyndon Baines Johnson Middle School, as he was a FunJungle fanatic and aspiring field biologist; he had sought me out, knowing my mother was a renowned primatologist who worked at the park. I had gotten to know Sage because he was my lab partner in science. He liked animals too, particularly the lizards and snakes that were abundant on his family’s ranch. Sage was also the class clown, the kind of kid who would rig cans of Silly String to discharge in your locker, or leave whoopee cushions on the teacher’s chair.

My friends had slept over at my place the night before. I lived in FunJungle employee housing, which was a trailer park located behind the employee parking lot. The original plan had been to camp out, as there was a nature reserve right out my back door. However, the storm had chased us inside, forcing us to sleep in my small bedroom and make microwave popcorn instead of s’mores.

I had unlimited access to FunJungle since both my parents worked there. (Dad was the staff photographer.) I had gotten Sage in through the employee entrance at the rear of the park. Everyone who worked there knew me, and they often let me bring a friend in for free.

Xavier didn’t need my help to get in; he was a junior volunteer at the panda exhibit and thus had his own employee pass.

“We should try for another campout, later this week,” Xavier said. “Since this one got rained out.”

“We could do it at my ranch!” Sage offered. “There’s this great place on the riverbank I want to show you….”

“On the riverbank?” Xavier repeated skeptically. “Won’t it be two feet underwater after last night?”

“Yes, but I bought a submarine we can all sleep in,” Sage replied sarcastically, then added, “We’re obviously not going to sleep there if it’s flooded, dingus. But if it’s dry, I promise you, it’ll be one of the most awesome nights of your lives.”

“I’ve done a lot of camping,” I reminded him. In fact, I had spent the first ten years of my life camping, living in a tent in the Congo while my mother studied gorillas. “Unless you have a herd of elephants on your ranch, I doubt this will be as awesome as what I’m used to.”

Sage gave me a smug smile. “Trust me. It’ll be better.”

“What’s better than a herd of elephants?” Xavier asked incredulously.

“You’ll see,” Sage replied.

Xavier narrowed his eyes suspiciously. “You’ve been acting really weird lately. What’s going on with you?”

“Nothing’s going on,” Sage said, in a tone that indicated something was.

Xavier turned to me. “See? Weird.” Then he gasped with excitement as he noticed we were passing Savanna Sally’s Smoothie Shack. “Ooh! Who wants a smoothie?”

“And you’re calling me weird?” Sage asked. “We just ate breakfast. Teddy’s dad made us each, like, fifteen pancakes.”

“I’m still hungry,” Xavier explained. “Plus, I get twenty percent off with my employee discount!” He hurried over to the shack and announced, “One extra-large Safari Sogoodie Smoothie, please.”

As the name indicated, Savanna Sally’s was located near the fake savanna of FunJungle, which was in the enormous African Plains exhibit. Hundreds of Central African animals lived together there, including giraffes, impala, eland, cape buffalo, rhinos—and zebras.

“Extra-large?” I looked at Xavier’s ample waistline, concerned for his health. “Maybe you should go with a smaller size.”

“Smoothies are good for you,” Xavier said. “They have fruit in them.”

“And ice cream,” Sage said, pointing to Savanna Sally’s, where one employee was dropping a scoop of vanilla the size of a marmoset into the smoothie maker.

“There’s a lot more fruit than ice cream,” Xavier stated. “So that makes it healthy.”

“That’s not how nutrition works,” Sage argued.

Xavier started to argue back, but he was cut off by the whir of the smoothie blender, which was as loud as a helicopter.

In Xavier’s defense, the Safari Sogoodie was marketed as one of the healthier food options at FunJungle, but this was true only because most of the FunJungle food options weren’t healthy at all. At one shop, you could even get deep-fried fudge, which my father referred to as an “instant heart attack.” There was fruit in the Safari Sogoodie, but it was mostly high-sugar stuff like apples and grapes; and while the menu claimed it had blueberries in it, there were really only about five; purple food coloring was added to make it look like there were more.

The server handed the smoothie to Xavier and charged him $8.99. Like many of the beverages for sale in the park, it was oversize, to make people think they were getting some value for their money. Xavier needed two hands to hold it.

“Yikes,” Sage said, eyeing it warily. “Once you’re done with that, we can fill the cup with water and use it as a hot tub.”

“You’re hilarious.” Xavier took a sip of his Safari Sogoodie. The smoothies had originally been designed to be consumed with straws, but straws had been banned at FunJungle—and almost every other zoo in America—because people tended to drop them in the exhibits, and then the animals would eat them and get sick. Without the straw, Xavier’s lips were immediately dyed purple by the food coloring. Sage and I couldn’t help but laugh at him.

“What’s so funny now?” Xavier demanded.

“You look like a clown suffering from hypothermia,” I told him, which made Sage laugh even harder.

Xavier wasn’t pleased by this, but before he could say anything, we heard the braying of a startled zebra. It was a very distinctive sound, sort of a cross between a pig’s snort and a squeaky gate. I knew it well from my childhood in Africa.

“That’s a zebra,” I said. “And it sounds upset.”

“The Zebra Spanker must be here!” Xavier exclaimed.

“Oh, come on,” Sage told him. “There’s no way—”

At which point, a man in a neon orange lucha libre mask came running toward us with Chet Spivey in pursuit. “Stop that man!” Chet yelled. “He just spanked the zebra!”

It turned out that Chet had arrived just in time to spot the Zebra Spanker in the act. The Spanker had climbed over a railing at a scenic viewpoint and dangled into the African Plains to spank a large male zebra named Hochuli. (Given their stripes, all the male zebras at FunJungle were named after NFL referees.) The braying had alerted Chet to the crime, but the Spanker had already clambered out of the exhibit and was on the run. As they approached us, the Spanker had a huge lead on Chet, and it was getting bigger, as Chet, like most of FunJungle’s security, wasn’t in very good shape. He was already wheezing for breath, like he had run a marathon rather than only a hundred yards.

There weren’t any other people around to stop the Zebra Spanker except us. We were standing right in his path.

The Spanker was a big guy—much bigger than he looked in his videos. Over six feet tall and as muscular as a silverback gorilla. He didn’t appear very concerned by our presence. If anything, he seemed to think we would be excited to see him, like he was a celebrity. He actually grinned at us as he approached and exclaimed, “Hey, kids! It’s me!”

I wasn’t excited to see the Zebra Spanker at all; in fact, I loathed him. One of my biggest peeves was how many people ignored the warning signs at FunJungle—or any zoo—and bothered the animals, be it by tapping on the glass of their exhibits, yelling to get their attention, or throwing food to them. So I had no patience for anyone who climbed into exhibits and smacked animals that had been minding their own business.

But Xavier hated people who bothered the animals even more than me. If he caught people banging on the glass of the panda exhibit while he was on duty, he would point their bad behavior out to the crowd at the top of his voice to shame them, and then call FunJungle security to have them ejected from the park. (The security guards almost never showed up, but the threat of them usually sent the perpetrators scurrying off in fear.)

As the Zebra Spanker bore down on us, Xavier scowled at him with disgust and then, without even thinking about it, he threw his entire smoothie into the culprit’s face.

The thick, viscous mass of smoothie temporarily blinded the Zebra Spanker—and since it contained so much ice cream, it might have given him an external brain freeze as well. He yelped in surprise and careened toward us.

I stuck out my leg and tripped him.

The Zebra Spanker didn’t fall right away. He only stumbled and then tried to keep running, which is a very bad idea when you’re visually impaired and surrounded by open-air exhibits. The Spanker veered off Adventure Road, slammed into a low railing, and tumbled over it into the otter habitat. He landed on his rear in the fake stream and was instantly beset by hungry otters, who were lured by the smell of fruit on him.

This scared the pants off the Zebra Spanker. He still couldn’t see, and now little furry things that smelled like fish were crawling all over him and licking his face. “Help!” he wailed. “Someone get me out of here!”

Xavier, Sage, and I raced to the railing and looked down into the exhibit. Sage took his phone and started recording everything.

“Ha!” Xavier yelled at the Zebra Spanker. “Getting into the exhibits isn’t so much fun now, is it?”

“Please!” the Spanker moaned. “This isn’t funny!”

“I think all your fans might disagree.” Sage zoomed in on him and told us, “We definitely need to post this.”

Chet arrived at the railing, still gasping for breath and clutching his side in pain. He was so winded, it was difficult for him to speak into his radio. “Dispatch, this is Officer Spivey. The Zebra Spanker has been contained. Although I’m going to need some help getting him out of the otter pit.”

“The otter pit?” the dispatcher responded in disbelief.

“Yes,” Chet answered. “He fell in after being hit in the face with a…” He turned to Xavier. “What was that, anyhow?”

“A smoothie,” Xavier said proudly. “The Smoothie of Justice.”

Sage’s phone rang, interrupting his video. On the screen, I could see it was his mother calling. He stopped filming the Zebra Spanker and answered excitedly. “Hey, Mom! You’ll never guess what Teddy, Xavier, and I just did!”

I couldn’t hear his mother’s response, but it was obviously bad news. The expression on Sage’s face shifted from jubilation to shock. “What?” he asked. “How?!”

Sage listened to his mother a bit more, the frown on his face growing bigger and bigger. “Okay,” he said finally. “I’m coming home.”

“What’s wrong?” I asked him.

Sage turned to me, his eyes red with tears, and said, “Someone stole my tyrannosaur.”
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2 OTTER PROBLEMS


“Uh, Sage,” Xavier said cautiously. “I hate to break this to you, but… tyrannosaurs have been extinct for sixty million years.”

We were sitting in the shade of a jacaranda tree near the otter exhibit. Sage had wrapped up his phone call with his parents. They had originally planned to pick him up later that afternoon, after he had spent the day at FunJungle, but with their current crisis, my father had agreed to drive Sage back to his ranch. Which meant we should have been walking back to my trailer to get Sage’s things. Only Sage was still in shock.

Now he looked to Xavier angrily. “It’s not a live tyrannosaur. It’s a skeleton.”

I couldn’t control my surprise. “You have a T. rex skeleton?”

“Sort of. It’s still being excavated on our property.”

“That’s what your big surprise was?” I asked.

Sage nodded sadly. “I hadn’t told anyone about it yet. I wasn’t allowed to.”

Xavier asked, “How did someone steal a skeleton that’s still in the ground?”

“I don’t know,” Sage answered. “My parents just said Minerva was gone.”

“Minerva?” Xavier and I asked at once.

“That’s what we call her,” Sage said. “We had to name her something.”

More FunJungle employees had arrived to get the Zebra Spanker out of the otter exhibit. One of the small-mammal keepers, a woman named Lauren Bohn, was there too, making sure the otters were okay. She yelled over to us, “You guys know why my otters are purple?”

“It’s a smoothie,” I replied. “From Savanna Sally’s.”

“Aw, nuts,” Lauren said. “That can’t be good for them. With all the food coloring they put in those things, these guys are gonna have purple poop for a week.”

One of the park employees who had come to deal with the Zebra Spanker was Marge O’Malley. Only a few months before, Marge had been chief of FunJungle security, but after several major mistakes—such as accidentally destroying the FunJungle Friends Parade—she had been booted off the force and demoted to crowd management. She was still acting like she was in charge, however, bossing the security guards around—and the guards were dutifully following her orders. Under Marge’s guidance, they lowered a ladder into the otter habitat.

“I should go in and apprehend the perpetrator,” Marge announced. “I’ve had combat training.” She turned to Chet. “I’ll need your taser in case he attempts to fight me.”

I had a feeling this was going to go poorly. Marge was in even worse shape than Chet and not particularly coordinated. She had only had a single class in combat training, and that had ended abruptly when she had knocked herself unconscious while attempting a roundhouse kick.

If any of this concerned Chet, he didn’t show it. In fact, he seemed pleased to not have to descend into the otter pit himself. He quickly surrendered his taser to Marge, who clambered over the railing and onto the ladder.

Several families of tourists gathered to watch.

“Who was excavating Minerva?” I asked Sage. “Your family?”

“No, we only found her,” Sage replied. “Then we called the University of Texas and they sent out a whole team to dig her up.”

“That’s who realized she’d been stolen?” I asked.

“Right. The team showed up to work this morning and discovered she was gone. Then they called my folks and my folks called me.” Sage spoke in a dull monotone, which was the complete opposite of how he usually talked. It was like he had found out his dog had run away.

“Maybe Teddy can figure out who took her!” Xavier exclaimed. “He’s solved lots of mysteries.”

This was true. Several crimes had occurred around FunJungle over the past year, and I had gotten involved in figuring out who was behind them, often against my will. But I had also ended up in a great deal of danger, which is why I wasn’t in a big hurry to get involved in another case.

In the otter pit, I heard the distinct sound of Marge O’Malley tumbling off the ladder and landing painfully on the ground. This was followed by a long stream of bad words from Marge. Some tourists quickly led their children away, but many more came running over, excited to see what had sparked so many expletives.

Lauren Bohn looked into the exhibit, concerned. “Oh boy,” she said to Chet. “Please tell me she didn’t land on one of my otters.”

Sage turned to me expectantly, his dour mood having faded a bit. “Do you think you could help with this case?”

“I don’t know…,” I said cautiously.

“You’ve found stolen animals before,” Sage pressed. “Like that panda. And the koala. So maybe you could help find Minerva, too! Your dad has to take me back to the ranch anyhow, right? Why not take a look around and see if you can find any clues?”

“Aren’t the police investigating this?” I asked.

“I guess,” Sage said, though he didn’t seem pleased about it.

“You’re way better than the police,” Xavier told me supportively. “Remember when Henry the Hippo got killed? The police didn’t even try to investigate that case! They laughed at you when you called it in.”

“They thought it was a prank,” I pointed out. “Not that many people murder hippos. In America, at least.”

“But someone did murder Henry,” Xavier said. “And if it hadn’t been for you, no one would have ever figured that out….” He trailed off as he noticed two tourists hurrying toward the otter pit.

It was a young couple, and both of them were wearing T-shirts for Snakes Alive, which was a small zoo that had recently been built on the interstate near the exit for FunJungle. Xavier hated the place even more than he hated people who banged on the glass of animal exhibits. While most of the animals at Snakes Alive were reptiles, they also had a few mammals, like a troop of colobus monkeys, a lion, and a small pack of hyenas. The owners made no secret of the fact that they were trying to siphon off business from our park. Their billboards all proclaimed: More Fun than FunJungle—and a Whole Lot Cheaper!

But that wasn’t Xavier’s issue with Snakes Alive. He was upset about their animal care, which was rumored to be dismal. Neither of us had visited the place yet—we didn’t want to support it—but several other kids from school had gone. My friend Dashiell had described it as “the place where fun goes to die.” Despite this, Snakes Alive still seemed to be attracting enough tourists to survive.

“You shouldn’t support Snakes Alive,” Xavier informed the tourists. “It’s not accredited by the Association of Zoos and Aquariums.”

“So?” the guy asked. “It was still cool.”

“Zoos in the AZA are required to maintain high levels of animal care,” Xavier explained. “Snakes Alive doesn’t.”

“The animals looked fine to me,” the tourist woman said. “They had a giant cobra—and a place where you could feed hot dogs to baby alligators.”

“That was so cool!” the guy exclaimed. “Is there any place you can feed alligators here?”

“No!” Xavier gasped, horrified by the thought. “And alligators shouldn’t be eating hot dogs anyhow. Hot dogs aren’t found in nature.”

“Neither are Doritos,” the woman said, “but we’ve got a raccoon in the park by our house who eats them all the time.”

“That doesn’t mean they’re healthy for it,” Xavier said, exasperated. “Snakes Alive isn’t a good place for animals!”

“Maybe not,” the guy said, getting annoyed now, “but you know what they don’t have there? Little dorks who give you crap for visiting the place.”

“Besides,” the woman added, “it’s not like FunJungle is much better. You’ve got people climbing in with the otters.”

We turned back to the otter habitat. There were now half a dozen FunJungle security guards heading down into the otter pit to deal with Marge and apprehend the Zebra Spanker. We could still hear Marge cursing, while the Zebra Spanker was angrily claiming that he had been assaulted by otters and demanding to see a lawyer.

The tourists in the T-shirts continued on, figuring they had made their point. Xavier could only sigh in exasperation.

Sage returned his attention to me. “Will you at least come see the dinosaur dig?” he asked.

I had to admit that sounded cool. I had never been to a fossil site before. Even a desecrated one would have been interesting. “I’m not promising to get involved in solving this crime,” I said. “The police should handle it. Not me.”

“Of course,” Sage agreed. “And you can invite Summer, too, if you want.”

Summer was my girlfriend, who also happened to be the daughter of J.J. McCracken, the owner of FunJungle. I wondered if Sage was inviting her along because he thought she was cool—or because she had helped me solve crimes before.

I still found myself hesitating, though, wary of getting dragged into something dangerous again. “I’m not sure…”

Sage said, “We all get to ride ATVs to get out to the site.”

“Deal,” I said. A ride across Sage’s ranch on all-terrain vehicles and a dinosaur fossil site was too much fun to turn down. And I figured that I could control my own destiny. If I didn’t want to get mixed up in the mystery, I didn’t have to. Taking a look at the crime scene didn’t mean I would end up in trouble again.

As usual, things didn’t work out the way I had planned. In a few days’ time, I’d be in a bigger mess than I ever had been before.
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3 THE DIG


Sage hadn’t offered the ride on the ATVs merely to entice me to visit the crime scene. It turned out that we really couldn’t get to the dig site without them.

The Bonotto Ranch was massive, more than twelve thousand acres, which made it larger than a lot of entire counties in America. It had been in Sage’s family for over a hundred and fifty years. Most of the other big ranches in the area from that time had been carved up and sold off piece by piece to build subdivisions and golf courses. What remained weren’t necessarily working ranches so much as big spreads of land where rich people could graze a few cattle and pretend to be ranchers—like the McCrackens. But the Bonottos still made their living raising cattle, just as their ancestors had. The ranch had barely changed in the time that their family had owned it. It was mostly oak and cedar forest, interspersed with the occasional field of grass.

The driveway was nearly six miles long, and since it was unpaved, you couldn’t go faster than fifteen miles an hour on it. Thus, it took at least twenty-four minutes to get from the front gate to the house—and that could be even longer if a herd of cattle was blocking the driveway, which happened quite often. Sage’s parents couldn’t take an hour every time they needed to drop him off at the gate for the school bus, or to collect him after a play date, so when Sage was in second grade, they had given him a car. The law in Texas said you could drive if you were on your own land, no matter how old you were. Sage’s car was an old, beat-up Chevrolet, but it never went anywhere except to the front gate and back. Sometimes Sage even let me drive the car to his house.

The old Chevy was sitting at the gate when Dad brought Sage, Xavier, and me to the ranch. Sage had left it there when he had come to my house the day before. Summer was waiting nearby in her own car with her driver, a young guy named Tran. When I had texted Summer about possibly coming to visit a tyrannosaur fossil site—and a crime scene—she had been so excited that she had immediately canceled her horseback riding lessons and her jujitsu classes to clear out her day.

Even though Summer was incredibly rich, she didn’t act like it. And she considered the fame that came as a result of her wealth to be a burden, rather than a blessing. (Summer always did her best to behave like a normal girl, but she was rich and pretty, so gossip sites and magazines were constantly doing stories about her, which were almost always wrong; they were often about her love life, romantically linking her to famous people she had never even met.) So Summer tried to call as little attention to herself as possible. Instead of having Tran drive her around in a limousine, she rode in a normal car that was several years old. She never held my hand in public, because she didn’t want the press to realize I was her boyfriend and invade my life too. And while she could glam herself up for public events, she preferred to hide behind sunglasses and a baseball cap so people wouldn’t recognize her. She was wearing those today, despite the clouds, as well as old jeans and a sweatshirt that she could get muddy.

My father also planned to join us that day. Although he had traveled all around the world taking pictures of wildlife for National Geographic, he had never been to a dinosaur dig either, so he had eagerly asked if he could join us, and Sage welcomed him. Dad insisted upon driving Summer, Xavier, and me up the driveway in his car while Sage took the old Chevy. Even though Sage drove that route almost every day, Dad still didn’t feel comfortable letting a sixth grader chauffeur him around.

Sage’s home was a small ranch house that had been built by his great-great-grandparents. Beside it stood a barn, several cattle pens, and a long corrugated tin roof on poles that sheltered the many vehicles the Bonottos owned: In addition to Sage’s car, they had three pickup trucks, two horse trailers, a tractor, a hay baler and eight ATVs—though three were gone when we arrived.

Two county police cars sat by the house. One was marked Sheriff.

Dad and Sage parked their cars. Dad had brought along one of his best professional cameras and a variety of lenses, which he carried in a specially designed backpack, where they were nestled in foam. He slung this onto his back while Sage led us to the ATVs.

There were other dirt roads on the ranch besides the driveway, but they were poorly maintained and thus required four-wheel drive. (Sage claimed there were some distant parts of the property that no one had visited in years.) Sage’s parents and their ranch hands usually got around in trucks—or on horses—but there were ATVs for everyone else.

Sage handed out helmets and protective gear to us, and we suited up, hopped on ATVs, and headed for the fossil site. Since the ATV engines were too loud to shout over, there were radios built into the helmets so we could stay in touch on the way. I had ridden the ATVs on Sage’s ranch before, but never on a muddy day. Riding through the mud turned out to be great fun—as long as you didn’t mind getting spattered with it. Summer and Dad enjoyed it as much as I did, whooping with delight as we roared across the fields and slewed through the muck, but Xavier was more reserved. He drove much slower than the rest of us, taking every curve as cautiously as a deer in tiger territory. We had to stop repeatedly to wait for him to catch up to us.

Eventually, we made it to the dig.

It was located on a bend in a tributary of the Guadalupe River that wound across the ranch. I had been along this stretch before; normally, the river was about twenty feet across and only two feet deep, but given the previous night’s storm, it had overflowed its banks and seemed to be at least a foot higher. The water was moving fast and so clouded with runoff that it looked like chocolate milk. The river snaked through a wide, grassy plain; its dusty banks framed by dirt bluffs that were about five feet high. The dig was on the riverside, out in the open, with no trees to shade it, where the river cut close to the bluff.

Five canopies had been erected around the site. They were the kind you got at the sporting goods store for parents to sit under at their kids’ soccer games, although some of our neighbors in employee housing had put them up beside their trailers to give themselves some shade outdoors. Here, they stood over bare patches of dirt where all the grass had been scraped away.

A lot of people were standing outside the canopies; the sky was cloudy enough that no one was looking for shade. Everyone was watching us approach. They had probably heard our ATVs several minutes before we arrived.

I counted both Sage’s parents, two uniformed police officers, and eight other people who I figured were paleontologists.

The mood around the dig was sullen and glum. The joy we had felt riding the ATVs instantly vanished.

We had to park on the high ground, atop the small bluffs. The other three ATVs the Bonottos owned were already there—along with Sage’s mother’s horse, Cleopatra. I figured the police and Sage’s father had come out on the ATVs, which meant all the other people must have walked to the site, even though it was several miles to the nearest road. Cleopatra wasn’t even tied up. She was roaming freely, happily grazing on grass and in no mood to wander off.

Sage led the way down a muddy path in one of the bluffs.

His parents came to meet us as we approached, looking as though our presence there was making them uncomfortable. Sage’s father was a tall, burly man with skin so weathered by the sun that he looked much older than he really was. I had never seen him without a cowboy hat. Sage’s mother was slim and fit; she was renowned as the best horseback rider in the county and had won plenty of equestrian awards when she was younger.

“Sage,” his mother said, “we told you to come alone. This is supposed to be a secret.”

“What’s it matter now?” Sage asked. “Someone already stole Minerva….”

“Not all of her,” his father said tightly.

“I figured these guys could help us,” Sage protested. “Teddy and Summer solved all those crimes at FunJungle. Maybe they could solve this, too.”

Sage’s parents both looked at Summer and me thoughtfully.

I wasn’t quite sure what to do. So I just waved to them awkwardly.

Dad stepped up. “Joe and Lorena, we’re sorry for intruding. We didn’t realize this was a secret. We’d be happy to leave you to this….”

Mrs. Bonotto asked Summer and me, “You found that stolen panda, right? When even the FBI couldn’t?”

“That’s right!” Summer said cheerfully.

Sage’s father looked at her curiously. “You’re J.J. McCracken’s daughter?”

“Right again,” Summer agreed.

Joe and Lorena shared a look. Somehow, without saying anything, they seemed to come to an agreement.

“All right,” Joe said. “Come on down. But don’t touch anything. This is a crime scene.”

“We know how to handle a crime scene,” Summer said confidently. “This isn’t our first.”

I didn’t feel nearly as comfortable as Summer did. It now seemed that we were only being allowed to visit the dig site because we were amateur detectives—which I hadn’t meant to happen. But there didn’t seem to be any polite way to excuse ourselves, and Summer, Xavier, and even my father seemed too excited to leave.

I was also a little wary of why Mr. Bonotto had asked about Summer’s father. J.J. McCracken was one of the wealthiest men in Texas, if not the country. I wondered if that had anything to do with our invitation to stay as well.

The Bonottos led us into the dig site. Now it was the police who grew annoyed by our presence.

I recognized the sheriff as we approached. Lyle Esquivel was a stocky man in his fifties with a thick mustache and bushy eyebrows. There wasn’t much crime in our county—the incidents at FunJungle had been out of his jurisdiction—so Sheriff Esquivel and his force didn’t really have much to do. They mostly busted people for speeding, and the sheriff came to school every year to give us a safety presentation, during which half the class always fell asleep.

The other officer was a young woman I didn’t know. She was of medium height, with long hair and a name tag that said BREWSTER. She was taking pictures of the crime scene with her phone, though she paused to watch Sheriff Esquivel with us.

The other people on the dig were watching us too. I wondered if anyone might recognize Summer, but they didn’t seem to. Summer’s baseball cap, sunglasses, and newly mud-splattered clothes gave her a very different appearance than her clean-cut, fashionable public persona.

“These kids shouldn’t be here,” Esquivel told the Bonottos. “This ain’t a tourist attraction.”

“I’d like them to stay,” Sage’s father replied. The sheriff started to argue this, but Mr. Bonotto cut him off. “This is our property and they’re our guests. They’re staying. So let’s get back to the investigation, shall we?”

Sheriff Esquivel gave him a long, hard stare, as though he was debating whether or not to pick a fight over this. Then the stare shifted to the rest of us. Finally, he turned around and led us toward the dig. “Before we were interrupted,” he said sharply, “I was questioning how this crime could have possibly been carried out. Some of what you’re telling me doesn’t make any sense at all.”

“We’re being completely honest with you,” Mrs. Bonotto said, sounding slightly offended.

“I don’t doubt your honesty,” Esquivel told her. “I just think you might have some of the facts messed up. You’re telling me this skull weighed five hundred pounds?”

“At least,” Sage’s father said. “Probably more. We couldn’t exactly weigh it.”

“Wait,” Xavier blurted out, unable to control himself. “Only the skull was stolen? Not the whole dinosaur?”

Esquivel turned and glared at Xavier, making it very clear he didn’t appreciate the interruption.

“Yes,” one of the women at the dig answered. “But as far as we’re concerned, the skull pretty much was the dinosaur.” She was thin and pretty, dressed in a button-down shirt with muddy jeans and work boots. Zinc oxide sunblock was smeared across her face like war paint, even though it was a cloudy day. Despite the woman’s obvious distress at the crime, she did her best to be welcoming as she came over to greet us. “I’m Ellen Chen from the University of Texas. I’m the lead paleontologist on this project.”

Dad, Xavier, Summer, and I all said hello.

“You need to understand,” Ellen went on, “we’ve only found about thirty-five percent of a tyrannosaur skeleton here—”

“That’s all?” Summer interrupted.

“Believe it or not, that’s not too bad,” Dr. Chen said. “And not that uncommon. No one has ever found a complete skeleton of any dinosaur. There have been millions of years for the pieces to get lost or destroyed. The most complete T. rex ever found was eighty-five percent, and some have been as little as ten. But the really important thing was that we found the skull. A mostly intact one, no less. Because a skull is by far the most important piece of a dinosaur fossil.”

Now I couldn’t help but speak up. “Why’s that?”

“Because a skull tells you almost everything important you want to know about a dinosaur,” Dr. Chen replied. “For starters, what species it was, but also what it ate, its approximate age, the size of its brain, whether it was sick or not, how important its various senses were, and hundreds of other things. You can’t tell any of that from, say, a rib.” She pointed dismissively at some nearby bones on the ground.

Up until that point, I hadn’t even recognized that they were bones at all, even though a good deal of dirt had been excavated around them. They weren’t intact ribs, but were broken into pieces; I had thought they were merely rocks that were being cleared out of the way. It made me wonder how anyone had ever realized they were fossils.

Dad must have been thinking the same thing, because he asked, “How did anyone even find this dinosaur in the first place?”

Mr. Bonotto looked proudly at Sage. “That’s the work of this little man.”

Sage grinned. “I’d been fishing in the river and was on my way back, climbing up the bluff, when I noticed what looked like a tooth, right over there.” He pointed to a spot at the base of the bluff. A gouge two feet across and equally as tall had been removed from the dirt—the former location of the skull, I figured.

“So I started digging around it,” Sage went on. “And then I realized it was connected to a bone, and then, well… I couldn’t believe it.”

“That must have been crazy,” Summer said.

“Insane,” Sage agreed. “So I rode home to tell my parents, and they didn’t believe me…”

“Well, who would have?” Mrs. Bonotto interjected. “We’d been out here a million times and never noticed anything.”

“So I brought them back out here, and I showed them,” Sage continued. “And we called the university right away…”

“And that’s where I come in,” Dr. Chen finished. “I came out the moment I heard. And to be honest, I couldn’t believe it either. Only fifteen tyrannosaur skulls have ever been found, and those were mostly in Montana. So to find one here… It’s a landmark discovery. Or, it would have been…” She trailed off, suddenly overcome by emotion, blinking tears away. “I’m sorry,” she sniffed. “I can’t even begin to explain how big a loss this is.”

“For the university museum?” Xavier asked.

“No,” Dr. Chen said. “For science. There’s still a great deal we don’t know about the T. rex. So a new skull has the potential to teach us an enormous amount about the species. It’s also possible that this might have been a new subspecies. Or a new species of dinosaur altogether. But with the skull gone, we’ll never know.”

She hung her head in dismay, and the other members of the dig did as well. The overwhelming feeling of sadness descended over the site once again.

The whole time we had been talking, Sheriff Esquivel hadn’t even tried to hide his annoyance that we had interrupted him. Now he took the chance to resume his previous line of thought. “On that note, as I was saying before, I have some serious questions about how an object of that size could possibly have been stolen at all.”

“You think we just misplaced it?” Sage’s father asked sarcastically. “It was the size of an ATV and weighed at least a quarter of a ton!”

“That’s what concerns me too,” the sheriff said. “You’d need a truck to get that thing out of here, and the closest road is five miles away.”

“Three and a half,” Dr. Chen corrected. “Trust me, I’ve walked it enough times.”

“You guys park all the way out there?” Summer asked her, surprised.

“Yes,” Dr. Chen answered. “Though we don’t walk it every day. Most nights, we camp out.”

“Here?” I asked, looking around. I didn’t see any signs of a camp.

“About a quarter mile that way.” Dr. Chen pointed downriver. “We don’t want to compromise the dig. But last night, because of the rain, we all evacuated to a motel. So it took longer than usual to get out here this morning, because we had to drive back and walk in. Otherwise, we would have discovered the theft a lot earlier.”

“Alleged theft,” Sheriff Esquivel insisted. Ignoring everyone’s angry stares, he continued. “How, exactly, is someone supposed to carry a five-hundred-pound dinosaur skull three and a half miles without a truck?”

“The same way we would have,” Dr. Chen said angrily. “We’d sling it in a tarp and carry it out.”

Esquivel took a wad of chewing tobacco from a tin and tucked it into his lower lip. “How many people does it normally take to do something like that?”

“Eight to ten,” Dr. Chen replied.

“And how long?”

“Hours.”

“Could you be more specific?”

“A lot of hours. It probably takes about three hours to go a mile.”

Esquivel shifted the chewing tobacco in his lip. “So you’re telling me that eight to ten people traipsed all the way out here to the exact site of a secret dinosaur fossil site, grabbed a five-hundred-pound tyrannosaur skull, and then spent nine or ten hours lugging it back to the road… in the middle of a rainstorm? How on earth is that even possible?”

Mrs. Bonotto glared at the sheriff. “You’re the policeman. Isn’t it your job to figure that out?”

Esquivel said, “I cased this site carefully before the peanut gallery got here. And I’ll tell you what I did notice: There’s an awful lot of mud around here. But there’s not a single footprint leading away from this site. Only footprints coming here. If eight to ten people carried a giant skull out, you’d think there’d be at least one print leaving the scene of the crime, wouldn’t you? Statistically, there should be dozens, if not hundreds. And drag marks as well.”

Despite our annoyance at the sheriff, everyone seemed to realize that was a valid argument.

Sage mustered the best response anyone could come up with. “Maybe the rain washed all the footprints away.”

Esquivel spat a stream of tobacco juice at Sage’s feet, then walked over to the gouge in the bluff where the skull had been. It was only twelve feet from the river’s edge and the mud was deep there. His boots sank two inches down into it. Then he lifted one foot out. It made a thick sucking noise and left a large, foot-shaped divot. “That’s not just a footprint,” Esquivel said. “That’s a crater. And a person lugging something that weighed five hundred pounds would sink down even farther. I know last night’s storm was big, but it wasn’t a hurricane. If eight to ten people were here, there’d be some evidence of it.”

I started to say something, but Esquivel cut me off. “Don’t you even try to suggest that they somehow wiped away every footprint between here and the road. Because it would take hours to do that, if not days.”

That was exactly what I had been about to suggest. So I kept silent.

“A helicopter!” Xavier announced triumphantly. “Someone could have stolen the skull with a helicopter!”

“Not a chance.” Esquivel spat another stream of tobacco juice. “I served twelve years in the Marines. I know helicopters. Your average chopper can’t lift a quarter ton. You’d need a big, military-grade one to do that, and those things are loud as all get-out.” He looked to the Bonottos. “Did you hear a chopper last night?”

“No,” Sage’s father admitted. “But maybe the storm covered the noise…”

“The storm’s another problem,” Esquivel said. “Flying a helicopter in rain and lightning like we had last night would have been borderline insanity. There are people who could do it, but they’re few and far between. Most of them are military. And even if one of those rare people did want to steal a tyrannosaur skull, they’d still have to get their hands on a helicopter that could lift it, which isn’t easy. Plus, they’d have to know about this dinosaur, which you said was top secret.”

“Why was it top secret?” Summer asked.

“To prevent thefts like this,” Dr. Chen answered. “A rare fossil like a tyrannosaur skull is worth millions of dollars. So whenever a discovery is made, its location—and ideally the discovery itself—is kept quiet. If word gets out about a dig like this, you’ll get looters.” She turned her attention to Sheriff Esquivel. “Which is probably what happened.”

“So you claim,” said Esquivel.

“How many people knew about this dinosaur?” I asked.

“You’re looking at them,” Dr. Chen replied.

I took in the small group of paleontologists and the Bonotto family.

Then I considered the location that the skull had disappeared from. There was no way anyone could have gotten close to it without going through the mud, and yet, as Sheriff Esquivel had pointed out, there were no tracks indicating that had happened. In addition, the shortest distance to the road involved crossing the swollen river, which seemed like it would be virtually impossible on a sunny day, let alone in the midst of a nighttime rainstorm.

Unlike Sheriff Esquivel, I didn’t think that Sage, his parents, Dr. Chen, and the other eight members of the dig were all lying about the skull having been stolen. But at the same time, I couldn’t imagine how anyone could have possibly made off with the skull.

Despite my fears of getting involved in trying to solve another crime, I found myself wanting to investigate, to ask more questions, to learn who the other people at the dig were, to walk around the scene and hunt for clues, to figure out what had happened.

But before I could even begin to grapple with all that, I got the strangest phone call of my life.
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