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WHAT IF YOU COULD HATCH a dinosaur from a fossilized egg? Clara dreamed about the possibility as she stared at the clutch of brown eggs inside the museum cabinet. Each one was the size of her head and as hard as stone. If she were the first person to hatch a baby dinosaur, she would be famous. Yet, Clara had no interest in becoming a celebrity. She was driven only by her passion to learn more about dinosaurs. She imagined the joy of watching its shell crack open and witnessing a baby Hadrosaurus peek out with its cute little duck bill to see the world for the first time. She chuckled at her next thought. Would it think I’m its mother?

“Over here children!” Mrs. Tetchy’s raspy voice rang out.

Clara sighed. She had slipped away from the organized field trip because she was tired of Mrs. Tetchy’s commentary on the exhibits. Mrs. Tetchy was her fourth grade teacher, and although she knew a lot about grammar, history and math, Clara was amazed that she could be so consistently wrong when it came to dinosaurs. At first, Clara had tried to help by correcting her teacher’s mistakes, but that had only made Mrs. Tetchy increasingly angry, so Clara had snuck away from the group. But now she found herself cornered as her classmates gathered around.

“Take a look,” Mrs. Tetchy said as she brushed a few strands of curly red hair away from her face and began the lecture. “In this display case we can see a fossilized egg of a Stegosaurus.”

Clara frowned. “Umm, Mrs. Tetchy… I’m sorry to inform you that this isn’t a Stegosaurus egg. It’s a Hadrosaurus egg.”

Mrs. Tetchy retorted, “Now Clara, I’m tired of you trying to be a know-it-all. Sometimes you should let your teacher do the talking. Stegosaurus or Hadrosaurus… How would you know the difference?”

From the aggravated tone of her teacher’s voice, Clara knew she would have to be diplomatic to avoid any further trouble. “Mrs. Tetchy, Stegosaurus had plates running along his back and lived during the late Jurassic period, approximately seventy million years prior to the appearance of this type of Hadrosaurus, which was a duck-billed dinosaur from the Cretaceous. I’ve seen many photos of their eggs, and the Stegosaurus eggs are ovoid whereas this one is spherical, and thus a Hadrosaurus egg.”

“If that’s true, then why is this exhibit labeled as a ‘Stegosaurus Egg’?”

The students erupted with laughter. Red-faced, Clara stared over at the plaque labeled exactly as Mrs. Tetchy had indicated. Clara never bothered to check museum labels due to the fact that she spent hours on end studying books about fossils.

“I… I… I’m sure it’s a mistake,” Clara stammered.

“A mistake?” Mrs. Tetchy laughed. “Well, why don’t we ask our resident dinosaur expert? Roy!”

Clara groaned when her teacher called out for her older brother, Roy. For some reason, Mrs. Tetchy adored Roy ever since he had been her student two years ago. Now that he was in sixth grade, Roy was no longer in her class. However, students from every class and grade had been allowed to sign up for the joint field trip to visit the sneak preview of the museum’s new wing of dinosaur fossils. The official opening for the general public was only a few weeks away. 

“Roy? Where are you Roy?”

Off in the corner, Roy’s thick mop of brown hair hung over his face as he fiddled with his portable phone, completely absorbed in a game app. Finally, he heard Mrs. Tetchy calling his name. He stuck the phone in his pocket and sauntered over to join the group. Roy was taller than any other boy in sixth grade, and most of them envied his self-confidence.

“Roy, what type of dinosaur egg is this?” Mrs. Tetchy asked.

Unaware of the plaque, Roy peered into the case and frowned. Only Clara understood why. The truth was Roy was bored by the museum. He had only signed up for the field trip in order to get out of regular class. Everyone believed Roy knew a lot about dinosaurs because they thought he had discovered a genuine fossil – a Velociraptor tooth that the museum later purchased from him. In reality, Roy had only found the fossil because he’d ridden over it, causing the sharp tooth to pierce his bicycle tire. His so-called ‘find’ had only been a lucky accident. At the time, he had no idea of its importance. Believing it to be just a pointy rock, he tossed it into the garden. Clara was the one who later identified it as a genuine dinosaur fossil and then gave it back to her brother.

Roy had no interest in science and cared even less about dinosaurs. The only thing that truly interested her brother was cold, hard cash. He loved to buy comics, toys, games and candy, and all of these items required money.

Not wanting to disappoint Mrs. Tetchy and display his lack of knowledge, Roy stammered, “Umm… uh…”

“Hello kids… Hello Mrs. Tetchy,” a husky male voice boomed.

Roy was spared the embarrassment of answering incorrectly by the arrival of Dr. Hyperbole. He was bald, but had a kind, jovial face with one long, bushy eyebrow that crossed above his nose. He was always over-exaggerating, but for some reason people loved him for it. For instance, Clara had once heard him say that a Brontosaurus was as tall as a skyscraper, which was a remarkable overstatement. A Brontosaurus may have been enormous, yet nowhere near as tall as a skyscraper.

Dr. Hyperbole introduced the man who accompanied him. “This is our benefactor who helped finance the new wing of our museum.”

“A benefactor is someone who gives money to worthy causes,” Mrs. Tetchy explained.

Clara wondered why some adults like Mrs. Tetchy were always trying to talk down to kids. She knew perfectly well what a ‘benefactor’ was.

Yet, her classmates were captivated by the benefactor’s remarkable suit. Although the vest and lapels were white at the front, it had a color gradation from a light grey on its sleeves to a dark bluish grey at the back. The buttons and cufflinks were shaped like shark teeth. And when the man moved, his suit sparkled with the sheen of a fish darting through water. Noticing the children in awe of his clothing, the man asked, “Do you like it?”

“That looks cool,” Roy answered.

“It’s made from the skin of a great white shark.” The man added, “I have the only one like it.”

Universal appreciation rose among the boys with exclamations such as “Whoa” and “Awesome”. Within an instant, the man had become their idol. Clara felt sorry for the shark. Even if it had once been the deadliest creature in the sea, it didn’t deserve to be turned into this man’s clothing.

“This is the boy I told you about,” Dr. Hyperbole said to the man in the sharkskin suit. “He’s the one who found the Velociraptor tooth.”

“Pleased to meet you, sonny. My name is Myles Vulture,” the benefactor said as his eyes gleamed with sudden interest, like a hawk spotting a mouse. 

“Mrs. Tetchy, I’m afraid we need to clear this gallery for one final inspection,” Dr. Hyperbole said. “Everything needs to be in perfect order. We’re bound to have a million visitors.”

A ‘million visitors’? There he goes exaggerating again, Clara thought.

“However, I’ll be happy to escort your students to the lobby and show them the new mounted Ankylosaurus skeleton in the atrium on our way out,” Dr. Hyperbole added.

While the children filed out of the hall, Clara took one last opportunity to examine the contents of a display case that she’d previously missed. Her freckled face and strawberry blonde hair were reflected on the glass. Inside, she found a large assortment of various dinosaur teeth. Among them was the long, sharp Velociraptor tooth for which her brother had received all the credit.

From behind, Clara heard an older man exclaim, “What’s this?!?”

She turned to find another museum specialist dressed in a lab coat with a thick, bushy beard, named Dr. Onomatopoeia. He had given a presentation at the beginning of the tour, using his voice to imitate the sounds dinosaurs might’ve made. At his side, a younger assistant with a clipboard was taking notes.

“Someone has labeled this exhibit as a ‘Stegosaurus Egg’, when it’s clearly a Hadrosaurus egg. Good thing I noticed it in time. Be sure to change this before tomorrow.”

“Yes, Dr. Onomatopoeia,” the assistant said.

Clara grumbled to herself. I was right all along! Too bad Mrs. Tetchy wasn’t here to see it.

She hurried to catch up with the group. Clara soon discovered the benefactor, Mr. Vulture, and her brother walking side-by-side, engaged in conversation. For some reason, they lagged far behind the others. She was annoyed at the way Roy always managed to garner the appreciation of adults. She trailed at a distance, so they wouldn’t notice she was watching them. As the school group passed the entrance to the Egyptian wing, Mr. Vulture pulled Roy aside into the dark hall full of archaeological exhibits. Clara felt compelled to know what they were going to discuss. Because the museum was currently closed to the general public, the lights were off and the shades drawn closed. Fortunately, the shadows made it easy for her to slink up behind an enormous stone statue of Anubis, an Egyptian god portrayed as a man with the head of a jackal. Myles Vulture spoke to her brother with a low voice, and she had to strain to catch their conversation.

“So, you understand that if you find any more fossils, you should bring them to me first,” Mr. Vulture said.

Ever the businessman, Roy asked, “Are you going to pay more than the museum?”

“If you find something I want, I’ll pay you ten times what the museum would offer.”

Roy reflected for a moment. “I guess you can afford it. If you financed this wing of the museum, you must be a millionaire.”

“Millionaire? Ha… Ha… ha…” Myles Vulture laughed out long and loud as if that were the funniest joke he’d ever heard. “Son, do you know what a billionaire is?”

Roy thought for a moment. “Someone who is much richer than a millionaire?”

“A billionaire is one thousand times richer than a millionaire.” Mr. Vulture let the information sink in, then he added, “And I’m not a billionaire… I’m a trillionaire. A trillionaire has one thousand times more money than a billionaire. 

“Blazes! Every one of my servants is a millionaire. I pay everyone who works for me an enormous salary in order to guarantee they will remain loyal. Bring me every new fossil you find, and I’ll reward you generously.”

Roy didn’t need any more convincing. Visions of new toys and video games were already flashing through his head. He stuck out his hand. “Alright, Mr. Vulture, let’s shake on it.”

Surprised, Mr. Vulture hesitated for a second and then shook Roy’s hand vigorously. As he did so, Clara noticed a sly grin on the man’s face, as if he’d just pulled a very clever trick.

When the two walked away, Clara groaned. With that incentive, she knew her brother would immediately start hunting for fossils. The only question was why did Mr. Vulture, the self-professed Trillionaire, want them? Of course, Roy had been far too interested in money to worry about the man’s intentions. Clearly, Mr. Vulture didn’t intend to give the fossils to the museum. This irked Clara because she felt scientific discoveries were for the common good and should thus belong to the public. Someone has to prevent Roy from finding those fossils first, she told herself. And it looks like that someone will have to be me.
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SPRAWLED ON HER BED, CLARA
was reading a book about her favorite period in prehistory – the
Cretaceous – the time when Tyrannosaurus Rex ruled the earth. Her
concentration was interrupted by the clamor of boys’ voices outside
her window. She got up and pulled back the curtains to find that
her backyard had been invaded by a crowd of boys who were arguing
over their places in a long line that stretched across the lawn all
the way to the tool shed.

What’s Roy up to now? She thought. I better
go find out.

She slipped her shoes on, then went downstairs and
out the back door. Despite the loud protestations of several boys,
she pushed her way to the front of the line. Once she approached
the door of the tool shed, she noticed a new sign over the door
that read, “Bone Hunters Club”. A hulking, red-haired boy standing
in the door frame refused to let her enter.

“It’s my turn next,” he said gruffly.
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