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"Fast gets you there. It doesn't get you there with anyone."
— Ruby Flint
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Chapter 1 — Two Hundred Kilometres From Home
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The bus smelled like sunscreen, old vinyl, and Connor Blakely's tuna sandwich, which he had opened at seven forty-five in the morning for reasons no one had been brave enough to ask him to explain.

"That's not a smell," Leo Marsh said, from the seat behind Ruby, with the flat authority of someone who had already done the maths on it. "That's an event."

"It's forty minutes into a two-hour trip," Ruby said, without turning around. "It's going to get worse before it gets better."

"I've made a note."

Of course he had. Leo had brought the new notebook — Field Guide, Volume Three, in his own careful handwriting on the cover, because apparently Volume Two had filled up entirely somewhere between a lighthouse, a rowboat, and one extremely memorable rooftop, and there had been nowhere left to write anything down. He had it open on his knee already, a pencil tucked behind one ear like he expected today to require documentation. Ruby had learned, over the last year, that Leo bringing the notebook was not a good sign. Leo bringing the notebook usually meant Leo suspected something before Ruby did.

She did not, this particular Tuesday, suspect anything. This particular Tuesday was meant to be ordinary. A school excursion. A bus. A museum. The kind of day where the biggest crisis was whether Connor Blakely's sandwich achieved full sentience before lunch.

Ruby intended to enjoy it while it lasted.

"Two hundred and eleven kilometres," Leo said, checking his phone against a folded paper itinerary he'd printed himself, because he did not fully trust phones with anything important. "Bellhaven Natural History Museum. Arrival eleven-fifteen. Predators of the Cretaceous, touring exhibition, closes Sunday. We're one of the last school groups through before it packs up and moves on to Perth. Two nights at the hotel, bus home Thursday afternoon."

"You've made it sound like a military campaign."

"It's an overnight excursion with thirty children and one packed itinerary. The distinction is smaller than you'd think."

"You've memorised the itinerary."

"I've memorised several itineraries. It's a hobby now, apparently."

Across the aisle, Mia Okonkwo-Reyes had her window seat and her own headphones looped around her neck rather than actually in her ears, which Ruby had come to recognise as Mia's version of I am listening to you, but I would also like you to know that I have other options. Mia had joined Ruby's class properly this term — new school, new town, the whole complicated business of being the person who didn't yet know which teachers to avoid and which vending machine ate your coins — but she had joined Ruby's actual life rather more suddenly than that, somewhere around a flooded cave and a wing relic, and there had been no slow, sensible transition between the two.

"You've gone quiet," Mia said, looking at Ruby properly now. "That's usually the bad sign, not the notebook."

"I'm not quiet. I'm resting my voice for later, when Connor's sandwich achieves consciousness and I have to be the one who negotiates with it."

"There it is," Mia said, and went back to her window, satisfied.

Three seats up, Connor Blakely had apparently decided the sandwich required a second opinion, and was now offering bites to anyone within reach with the wounded, genuine confusion of a boy who could not understand why nobody wanted to share in his good fortune.

"It's tuna and pickle," he announced, to no one in particular. "It's a good sandwich."

"It's forty minutes old," Leo said, without looking up from his itinerary. "Structurally, that's a different sandwich to the one you made this morning. The bread's already begun its decline."

"You're not eating it, you're just narrating it," Connor said, wounded.

"I contain multitudes," Leo said, and went back to his notebook, entirely satisfied with himself.

Ruby laughed at that, the easy, unthinking kind of laugh she'd learned, over the past year, to treasure a little more than she once might have — the kind that came from nothing more dangerous than a boy's sandwich and a friend's dry commentary on it, rather than relief after something had nearly gone wrong. Mia caught her eye across the aisle and grinned, and for a moment the whole bus felt like exactly what it was meant to be: thirty ordinary students on an ordinary Tuesday, going nowhere more remarkable than a museum.

It hadn't always been this easy with Mia, Ruby reflected, watching her now — headphones looped, unbothered, at home in a friendship group she'd only properly joined a few months ago. There had been a stretch, right after the flooded cave, where Mia had looked at Ruby the way you might look at a friend who'd suddenly announced she could speak a language you'd never heard of — careful, a little wary, working out how much of the old friendship still applied to this new, complicated version of her. That stretch hadn't lasted. Mia had simply decided, somewhere along the way, that the complicated version was still worth being friends with, and had set about proving it with the same steady, unhurried practicality she brought to everything else.

* * *
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RUBY WATCHED THE PADDOCKS slide past, browning off at the edges the way they always did this time of year, fence posts leaning at the specific tired angle of things that had given up trying to stand up straight for anyone. Somewhere behind all of it, invisible from here, was Stonecliff Bay — the museum, the lighthouse, the cliff path, her grandfather's kitchen with its maps and its compass and its careful silences about things he still hadn't told her.

She had asked him, before she left, whether anything felt likely to happen while she was away.

"Define likely," Arthur had said, which was not a no.

"Granddad."

"Ruby, in the last year you have fought a man with a bone ring, flown off a headland, and put a suppressor operative through a museum wall with your own tail. I no longer have confident answers to likely. I have answers to possible, and the honest answer to possible is: always."

It had not been the reassurance she'd hoped for. It had, admittedly, also not been wrong.

"You could come with us, you know," she'd offered, half-joking, watching him pour his own tea with the specific slow ritual of a man who took his mornings seriously. "Professional consultation. Grandfather and granddaughter, terrorising a rival museum's gift shop."

"I have a museum of my own to run," Arthur had said, "and a distinct suspicion that if I accompanied you on every excursion for the rest of your school life, I would very quickly become considerably more famous than I have any wish to be." He'd looked at her properly then, some of the dry humour softening into something more careful. "Besides. You don't need me hovering over every ordinary day, Ruby. You need to be allowed to have some of them without me standing behind your shoulder waiting for the compass to twitch."

She'd appreciated that, at the time, more than she'd let on.

Still. A city museum, two hundred kilometres from any relic she'd ever heard of, on an ordinary Tuesday, with a permission slip her mother had signed weeks ago — this felt, if anything did, like a day off. A day where the biggest decision in front of her was whether to buy the four-dollar dinosaur pencil in the gift shop out of nostalgia or self-respect.

Two rows up, Hannah Flint sat with the other parent chaperones, laughing at something Mrs Okonkwo-Reyes had said, a paper cup of servo coffee balanced against her knee. She'd volunteered for excursion duty the moment the permission slip came home — not suspicious of anything specific, Ruby suspected, just permanently, quietly alert in the particular way mothers got after their daughter had grown claws in front of a security guard once.

"Your mum keeps checking on you," Leo observed, following Ruby's gaze. "Four times since Bellhaven Road."

"She's a chaperone. Checking on children is the job."

"She's checking on you. Statistically distinct behaviour."

Ruby didn't argue, because he wasn't wrong, and because some small, stubborn part of her actually liked it — liked that after everything, her mother still hadn't decided that ordinary trips got to stay ordinary just because Ruby asked nicely.

* * *
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THE EXHIBITION BANNER was visible from three streets out, strung four storeys up the museum's sandstone front — a raptor mid-stride, jaws open, rendered in the confident, slightly aggressive style museums used when they wanted school groups to arrive already excited. PREDATORS OF THE CRETACEOUS, it said, in letters big enough to read from the bus window. FINAL WEEK.

"Bit dramatic," Mia said, unimpressed, pressing her face to the glass anyway.

"It's marketing," Leo said. "Museums have learned that 'assorted fossils, various ages, please respect the ropes' does not sell tickets the way a snarling raptor does."

Ruby laughed — actually laughed, easy and unguarded, the way she hadn't quite managed to for the first stretch of the drive — and for one whole, ordinary second, that was all it was. A big silly banner. A school trip. A day off.

Then the bus turned into the museum forecourt, and something in Ruby's chest went very still, in a way she recognised now and hated recognising, because it never once, in her entire recorded history of going very still like that, meant nothing.

Her wrist was warm.

Not hot. Not glowing, not yet, nothing anyone else on the bus would notice unless they happened to be watching her specific wrist at this specific moment, which nobody was. Just warm, low and steady, the golden scale mark under her sleeve waking up the way it did when something ancient and patient had finally noticed she was close.

She pulled her sleeve down anyway, out of habit more than need.

"Ruby?" Leo was watching her now, notebook forgotten on his knee, pencil still behind his ear. He'd gone very quiet in the way that meant he'd noticed the exact thing she was trying not to react to.

"I'm fine," Ruby said, which was, as always, only technically true.

Out the window, past the banner, past the ticket queue already forming under the sandstone arch, she could see the exhibition's foyer through glass doors twice her height — display cases, dim exhibition lighting, the particular hush of a building that took its dead things very seriously.

And somewhere inside, unseen, unbothered, patient in a way only something that had waited sixty-six million years could afford to be, something had just started paying attention to her right back.

"Two hundred kilometres from home," Ruby murmured, mostly to herself, "and it still found me."

Beside her, Leo picked his pencil back up.

"I did say it was a hobby now," he said. "Documenting this. Not the finding-you part. I mean I've genuinely stopped being surprised by the finding-you part."

"Comforting."

"I try."

The bus doors opened with a hydraulic sigh, and up the front, Ruby's teacher started the long, hopeless business of trying to get thirty Year Eight students off a bus in an orderly line, and Ruby stood, and shouldered her bag, and walked toward the museum doors with her wrist warm under her sleeve and the distinct, sinking, entirely familiar feeling that her day off had just ended before it had started.
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Chapter 2 — Unconfirmed, Provenance Unclear
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The foyer was cold in the specific, deliberate way museums were always cold, as though the building had decided comfort was a distraction from learning. Ruby's sleeve was pulled down over her wrist, her arms folded over that, and she was doing her absolute best impression of a Year Eight student who had not just felt sixty-six million years of something wake up and take an interest in her personally.

It was not, she suspected, a convincing impression.

"You've gone very still," Mia said, quietly, falling into step beside her as their teacher herded the group past the ticket desk with the weary authority of someone who had done this exact excursion four times before and expected at least one child to go missing near the gift shop. "Still like the cave. Still like the parade."

"I'm admiring the architecture."

"You hate architecture."

"I'm capable of growth."

Leo, on Ruby's other side, said nothing at all, which was somehow worse than if he'd said something. He had his notebook half-open against his chest, pencil poised, watching Ruby with the patient, slightly clinical attention of someone conducting an experiment he hadn't warned the subject about.

The exhibition hall opened up ahead of them — high-ceilinged, dim on purpose, the low gold lighting museums used to make old bones look dramatic rather than merely old. Display cases ran the length of the room in a loose, curated path: a wall of ammonites first, because every dinosaur exhibition apparently needed to remind you dinosaurs weren't the whole story, then a towering cast skeleton that made half the class actually stop talking, briefly, out of what Ruby assumed was reluctant respect.

Their teacher clapped her hands twice, the universal signal for gather round, and delivered the standard excursion speech about respecting the ropes, staying with a partner, and not, under any circumstances, touching the interactive dig-pit exhibit with anything other than the provided small brushes. Connor Blakely, predictably, had already found the dig-pit and was attempting to excavate a plastic femur with more enthusiasm than technique. Ruby let the class's ordinary excitement wash past her, half-listening, the greater part of her attention already pulling toward whatever waited at the far end of the hall.

They wandered the first stretch of cases the way you were meant to on an excursion — pausing at the ammonites, dutifully reading two whole paragraphs about Cretaceous sea levels, Leo pointing out with quiet satisfaction that one of the placards had a typo in it that nobody else had apparently noticed in the entire run of the exhibition. Mia lingered longest at the towering cast skeleton, tilting her head back to take in the whole looming height of it, genuinely delighted in a way that had nothing at all to do with anything ancient waking up in Ruby's wrist.

"You'd think after everything," Mia said, "a big dead lizard wouldn't impress me anymore. And yet."

"It's a good skeleton," Ruby agreed, and meant it, even with the pull in her wrist tugging her steadily onward past every case that wasn't the one she was looking for.

Ruby felt the warmth in her wrist the whole way through it, low and steady, a compass needle she couldn't see but could absolutely feel, pulling her attention gently but insistently toward the far end of the hall.

"It's getting stronger," she murmured to Leo, without looking at him. "The closer we get."

"To what, though? There must be forty cases in here."

"I don't know yet. It's not — it's not like the tooth. That felt like weight. This feels—" She searched for it. "Fast. Like something that wants to be somewhere else already."

Leo wrote that down so quickly his pencil nearly tore the page.

* * *
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THEY FOUND IT IN THE third-to-last case before the exit, tucked between a placard about Cretaceous river systems and a life-sized raptor model posed mid-leap for the benefit of school photographs. The case itself was smaller than the others, spotlit alone rather than sharing light with its neighbours, and the placard beside it was noticeably plainer — no artist's reconstruction, no cheerful arrow pointing out interesting features, just a short block of museum text in a slightly different font, as though it had been added later and nobody had quite matched the house style.

RAPTOR CLAW FRAGMENT.

Provenance unconfirmed. Authentication pending.

On loan from private collection.

Inside the case, resting on a bed of grey museum foam, sat a single curved claw the length of Ruby's hand, dark and glossy at the tip, chalky pale toward the base where it had broken away from whatever foot it had once belonged to.

It should have looked like nothing. It was, by any honest measure, a smaller and less impressive object than half the fossils in the room around it.

Ruby's wrist burned like she'd pressed it to a stovetop.

She didn't gasp. She'd had a year of practice not gasping in public, and she used every second of it now, breathing carefully through her nose, watching the claw the way you watch something you're not entirely sure won't move.

"That's it," she said, very quietly.

"That's unconfirmed and provenance unclear," Leo said, reading the placard again, his voice dropping into the register he used for things he found personally offensive. "Which is museum-speak for 'we don't actually know where this came from and we've decided not to ask too many questions about it,' and I would like to point out that is exactly the phrase Granddad Flint used about the empty case at Stonecliff Museum. The one that turned out to hold—"

"I know what it turned out to hold," Ruby said.

Mia looked between the two of them, then at the case, then back again. "So this is a whole thing, then. Already. On a Tuesday."

"It's always a Tuesday," Ruby said. "Or a Thursday. It's never conveniently a weekend."

She leaned closer to the glass, close enough that her breath fogged it faintly, studying the claw's dark, glossy tip the way she might once have studied an ordinary museum exhibit, back before museum exhibits had started, with alarming regularity, turning out to be considerably more than they appeared. It looked, up close, almost delicate — the kind of thing that could have belonged to a creature no larger than a dog, easy to overlook if you didn't already know, in your own bones, that it wanted something from you.

"It doesn't feel angry," she said slowly, half to herself. "The tooth felt like it was waiting to be needed. This feels like it's already decided it needs something, and it's just being patient about asking."

"That's a specific kind of patient," Leo said, writing quickly. "Different to the wing scale's patience too, if I'm reading your face correctly."

"Different to everything so far," Ruby agreed.

* * *
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"YOU THREE ARE VERY interested in my quietest case," said a voice behind them, warm and amused, and Ruby's whole body went rigid before her brain had finished processing that the voice was, on its surface, entirely friendly.

She turned. The woman standing there wore a museum lanyard — DR. INES CALLAHAN, VISITING CURATOR, TOURING EXHIBITIONS — over a cardigan the exact soft grey of the exhibition foam, glasses pushed up into short dark hair, the specific unhurried confidence of someone who had spent her whole career being the smartest, calmest person in any room full of fossils.

"Sorry," Ruby said, recovering fast, dropping into the easy, slightly too-innocent voice she'd gotten disturbingly good at over the last year. "We just thought it was interesting that this one doesn't have a proper story yet. The others all do."

"Sharp observation." Dr Callahan smiled, and it reached her eyes in a way that should have been reassuring and somehow, faintly, wasn't. "Most visitors walk straight past this case. Too small, no dramatic pose, no exciting label. You three actually stopped."

"We like the underdogs," Mia said, recovering her own composure admirably fast, Ruby thought — a fair trade for the fact that Mia had, admittedly, had considerably less practice at this than the rest of them.

"Is it true it doesn't have a confirmed origin?" Leo asked, pencil already moving, apparently deciding that if he was going to be caught staring at a fossil case by a museum professional, he might as well extract useful information from the encounter. "That seems unusual for something on public display."

Dr Callahan's smile didn't change, but something behind her eyes sharpened, just slightly, the way a person's expression shifts when a question lands closer to something real than they expected from a school group.

"It's rarer than you'd think, actually," she said. "Private collections change hands, records get lost, wars happen, museums close. Sometimes a genuinely remarkable specimen simply outlives its own paperwork." She looked, for one long, unhurried second, directly at Ruby — not at the case, not at Leo's notebook, at Ruby, specifically, the way you look at something you've been told to expect. "We're hoping the current display generates enough interest that someone, somewhere, recognises it. Fills in the gaps for us."

"And if nobody does?" Ruby asked, before she could stop herself.

"Then it stays unconfirmed," Dr Callahan said, "which I find, personally, the most interesting label a specimen can have. Confirmed things are finished stories. Unconfirmed things are still becoming something."

She held Ruby's gaze one beat longer than the conversation strictly required, then smiled again, warmer, ordinary, and glanced past them toward the rest of the school group now bunching up impatiently by the gift shop entrance.

"I should let you catch up with your class," she said. "Enjoy the rest of the exhibition. And—" she paused, as though the thought had only just occurred to her, though Ruby did not for one second believe that "—if any of you do think of anything interesting about that case, I'd genuinely love to hear it. I'm here most of the week, finishing the tour before we pack up for Perth."

She walked off unhurriedly toward the staff corridor at the back of the hall, lanyard swinging, leaving behind her the quiet that settles after someone has said something perfectly reasonable and left you feeling, for reasons you can't yet name, thoroughly unsettled.

"She knew," Ruby said, the second the staff door clicked shut. "Not — not everything. But she knew something."

"She looked at you like Vane used to look at the compass," Leo said, very quietly, closing his notebook without writing anything else down, which from Leo was its own kind of alarm. "Like you were the interesting exhibit."

Mia glanced once more at the small, plain case, the claw resting patient and unbothered under its spotlight, then back at the staff door Dr Callahan had disappeared through.

"Well," she said. "So much for the day off."

The staff door had long since clicked shut behind Dr Callahan, but the quiet she'd left in her wake seemed to linger a moment longer than an ordinary conversation should have, the exhibition hall's low gold lighting suddenly feeling less like atmosphere and more like something deliberately arranged to make old bones, and the people studying them, harder to read.

"Should we tell someone?" Mia asked, glancing toward the rest of the school group now vanishing through the gift shop doors. "An actual adult, I mean. Properly."

"We tell Mum," Ruby said. "Tonight, at the hotel, once we've actually worked out what we're trying to say. I don't think 'a museum curator looked at me strangely' is going to get taken as seriously as it probably deserves to be, said badly, in the middle of a school excursion."

"Fair point," Leo agreed, already composing something in his head by the look of it. "I'll draft a proper summary. Bullet points. Adults respond well to bullet points."

"Do they?" Mia asked, amused despite everything.

"In my experience, yes," Leo said, with the specific confidence of someone who had tested this theory more than either of his friends had ever quite realised
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