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For Dylan, my greatest story yet.





Monday 23rd February



My mum has finally lost it. She’s gone as crazy as a karaoke-singing kangaroo. She’s not sleeping, she’s not eating, she’s wearing her clothes back to front and inside out and her shoes on the wrong feet. She hasn’t brushed her hair in days – there was a blackbird following her to the zoo this morning, and I’m pretty sure he was eyeing up her tangled mane as a potential nesting spot!


And why …?


One word = pandas.
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Today sees world-famous and award-winning Feral Zoo open its gates to two new residents. Giant panda couple Su and Cheng have travelled all the way from China to make Feral Zoo their new home.


Feral Zoo has recently opened the world-class Rare Animal Breeding Centre, where Su and Cheng will live. ‘Feral Zoo is dedicated to the conservation, protection and care of all animals, but rare animals in particular,’ said Mr Feral, owner of the zoo. ‘We pride ourselves on offering the best care and expertise. Everyone knows that panda numbers in the wild are falling. Here at Feral Zoo it’s our duty to nurture and care for Su and Cheng and help them breed.’


Mr Feral owns and runs Feral Zoo with the help of his wife, Mrs Feral, and three children: Grace, Natty and Sammy. The three children …


Story continues on page 3









Honestly, I haven’t seen Mum this worked up since the day a yeti popped in for tea. She’s made me polish the zoo gates twice and she’s made my younger sister, Natty, scrub all the signposts with a toothbrush. Then she tried to make Grace, my older sister, pick out the weeds in the llama enclosure, but the llamas spat at her and made her cry. Even our dog, Caliban, is scared of Mum today – he’s spent the whole day hiding under Dad’s desk with his tail between his legs. And all this because we have a couple of pandas arriving. Talk about getting your knickers in a twist!


Don’t get me wrong. I love pandas. I love all animals. Especially rare animals. But my speciality is really rare animals … weird animals. Animals so weird you think they don’t exist. Werewolves, yetis, death worms, hell hounds – you name it, I’ve dealt with it and lived to tell the tale. Yep, that’s me.


Sammy Feral = weird animal expert.


So excuse me for not freaking out to the max about two pandas arriving. I mean, it’s important – of course it is. But it’s not as if the pandas are going to try to eat us when the moon is full. So what’s to stress about?


‘It’s all the journalists, reporters and TV crews I’m worried about,’ Mum snapped at me as I calmly told her to chill out. ‘I want the zoo to look its best. A panda story is BIG news!’


‘Well, let’s hope they stick to reporting about the pandas and not some of the other animals we have living here,’ I said.


‘Good point, Sammy. You need to make sure that Donny, Red and all of their pets stay well away from the main zoo today,’ Mum warned me. ‘The reporters aren’t allowed to get a whiff of a wish frog, do you understand?’


‘Technically the wish frog isn’t Donny’s and Red’s pet,’ I pointed out. ‘He just lives with them.’


Donny and Red have lived at Feral Zoo ever since my family were turned into werewolves. First they helped me cure them all, and now they help with the other weird stuff that goes on around here. In fact, when it comes to weird, no one knows more than Donny and Red …


DONNY


[image: ] Job: World-famous cryptozoologist (studies animals that supposedly don’t exist)


[image: ] Looks like: A silver fox with grey hair and a cunning gaze


[image: ] Talent: Knows everything there is to know about weird animals
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RED


[image: ] Job: Cryptozoologist with freaky powers


[image: ] Looks like: A gothic raccoon


[image: ] Talent: Powers of telekinesis (she can move things with her mind!)
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Most people might think that Donny and Red are weird. But when you compare them to my family – Mum, Dad, Grace, Natty and Caliban – who are all ex-werewolves, to me they’re actually pretty normal.


ME


[image: ] Job: Cryptozoologist-in-training


[image: ] Looks like: A freckly tree frog


[image: ] Talent: CSC (Cross-Species Communication) – I can speak the languages of strange animals. Weird, right?
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Another obvious sign that Mum was in more of a flap than a crow in a cage was that she let me have the day off school – so long as I promised to help out with all the panda preparation I could bunk off double maths and French class. Er, did I need to be asked twice? Of course I stayed at the zoo!


By 6 p.m. this evening the zoo had closed to normal visitors and everyone was getting ready for the Big Arrival.


TV crews and news reporters were stationed outside the zoo’s main gate. Large crowds had gathered on the street outside, and there were even a couple of helicopters flying about overhead – all so they could get a picture of the pandas as they arrived.


‘Anyone would think the queen was coming for tea,’ said Natty as we lined up by the gates.


‘Pandas are way more important than the queen,’ I replied.


‘Do you think Mum will let me ride one?’ Natty asked, wide-eyed and serious.


‘I’m pretending you didn’t say that, Natty,’ I said.


‘Only joking.’ She stuck her tongue out at me and laughed.


Honestly, my little sister = half human, half demented monkey child.


‘Where are Donny and Red?’ Grace asked.


‘Backstage,’ I told her. Backstage is what we call the part of the zoo that’s closed off to normal zoo visitors, and it’s where Donny and Red live. ‘They’re going to meet us in the Rare Animal Breeding Centre when we take the pandas there – once all the TV cameras have gone. I think they’re more excited to see the pandas than they were to meet the Mongolian death worm.’


Suddenly the hum of noise outside the zoo gates grew louder and louder. People began shouting and cheering, and the flash of camera bulbs lit up the dark evening as the truck carrying our two new pandas pulled up. Thank goodness the truck was soundproofed and had blackout windows. One glimpse outside and the pandas would think they’d arrived at a circus, not a zoo!


Dad pulled open the gates and greeted the waiting crowds with a huge grin.
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‘This is it!’ Natty squealed. ‘They’re finally here!’


As the truck pulled into the zoo, Dad waved his hands at the crowds, gesturing for them to be silent.


‘Thank you for coming today. It’s amazing to know that we have the support of so many of you as we welcome Su and Cheng to Feral Zoo. Once they are settled we will be inviting members of the public to meet them and see for themselves what wonderful, beautiful creatures giant pandas truly are.’


Then Grace, Natty and I went to stand with Mum and Dad to smile for a few photos with the panda truck. Reporters shouted questions at Dad and camera bulbs flashed around us.


‘It’s like we’re famous!’ Grace shrieked as the gates finally closed behind us, shutting out the crowds and TV cameras. ‘I want to go back and have more pictures taken!’


I rolled my eyes. ‘Grace, you are lamer than a limping llama. We need to get Su and Cheng into their enclosure, not hang around posing for the cameras.’


Grace thumped me on the arm and gave me her best ex-werewolf snarl.


The panda truck drove around to the Rare Animal Breeding Centre and made a beeping noise as it backed up towards the pandas’ enclosure. Su and Cheng’s new home is immense. It has a pond, a small jungle area and a cave for them to sleep in. It’s been designed to look and feel just like their natural habitat in China.


‘Sorry we missed the circus, kid,’ said Red, walking up to me. She was wearing her trademark black clothes, black make-up and bright red hair. ‘We could hear the crowds shouting all the way from Backstage.’


‘This is exciting.’ Donny smiled at me. Let me just make something very clear – Donny NEVER smiles. Not even when we found out the wish frog lived at Feral Zoo. He could ride a unicorn into a river of chocolate and he still wouldn’t smile. He’s just that kind of a guy. But something about the arrival of the giant pandas was making Donny grin from ear to ear. ‘Pandas are among the rarest creatures in the world,’ he said. ‘Even rarer than a six-eyed sand fairy – and we all know how hard those things are to find!’


Ah, man, Donny knows about all the coolest animals. ‘So where would you find a six-eyed—’


‘Stand back!’ Dad shouted, as the truck doors swung open.


Inside was a large crate with two very sleepy-looking pandas surrounded by straw and chewed-up bamboo.
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One of the pandas stirred and looked out into his new home.


‘That’s Su,’ said Max – one of the zookeepers and Grace’s boyfriend – ‘he’s the male.’ Max helped Dad put a ramp up against the back of the truck.


‘We’ll get the vet to check that the journey hasn’t affected them too much – and then get them settled in their new enclosure,’ said Dad. ‘Max, Grace, make sure there’s plenty of bamboo and water for them – they’re bound to be hungry.’


As the vet made her way into the truck to start checking over the pandas, the rest of us just looked on in awe. Pandas are amazing creatures – so big and gentle and funny-looking. And that’s coming from a guy who nearly kissed a yeti once!


The vet moved from Su to Cheng, and just then something caught my eye. A shiny, glistening object nestled among the straw at the back of the truck.


Before I could point it out I felt someone push past me and run up the ramp and into the truck.


‘Donny!’ I shouted. ‘I know you’re excited to meet the pandas, but we have to wait until the vet—’


‘Shh!’ Red knocked me in the ribs. ‘Be quiet!’


I watched as Donny darted to the back of the truck, took off his leather jacket and used it to swiftly scoop up the object.


He calmly walked back out of the truck, smuggling the strange item under his jacket. His face was as pale as a snow leopard, and any sign of a smile had vanished. He opened his mouth to speak, but all he said was, ‘Red. Backstage. Now.’


Then they walked off without another word.


Not fair!


I was dying to see what Donny had found!


But I’d been waiting to help out with the pandas for weeks. Besides, Mum would roast my guts and eat them with French fries if I went after them – there was way too much to do.


I helped move the pandas into their new enclosure, made sure they had enough fresh bamboo and water and then I swept out and cleaned the truck they’d travelled in.


‘Time to go home for dinner, Sammy,’ Mum said a couple of hours later.


‘OK, I’ll just finish up here and then go and say goodbye to Donny and Red,’ I said. I couldn’t wait to sneak Backstage and see what Donny had found in the pandas’ truck.


‘Don’t be long,’ Mum warned.


As my family headed off to pick up some fish and chips I quickly finished sweeping up Su and Cheng’s enclosure so I could get Backstage. As I swept, the two giant pandas yawned, picked up the bamboo I’d just spent ages shredding and began to chew.


‘Hey, this tastes like stale lizard farts.’


Er, excuse me?


Am I going crazy, or did I just hear a panda speak?


‘What does a guy have to do to get a proper meal around here? Don’t you numbskulls know how special pandas are?’


W.H.A.T?


The broom fell from my hands and clattered to the floor.


I spun around, my heart racing, and took a slow step nearer to the pandas.


Su was looking down at the bamboo cane in his hand in disgust. He threw it on the floor and let out an enormous yawn.


‘Did I just hear …?’ I muttered. ‘Did you just say …?’


Su looked up at me and blinked in surprise. ‘Cheng, I think this kid can understand what we’re saying.’


Cheng looked me up and down and nodded with a yawn. ‘So maybe you can help us get something decent to eat.’


Oh no. No way. I did not just hear a panda speak. Pandas don’t speak – at least, they don’t speak to me. I only speak to weird animals. And as rare as they are, pandas are not weird. Not in the slightest. I was imagining things.


Maybe I need to get my ears flushed out? Maybe I have a wax build-up or something gross like that? How else do you explain talking pandas?


I ran out of the Rare Animal Breeding Centre towards the Backstage area. The light was on in the kitchen and I walked in to find Donny on one side of the table and Red sitting facing him. Between them sat a large golden egg. After the weird panda conversation, I’d almost forgotten about the strange object Donny had smuggled out of their truck.


I stopped dead in the doorway and rubbed my eyes. First my ears go bonkers and hear pandas talking, and now my eyes were seeing a giant golden egg!


Donny and Red didn’t even look up as I walked over to get a better look. It was definitely a golden egg – no trick of the light there. It was covered with small markings that looked like scales.


What kind of animal lays a giant golden egg covered in scales?


I forced down the fear rising inside me.
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I knew without asking that whatever I was looking at was bad news.


‘We have a problem,’ Red said, not taking her eyes off the egg.


‘An egg-shaped problem?’ I said, raising an eyebrow. ‘What exactly is that thing?’


Donny looked at me seriously. The colour had completely drained from his face and his eyes looked sunken into his skull.


‘This is no ordinary egg, Sammy.’ Donny gulped. ‘It’s a dragon egg.’





Tuesday 24th February



For most people, the appearance of a golden dragon egg would be a good reason to be late for dinner.


But not for me. And not for my mum.


‘I don’t care what kind of “emergency” you’re having,’ Mum had bellowed down the phone at me last night. ‘You come home for dinner this instant, Sammy Feral, or you’ll be sweeping penguin poo with your bare hands for the next month!’


What choice did I have?


‘I’ll see you guys after school tomorrow,’ I told Donny and Red. ‘We can work out what to do with this … thing.’


I decided not to tell my family about the dragon egg over dinner last night. Mum worries about me way too much as it is. In my experience, the less parents know about anything weird, the better.


I might get away with lying to my family, but since my best friend Mark got dragged into my weird life, lying to him is out of the question.


MARK


[image: ] Job: My best friend and an expert in bad jokes


[image: ] Looks like: A cheeky chimp


[image: ] Interesting fact: Knows everything weird there is to know about me: my CSC talent, my ex-werewolf family, my crazy friends at the zoo … And he STILL wants to hang out. Good friend or what?!
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‘How did the panda arrival go?’ Mark asked when I met him at the school gates this morning. ‘I’m sorry I couldn’t be there. But you know how funny Mum and Dad are about me hanging out at the zoo. No matter how many times I tell them I’m not going to go swimming with the anacondas, they still think it’s only a matter of time before I pick up some kind of tropical disease.’


‘It went pretty well,’ I said, ‘but it’s what happened when we opened the pandas’ truck that’s weird …’ I quickly filled Mark in on the golden dragon egg as we made our way to our first lesson.


‘No way!’ he gasped. ‘That’s so cool. Why don’t dragon eggs just turn up on my doorstep?’


‘Trust me – be glad this kind of wacko stuff doesn’t happen to you. I mean, since when has a dragon egg ever been a good thing? I’ve never met a dragon, but they’re not exactly known for being cute and cuddly.’


‘So what are you going to do?’ Mark asked as we took our seats in class. ‘Wait until it hatches? Find a way to make it hatch? And who sent it to you? Why? What do you think it has to do with the pandas?’
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