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Prologue


On a wild and stormy night on a tiny island in the Atlantic Ocean, Romeo Fortez was born. His birthplace was a red mangrove tree. His mother, a pygmy sloth.


As the storm raged around them, Romeo’s mother held her newborn baby tight. By the flash of a lightning burst, she saw him gaze up at her with adoring eyes.


That instant, in the very heart of her, Romeo’s mother knew her son was special and would one day achieve great things. Just how special and how great, no one – not even his mother – could ever have guessed.


This is the story of Romeo Fortez, aka Super Sloth.




Chapter 1


Escudo Island is a miniscule dot of rainforest and mangrove seventeen miles off the coast of Panama in the Caribbean Sea. The island is home to pearly white beaches, stunning sea caves and towering rock formations carved by wind and water. On this itty-bitty island lives an itty-bitty community of itty-bitty creatures found nowhere else in the world: pygmy sloths.


Feel free to gasp, sigh, or shiver with delight if you wish. Sloths are cute after all, especially the small ones! This close-knit group of tiny tree dwellers were as sweet as honey-choc muffins, as cuddly as baby kittens, and as slow-moving as a rainy winter weekend.


But one whippersnapper by the name of Romeo was not quite like the others. Don’t get me wrong. He was sweet and cuddly, but he certainly wasn’t slow. You see, something incredible happened to Romeo not long after he was born that transformed him forever.
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As is the case with every newborn sloth, Romeo had to take part in a naming ceremony. On the night this ceremony took place, all sorts of mystical events played out in the heavens above.


First, as the sun set, its last rays shone through the wispy clouds, causing a fire rainbow to erupt across the sky. Second, the rising full moon was so powerful and so magical it was surrounded by a halo of white light. Third, a tremendous shower of shooting stars burst across the sky as lightning flashed, even though no storm appeared.


With such spectacular forces at work, it was clear that magic was afoot, as if the earth itself was putting on a show to welcome the baby. With the sky awash with colour and movement, Romeo’s mother handed him to the sloth leader, Tajo, for the naming ceremony.


Wearing a skirt of mangrove leaves, Tajo asked, ‘Who offers this child for naming?’


Romeo’s parents, Derek and Imelda, glanced uncertainly at one another. ‘Us,’ Derek said. ‘We discussed this already, remember?’


Tajo clicked his tongue. ‘I know, it’s just part of the ceremony. Now, play along.’


‘Oh, okay.’ Imelda laughed nervously. ‘We give this baby to you for naming.’


‘And what shall you call him?’ Tajo asked.


‘We wish to call him Romeo Alexander Anton Silverio Fortez,’ Derek said.


A murmur of approval swept through the crowd gathered to witness the ceremony. And, if we’re being honest, to enjoy the feast of leaves and berries on offer afterwards.


‘That’s a lot of names for a little sloth,’ Tajo replied.


Imelda smiled. ‘He’s big enough to carry them.’


While the moon shone and the stars burst, Tajo dipped his claws into a bowl of crystal-clear water. He made the sign of the sloth on Romeo’s forehead, repeating the names he was to be given. Then he held the baby aloft, offering him to the universe.


A loud BOOM! echoed throughout the forest. No one knew whether it was thunder, a celestial starburst, or Gregor, an elderly sloth who often farted at inappropriate times.


Romeo gurgled and squirmed.


The clouds covering the moon shifted, allowing its full strength to radiate down in a shaft of glittering light … right onto Romeo where it infused him with its glory and magic. Stars popped like fireworks. Fireflies danced, swarming and singing an ancient beetle song and filling the air with the golden glow of their voices and their bottoms. The snuggle of sloths shivered at the brilliance and power of Nature swirling around them.
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Recognising that something incredible was happening, Tajo lifted the baby higher. The light changed from gold to green to purple, swirling faster and faster until WHOOSH-FIZZLE-POP! The colours evaporated, leaving only the night sky and the pale moonlight.


‘Ahem.’ Gregor cleared his throat. ‘Pardon me.’


As if waking from a trance, Tajo glanced around then lowered the baby sloth, handing him back to his mother. ‘It is done,’ he announced. ‘Welcome to the world, Rambo!’


‘Romeo,’ Imelda corrected him. Trembling all over, she checked her baby to make sure he was okay before turning to her husband. ‘What just happened?’
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