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This one’s for all the friends and readers working in animal rescue whose stories have kept me entertained and given me hope over the years. From homicidal eagles to surly wombats and spiky puggles—I’m so glad you’re out there.
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THE DEEPEST JUNGLE. THE DARK HEART OF THE RAIN FOREST. THE BRAVE EXPLORER FIGHTS HIS WAY THROUGH THE UNDERGROWTH.
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HE HAS LOST MOST OF HIS TEAM TO MALARIA, HOSTILE NATIVES, AND WILD BEASTS. ONLY HIS FAITHFUL PORTER, BWANA WENDELL, REMAINS.
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BUT AT LAST, HIS GOAL IS IN SIGHT!
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STRANGE DISCOVERY

“It’s really hot,” said Wendell. “I want to get in the pool. Is there some reason you’re standing there mumbling?”

Danny Dragonbreath started. “Oh! Uh. No, I was just . . .” He waved a hand vaguely. “You know. Uh.”

Wendell sighed. He did indeed know. The iguana had been Danny’s best friend through several grades, multiple emergency room visits, and countless daydreams.

“The jungle is really cool,” Danny announced.

Wendell looked around. They were standing on the edge of the neighborhood pool. There were a few potted plants around the pool, and a hedge on the other side of the chain-link fence, but nothing that could really be called a jungle.

“I think the heat has addled your brain.”

Danny scoffed. “Heat doesn’t bother me. I’m a dragon.”

“I have this vague memory of going to the beach with you last summer . . .”

“Um.”

“You sunburned so badly you couldn’t sleep on your back for a week.”
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Danny sighed with relief. He’d promised his mom he’d wear sunscreen—she hadn’t forgotten the Beach Incident either—but he never remembered to bring it. There were so many things to think about, and so many things to remember. He was usually lucky if he remembered a towel.

“Say, Wendell . . .”

“I brought a towel for you too.”
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It was a warm day. Several families were out swimming. Big Eddy the Komodo dragon, the neighborhood bully, was lurking in the deep end of the pool.

Wendell sat down on the edge and put a toe gingerly into the water. “Brrrrr . . .” He began inching down the steps.

Danny, being Danny, got a running start and cannonballed into the pool.

“GERONIMO!”

“NOOOOO!”
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“It’s faster this way,” said Danny, treading water with his tail. “Besides, it’s like a hundred degrees out. Doesn’t that feel great?”

Wendell muttered something unkind. An older gecko who had been sunbathing sat up and glared at Danny.

“Um. Sorry,” said Danny. “Didn’t see you there.”

She grumbled, and lay back down.
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“What I don’t get,” Danny said to Wendell, “is why people come to the pool if they don’t want to get wet!”

Wendell might have had an excellent explanation, but he was too busy staring at something rising out of the water behind Danny.
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“Oh, well, if you’re getting out, don’t let us stop you,” said Danny, stepping aside.

Big Eddy looked baffled, then enraged. He loomed over the much smaller dragon.

Danny glanced around the pool. There were three adults, not including the sunbathing gecko. Big Eddy wasn’t going to pound him flat in front of grown-ups, no matter how much he might want to. At the moment, Danny was safe, and he knew it.

Big Eddy knew it too. The Komodo dragon shoved by him, “accidentally” pushing his elbow into Danny’s side, and stomped away.

An hour or two later, exhausted from swimming and splashing and playing Marco Polo, Wendell and Danny floated lazily in the pool. The families had left, the sunbathing gecko had rolled up her towel, and it was just the two boys and the sparkling blue water.

Danny rolled over to float on his back. It would be months until school started again. The pool was open every day. Could life get any better?
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The clouds were all kinds of interesting shapes. Danny could see a rocket and a gun and something that might be a giant squid. He squinted. Definitely a giant squid. And the wind was moving, so the giant squid was reaching for the gun and that cloud over there could be a cowboy, and they could have an epic shootout—

“What’s that?” asked Wendell.

“It’s a giant squid with a—”

“Don’t mention giant squid,” said Wendell, and shuddered. He’d come entirely too close to one last year, courtesy of one of Danny’s crazy schemes. “And I don’t know what you’re talking about, but I’m talking about that.”

The iguana pointed. Danny paddled over to see what he was looking at.

There was something in the pool filter, in the little alcove where water flowed in and out. It looked like a black clump of leaves.

“Is it leaves?” Danny peered closer.

“I don’t think leaves try to climb things.”

As they watched, the black lump hitched itself against the wall and scrabbled faintly, then dropped back into the water.

“I think it’s a bat!” said Danny, astonished.

Wendell fumbled for one of the towels by the edge of the pool and wiped the water off his glasses. “Huh. I think you’re right.”

[image: 014]

Wendell screwed his face up in thought. Danny waited. Wendell was a nerd down to his toenails, and every bit of information he learned stayed stuck in his brain, like lint stuck to a lump of clay after you rolled it across the carpet.1

“We’re not supposed to touch it,” said Wendell finally. “We need gloves or something.”

“But it’s tiny,” said Danny. “What’s it going to do to us?”
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“I don’t think there’s another kind of rabies,” said Wendell. “If you get one of the towels, we can catch it in that.”

Danny grabbed a towel and wrapped it around his hand. He reached into the alcove.

“Be careful,” said Wendell, hovering nervously behind him. “I think they’re really fragile. But don’t let it bite you. Remember the were-wieners . . .”

“Aw, c’mon. That was cool.” Danny couldn’t fit his whole body into the alcove, so he put his cheek against the pool’s edge and groped around blind.

“You’re nearly there,” said Wendell, looking over his shoulder.

Danny’s towel-covered fingers closed over something that was only a little more solid than air. “Got it!”

He pulled out the black lump.

“It’s so light!” said Danny.

“They have to be, to fly,” said Wendell, shoving his glasses up on his nose.

They looked at the bat. It had a short, dog-like muzzle and gigantic ears with big flaps of skin in them. Its mouth was slightly open, revealing a fine fringe of teeth.
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“It’s . . . kinda . . . cute. In a hideous sort of way.”

“Yeah,” said Wendell. “Kinda . . . ugly cute . . . ish . . .”

“So what kind of bat is it?”

“It was a two-page report,” said Wendell. “I didn’t get into advanced bat taxonomy.”
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“Well, why doesn’t it fly away, then?” asked Danny. “You! Bat! Go on!”

The bat sat there.

“I don’t think it can,” said Wendell. “It looks pretty waterlogged. And is that a hole in its wing?”

The iguana poked gingerly at the bat’s wing. It pulled the wing back and made a noise.

“Yeeeek!” Wendell fell over backward, and even Danny jumped.

It wasn’t a noise that an animal would make. It was an angry staticky chatter, like a furious radio. Danny had never heard anything like it.

“What’s it saying?”

“I don’t know! I don’t speak bat!” Wendell picked himself up. “Maybe we should leave it somewhere, let it dry out . . .”
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“Well, what are we going to do?”

Danny, moving very slowly, flipped the towel over the top of the bat. It didn’t react. “I don’t know . . . but I know who will.”

He made a small, awkward bundle of bat and towel. The bat wasn’t moving around. He hoped it could breathe.

“Let’s take it to Mom.”



A BATTY COUSIN

There is a particular tone of voice that strikes fear and terror into the hearts of parents everywhere, a kind of studied nonchalance that means something has gone horribly, horribly wrong, and Danny was using it.

“Saaaaaaaaay, Mom?”

Mrs. Dragonbreath froze. She turned slowly in her office chair, sniffing the air. She couldn’t smell smoke. At least, not a lot of smoke. The house usually smelled faintly smoky—dragons lived there, after all—but there wasn’t the smell  she’d expect if, say, the house was on fire. That was something, at least.

“Yeeeeeeessssssss? ” she said.

Danny stood in the doorway. Wendell was behind him, apparently walking under his own power, so that ruled out “severely injured Wendell,” which had been the source of that tone several times in the past. (“Saaaaaaay, Mom ... if ... y’know, just hypothetically . . . somebody had dislocated their arm, what exactly would it look like?”)
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“You remember that bird we found last spring? ” asked Danny.

“The robin? Yes . . .”

Danny held out a towel-wrapped bundle. “We found a bat in the swimming pool. We think it’s hurt. Can you help it? ”

“Um,” said Danny’s mother. She took the towel gingerly. “A bat? Don’t they carry rabies?”

“We were very careful,” said Wendell. “We only handled it through the towel.”

“Um.”

“You were really good with the bird!” said Danny eagerly. “I’m sure you can help this bat!”

“Your confidence is touching,” said his mother dryly. She picked the
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