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			  About the book

			  Let the Games Begin! Bindi is super-excited. She’s been wanting to work out a creative and fun way to raise money for the Australia Zoo Wildlife Hospital, and now she’s done it.  Welcome to The Wildlife Games, a one-day television extravaganza! Four young contestants, each  with a big interest in wildlife and  conservation, will battle against each other in a game of wits, strength and knowledge. 
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				DR DIANNE GAVE A HUGE SIGH AS the patient’s vital signs returned to normal. ‘She’s going to be okay, gang.’ The kangaroo on the operating table was one lucky roo. A driver on the Sunshine Coast had pulled over when he’d caught sight of the macropod limping badly on the side of a busy road. The roo was in bad shape and the driver had managed to cover her with a blanket, put her carefully in his ute and deliver her straight to the Australia Zoo Wildlife Hospital.

			  The vet had surmised pretty quickly that the roo had a broken hind leg, and they were able to operate. The roo had scared them halfway through the operation when she’d stopped breathing briefly, but now it seemed she was going to make it through.

				Dr Dianne finished stitching up the leg, and two vet nurses carefully transported the patient away to the recovery area. The vet called out from the operating theatre, ‘Bindi, how many more patients have we got in triage?’

				Bindi Irwin, after finishing her schoolwork for the day, had a couple of hours free and decided to lend a hand at the wildlife hospital. It had once been an avocado packing shed and now was a state-of-the-art vet hospital situated in the grounds of Australia Zoo. She was busy checking supplies in the triage area. They were getting pretty low on bandages and saline drips. She glanced over at the whiteboard that listed the day’s patients.

				‘Okay, so we’ve got a shingleback lizard with a damaged claw, a koala with an eye infection and a carpet python –’ she looked over at the cage containing the large snake with a swollen belly – ‘who looks like his breakfast isn’t going down too well.’ 

				Dr Dianne tied her dark hair back into a ponytail and walked into the triage area, giving Bindi a tired smile. ‘Okay, we should be able to get them all done before the end of the day.’

				Bindi was concerned. ‘Who’s on call for tonight?’

				Dr Dianne tilted her head. ‘That would be me.’

				Bindi frowned. ‘But you were on call all last week too, weren’t you?’

				Dr Dianne nodded. ‘Well, that’s the way it is at the moment, I’m afraid.’

				Although Australia Zoo helped the wildlife hospital, the hospital had to rely on funds from the public as it received no government funding, apart from the odd local council grant. So there were times when there was enough money to buy supplies and equipment and to pay for extra help, and other times, like now, when there was not. 

				Earlier on in the hot Queensland summer there’d been a spate of bushfires and, unsurprisingly, the numbers of injured wildlife increased dramatically during that time and for weeks afterwards, running down stocks of medication and equipment much faster than had been expected.

				Dr Dianne went over to the python’s cage, opened it and took out her next patient. ‘Oh, you poor thing. Don’t worry, we’ll have you feeling better in no time.’

				She grabbed the glasses from around her neck and put them on, taking a closer look at the python’s belly, feeling gently around the swelling. ‘Whatever you ate is certainly not getting broken down by your stomach acids.’

				Bindi checked the notes on her clipboard. ‘Oh, this may be why. The woman who found the snake in her chook house said a marble egg, the one she keeps in the nesting area to encourage the hens to lay there, has gone missing.’

				Dr Dianne looked the snake full in the face. ‘You ate a marble egg just because it smelled like a chicken?’

				The snake looked back, steely-eyed, obviously not willing to admit his mistake.

				‘Well, we all make bad decisions sometimes. Come with me, and we’ll sort you out.’

				Bindi smiled as Dianne took the python through to the operating theatre. She loved Dr Dianne, and loved to see her never-ending compassion for the constant stream of animals she looked after. What she didn’t love was seeing her favourite vet look so tired all the time. Being on call 24 hours a day was exhausting, and if someone brought in an injured bird, or one of the zoo animals needed help in the middle of the night, Dr Dianne would be there without complaint to perform emergency surgery. But it took its toll. Dianne needed another vet to share the workload, even if it was only a part-time position. But Bindi knew there was no extra money to pay a vet. 

				As Bindi updated the patient register, she was busy thinking. If only there was something I could do to help Dr Dianne out . . .
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				BINDI WAS IN HER BEDROOM, trying to concentrate on her English homework. 

				The tone in the fourth chapter of Skellig, by David Almond, demonstrates the character’s frustration at being . . . 

				Arrrgh, frustration was right! How could she possibly think about her assignment when her phone hadn’t rung? She glanced over at it for the millionth time, willing it to ring. Picking it up once more, she made sure the battery was charged, the power was on, and the network connection hadn’t cut out.

				Bindi’s brother Robert bounded into her room. ‘Hi B, any news yet?’

				Bindi groaned. ‘No, and it’s driving me crazy! They said they’d let me know their decision today.’

				‘It’s a great idea. I’m sure they’ll say yes,’ said Robert supportively. ‘Hey, I’m going to visit the Komodo dragon. Wanna come?’

				‘Thanks little buddy, but I need to finish this assignment, and I NEED THIS PHONE TO RING!!!’

				As if by magic, her phone started ringing. ‘Oh my gosh, it’s ringing!’

				Robert laughed. ‘Now you NEED TO ANSWER IT!’ He left her to it, closing the door behind him.

				Bindi took a deep breath, and tried to sound relaxed. ‘Hello, Bindi speaking.’

				‘Hi Bindi, it’s Patrick Harris from the Aurora Network.’

				‘Hi Mr Harris, how are you?’ said Bindi, with a little cough. All of a sudden, her throat was too dry, and butterflies were starting to flutter in her tummy. 

				‘Bindi, I’ll cut straight to the chase. Our board loved your idea for The Wildlife Games. We’ve already talked to a couple of our sponsors and they’re keen as mustard to be a part of it too. We like the fundraising side of it, and the audience interaction, and basically –’

				Bindi was jumping up and down on her bed now. ‘You’re saying yes?’

				‘Consider the project green-lit!’

				‘Wooooo hoooo!’ yelled Bindi. ‘That’s such great news, Mr Harris. Thank you so much.’

				Mr Harris laughed. ‘Thank you. It should be good for everyone involved. I’ll send through development plans, shooting schedules, timetables, crew lists, the artwork for the contestant call-out . . .’

				Bindi wasn’t quite paying attention to the long list of what was going to happen next. She was too busy dancing around her bedroom, shimmying to the success of her idea becoming a reality. This was fantastic news! 

				Her English assignment was temporarily forgotten as she thanked Patrick Harris again, ended the call and raced down the hallway to tell her mum, Terri, the good news. 

				After a few days thinking about what she could do to help the wildlife hospital, she’d come up with the idea of The Wildlife Games, a TV program that would be filmed at Australia Zoo, featuring young contestants who would compete in a range of animal-related activities. Bindi would be the host and, the best bit of all, it would raise much-needed funds for the wildlife hospital. 

				‘Mum, guess what?’ Bindi screeched to a halt in the kitchen, where Terri and Robert were lighting candles on a cake with the word ‘Congratulations’ in pink icing on the top.

				‘Is that for me?’ asked Bindi, still breathless with excitement.

				Robert grinned. ‘No, it’s for me. Mum thought I should get a cake just for waking up this morning, didn’t you, Mum?’

				Terri finished lighting the candles and gave Robert a light swipe on the head. ‘No, it’s for you, Bindi,’ she said.

				‘But how did you know? I only just got off the phone from Mr Harris.’ 

				Terri and Robert came over and hugged Bindi. ‘Because it was a terrific idea, honey,’ said Terri. ‘We knew the network would love it, didn’t we, Robert?’

				Robert nodded. ‘A beaut, bonza idea, Bindi. And I get to be part of it too, right?’

				Bindi eyed the cake, which looked like a delicious mango and coconut concoction. ‘You certainly do, little buddy. I’m going to need all the help I can get.’ 

				Two and a half minutes later, the Irwins were up to their elbows in delicious cake. 

				Terri looked at her daughter. ‘Now, I just want to say, The Wildlife Games is a great idea and all, but I want you to make sure you don’t take too much on, okay? The next few months are going to be busy enough already . . .’

				Robert piped up. ‘Yeah, with the woma python research trip and the visit to the Australian Age of Dinosaurs . . .’

				Bindi and Terri turned to Robert, speaking in unison. ‘What visit to the Australian Age of Dinosaurs?’

				Robert’s eyes widened innocently. ‘Well, if there isn’t one planned, there definitely should be!’ he said, licking the leftover icing off his fork.

				Bindi smiled. ‘Mum, if I need help, you’ll be the first person I turn to.’

				They shared a hug. Terri looked at her only daughter with a grin. ‘Honey, that was exactly the right thing to say.’
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				Preparation for the new TV show caused time to fly over the following month. There were visiting studio heads, network executives, location scouts, film crews and set builders. There were constant meetings and discussions about the type of program it would end up being. After that had been finalised, the Aurora Network put the call-out for contestants on its website, and advertised in newspapers and on TV. The response was terrific. Two weeks before the audition, there were over 200 kids interested in participating. 

				To whittle the numbers down, as they were only after four final contestants, they sent out questionnaires and shortlisted children who already had a track record of supporting wildlife conservation. Then, when the group was down to 30, the network explained the next step of gathering sponsorship from their friends and community. This was an important part of the process as the Aurora Network promised to match the total amount of money the final four contestants had raised. 

				Bindi loved watching the audition tapes and helping choose the final four contestants. They were all quite different, with different strengths and weaknesses. She was going to enjoy getting to know them as they competed in the inaugural Wildlife Games! 
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				‘SO, TODAY’S GOING TO BE A BIG ONE.  Am I ready for it? You betcha! It’s 6.30 am and the sun is already up and looking perky. I’ve had a great night’s sleep, I’ve had breakfast, I’m dressed and I’m talking to a rhino. You can’t be more prepared than that!’

				DJ looked at his favourite human, and gave his left ear a flick.

				Bindi sighed. ‘I know. You can tell, can’t you, DJ?’ She looked around her, and sure that no-one else was listening in, continued. ‘I’ll admit to being a teensy weensy bit nervous. But keep it to yourself, okay?’

				DJ was the type of rhino who was very happy to keep a secret.

				Bindi went on. ‘It’s just that it’s been a while since I’ve done this kinda thing. I know, I’ve done lots of other stuff, but it doesn’t stop me from getting a little scared when a whole new TV show’s about to begin because I thought it up!’

				DJ nodded and stared at Bindi reassuringly. She leaned over and patted his horn. ‘Of course, I haven’t forgotten it’s a big day for you too, mate.’

				It was true. For DJ and his fellow rhinos, today was a very big day. But perhaps because he was a massive 2035 kilograms, he wasn’t particularly fazed by all the excitement that had been building around him.

				Along with the filming of The Wildlife Games, today was also the day that the new African Savannah was going to open at Australia Zoo. It had been years in the planning. There had been giraffes that needed to travel from across the country (and you can imagine what size containers they’d need to do that!); a beautiful rhinoceros called Cabelle, who travelled across the Tasman Sea from New Zealand, and was pregnant with a gorgeous female that would be named Savannah; zebras – Stevie, Zac and Michael – that had travelled from Werribee in Victoria, looking particularly gorgeous in their black and white livery; a pair of Aldabran tortoises settled on the nearby Madagascar Island; to say nothing of the massive amounts of landscaping that had gone on, and the placement of the amazing Queensland Bottle Trees, which were similar in look to the African baobab tree. 

				Bindi’s dad, Steve Irwin, had planned for this African Savannah before he passed away in 2006, and it was incredible to see all the hard work had finally paid off. The zoo was expecting thousands of visitors through the gates today, and all the animals had been told by their keepers to be on their best behaviour!

				This coming together of two major events had caused a few headaches, but it had been decided that everyone would cope. The film crew and contestants would work around the crowds coming to see the new exhibit, and everyone would finish the day realising a planning miracle had taken place.

				Bindi and DJ’s heart-to-heart was interrupted by a call over Australia Zoo’s loudspeaker. ‘Bindi, are you out there?’ 

				It was Terri. Bindi knew that she and her mum had a special relationship. After all, how many mums called their kids over a zoo loudspeaker?!

				‘Okay DJ, sounds like I’m needed back at base. Have a wonderful day.’ Bindi gave her old friend a goodbye pat. ‘I’m sure you’ll wow the crowds like you always do, mate! No fighting with Inyeti and remember to roll in the mud if it gets too hot, okay?’ 

				Bindi took out her walkie-talkie and clicked the receive button. ‘Hi Mum, I’m here. Just had a quick catch-up with DJ, over.’

				Terri swapped the loudspeaker for the walkie-talkie and her voice crackled over the air. ‘Good to hear, honey. Is he looking forward to today, over?’

				Bindi grinned. ‘He’s never been better, Mum. Tip-top terrific, over!’

				‘And how about you, B? Are you feeling fine about today, over?’

				Bindi could hear the note of concern in her mum’s voice, and didn’t want her to worry. She ignored the kaleidoscope of tiny butterflies that were flittering around her tummy and took a deep breath. ‘Can’t wait, Mum. It’s gonna be a bonza day, over!’

				‘Well, the make-up artist has arrived and the hair stylist is 20 minutes away, so I suggest you give DJ a good-luck kiss and get back to the house so we can get this show on the road, over!’

				A roll in the mud certainly wasn’t going to be a part of Bindi’s preparations for today! She quickened her pace but before she rounded the corner, away from the rhino enclosure, DJ raised his head and gave a supportive grunt. 

				Bindi smiled to herself. With highly supportive four-legged friends like DJ, what could possibly go wrong?
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				‘This is wrong. All wrong!’ screamed 13-year-old Anastasia Hunter three hours later, as everyone within a four kilometre radius jammed their fingers in their ears to drown out the noise.

				A brolga over in the wetlands area squawked in reply. To him, Ana’s outburst sounded like a mating call. Had anyone been able to decipher his squawk, it may have sounded a little like: ‘Over here. I’m over here. I’m the cute guy with the long neck. Come find me later.’

				Back in the food hall, which was doubling as the waiting area for the day’s contestants, Mrs Hunter, Ana’s mother, grimaced. ‘Ana, you look gorgeous. The training gear has been designed and coloured to suit your complexion, your runners are top class. You are not only going to blitz the other contestants, you’ll look fabulous doing it!’

				Anastasia pouted. ‘Do you think so? Because I’m not sure I like the way the culottes taper off below my calf. I really think they would accentuate the curve of my legs if they were a bit shorter.’

				A sporty-looking boy nearby, wearing a beaten-up pair of trackpants and an old T-shirt, rolled his eyes while the boy’s father stifled a guffaw.

				‘I think the dirt smudge on your trackie dacks emphasises the small hole you have on the shoulder of your shirt, Jason,’ said Todd Singer to his son in a half-whisper.

				Jason kept a straight face. ‘I’m glad you said that, Dad, because that was exactly the look I was going for.’ Jason cricked his neck and did another set of biceps curls. ‘How long to go now?’

				His dad checked his watch. ‘Still an hour before filming starts.’

				Jason winced. ‘But I’m ready to go now. Man, I hate waiting.’ He looked around him restlessly, checking out his competition. 

				Apart from the ‘I’m so beautiful I could cry’ girl, whose mother was now doing last-minute alterations to her culottes, there were two other contestants, excluding himself. 

				To Jason, neither of them looked like a real threat. There was a boring-looking boy with his head in a book, and a girl sitting on the sofa, eyes closed, legs crossed in a lotus position, looking like she was meditating. She was obviously taking this pre-performance preparation seriously; maybe she was the one he’d concentrate on beating.

				The ‘talent wrangler’ – who had introduced herself to the contestants earlier with, ‘Hi, I’m Tara, I’m the talent wrangler, and you guys are THE TALENT!’ – reappeared carrying a clipboard, a phone, a walkie-talkie and a harried expression. ‘Okay, talent, I mean kids, youth, whatever, say bye to your parents for the day.’ 

				She turned to Jason and Ana’s parents. ‘So we’ll see you at the gala dinner at the end of the day, where we’ll announce the winner, okay?’ Mrs Hunter gave her daughter a big hug. ‘I know you’ll win, sweetheart.’ 

				Ana grimaced. ‘Bye, Mum.’ 

				Jason’s dad winked at his son. ‘See you at the finish line, son.’ 

				Jason grinned. ‘See ya, Dad.’

				Tara listened to a request come through on her walkie-talkie. ‘Yes, coming now, over.’ She gathered up the kids. ‘Okay, talent, come with me.’ She made a swinging gesture and her phone flew out of her hand. The boy who had been continuing to read his book reached out and grabbed it before it fell on the floor.

				‘Here you go, Tara,’ he said as he returned the phone with a wide smile. 

				‘Right, uh, thank you, ummm –’ Tara scanned her clipboard – ‘Declan?’

				The boy nodded and returned once more to his book. 

				Jason Singer noted the boy’s lightning-quick reflexes, and glanced at the cover of his book. It was a book by someone named William Scott Wilson, called Ideals of the Samurai. Hmm. This was bad news. His knowledge of Japanese samurai was limited. He knew they were super flexible, looked wise, hardly spoke and could defy gravity. Well, in the films he’d seen they’d defied gravity. Whether that actually happened or not . . .? 

				Jason reassessed this opponent. Declan obviously had good hand–eye coordination, seemed comfortable with the girls and probably practised martial arts. Jason decided he’d better keep an eye on him too! 
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                BINDI CHECKED THE DAY’S schedule in the admin office of the zoo. Everything was under control. Filming didn’t start for another hour, which was great, because she didn’t want to miss out on feeding the gorgeous Australia Zoo crocodiles in the Crocoseum, which was Australia Zoo’s 5000 seat auditorium. 

              She glanced out the window and saw lots of zoo visitors wandering past, pointing out the extraordinarily large reticulated python or checking out the maps in their hands, working out the next exhibit to visit. 

				Minibus the wombat was being walked on a leash, and a little girl with pigtails was giving him a pat, wearing the biggest smile on her face. Bindi remembered being that little girl, and feeling the simple joy of having a beautiful Australian animal to pat. Of course, as she’d grown up the animals she treasured became a little bigger and they definitely had sharper teeth!

				The walkie-talkie that was hooked onto her belt crackled to life. ‘Ten minutes ’til showtime, Bindi. See you over at the prep room, over.’

				Speaking of which, she needed to prepare for croc feeding! She raced over to the room where Terri, Robert and Wes, the zoo director, were waiting to discuss the plans for the morning’s show. 

				Since she’d turned 13, Bindi had been allowed to feed the crocs on the tailwalk ramp, and it was a major thrill to do so. She’d seen her dad do it for years. Then after he’d passed away, Terri had begun to feed the crocs – it felt like a rite of passage for Bindi to get the chance to do it now. 

				Robert came out to watch, and Bindi knew her brother was itching to be able to feed them too, but for now his job was to keep an eye on what was going on, and tell a few jokes. She really admired his ability to look so comfortable in front of an auditorium full of people, and his improvised comedy routine was getting better by the day. 

				‘Okay, gang, we’ll be feeding Mossman today,’ Wes said. ‘Keep on your toes. He can be unpredictable, as you know.’

				Terri added. ‘And Bindi, you know how hard he hits, so listen to Wes.’

				‘You can’t host The Wildlife Games with a croc hanging off ya,’ added Robert helpfully.

				Bindi grinned.‘Good point, little buddy, I’ll try to remember that.’ She ruffled her brother’s hair.

				Robert walked over to the window overlooking the Crocoseum and saw the Major Mitchell cockatoos doing their last fly-by around the auditorium. ‘Time to get into position.’

				The Irwin family and Wes raced downstairs to their entrance as the voice over the loudspeaker began the countdown. 

				‘Ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, three, two, one . . .’ 

				The smoke machine released a large plume, then someone yelled ‘You’re on!’ and the team ran out, ready to begin the croc feeding show.
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				The four Wildlife Games contestants – Declan, Anastasia, Jason and Mimi – were in the auditorium watching the show. As Mossman the crocodile lunged out of his pool at Briano, one of the croc handlers, all of the crowd gasped. 

				Except for Jason.

				‘Yeah, that’s no biggie. I wouldn’t be afraid of him. I’ve seen larger crocodiles than that when I’ve been camping with my dad,’ he said, puffing out his chest. Jason looked over at the other contestants to see if they were impressed.

				Ana just rolled her eyes at him and turned back to the show. Mimi didn’t take her focus off the show, almost as if she was imagining herself a part of it. 

				Declan glanced over at Jason and raised an eyebrow. ‘Is that right?’

				Jason was about to go into detail about his last camping trip and all the staggering acts of bravery and courage he’d been a part of, but the other three were now watching as Bindi moved to the feeding platform. Mossman the crocodile swam slowly but determinedly just under the water to wait for her to dangle a delicious piece of fresh meat right above his sizeable snout. 

				Jason chewed on a fingernail. No worries. There was sure to be another chance to psych out his opponents. 

			

		

	
		
			
				[image: Picture_10]

				AFTER THE SHOW ENDED WITH loud applause, Tara reappeared in the Crocoseum, chewing some gum, rearranging her cap and sending a text message, all at the same time. She rounded up the contestants. ‘Okay guys, once the auditorium has cleared, Bindi will come over and say hi and let you know the order of events for the day.’

			  ‘Finally,’ said Jason. 

				Tara threw him a sharp look.

				‘I mean finally I’ll get a chance to meet Bindi Irwin, my hero,’ he quickly added, bending over to do a few hamstring stretches.

				Mimi spoke for the first time that day. ‘So . . . so we’ll really get to talk to her? I mean, Bindi?’ The other contestants were surprised to see Mimi looking less than serene.

				Tara was oblivious to Mimi’s changed state. ‘Sure. She watched your audition tapes, and has read up on your backgrounds. She’s been really looking forward to meeting you all.’

				Mimi looked like she was considering fainting. ‘Oh.’ She took a deep breath and stared up at the sky.

				Anastasia started smoothing the imagined wrinkles on her outfit. ‘I know Bindi has her own fashion line. I want to talk about where she sourced her fabrics from.’

				Tara looked up from her BlackBerry, bemused. ‘Ah, Anastasia, I don’t think you’ll have time to discuss fashion.’ 

				Ana thought differently but wasn’t going to waste her breath correcting Tara. As soon as she’d found out she was to compete in the Wildlife Games, Ana and her mother had gone into overdrive. There was a lengthy list of things she needed to achieve today – obviously winning the Wildlife Games was top of that list, but slightly further down was to do some research on how to start a self-branded fashion line. And she knew Bindi was the perfect person to talk to. 

				A moment later, Bindi bounded up the auditorium’s stairs to join the contestants. 

				‘G’day, I’m Bindi!’ she said enthusiastically, shaking hands with each of them. When she got to Anastasia, she joked, ‘Don’t worry, I washed my hands after feeding the dead rat to the croc.’ 

				Ana couldn’t help herself. She pulled away from the handshake and wiped her hand on her culottes, just in case. Ewww, rat germs.

				Bindi laughed. ‘You’re Ana. I still remember you doing that cartwheel round-off routine on your audition tape. You’re a great gymnast!’

				Ana nodded. ‘Yes, I am.’

				Declan and Mimi both giggled. Ana certainly didn’t lack confidence.

				Jason piped up. ‘Well, I’m not sure if being good at somersaulting is going to help you win the Wildlife Games!’

				He grinned at Bindi. 

				Bindi raised an eyebrow. ‘Ah, and you’re Jason. Your dad’s the sports teacher and –’

				‘I play rugby, basketball, soccer, AFL, volleyball . . .’

				Under her breath Ana said snarkily, ‘I don’t think kicking a ball is going to help you win the Wildlife Games either.’

				Bindi continued. ‘And you said in your audition interview that your favourite reptile was the perentie.’

				‘Oh, right. Yeah, I love them. When my dad and I last went camping around Uluru, our ute broke down and we had to walk 15 kilometres to the nearest –’

				Tara tapped him on the shoulder. ‘There’s not time for a story now, champ, okay?’

				Jason looked like he might disagree but kept quiet. 

				Bindi turned to Mimi. ‘And it’s really nice to meet you too, Mimi.’

				Mimi blushed, not trusting herself to say anything in case all that came out was a squeak. 

				‘I loved your speech on the diversity of rainforest species. It was fascinating.’

				Mimi blushed more. ‘Well, I’ve always lived close to the Daintree Rainforest in Far North Queensland. It’s the most incredible place to just, you know, be yourself.’

				Bindi nodded. ‘I know what you mean. That’s exactly how I feel about Australia Zoo.’ She turned to the final contestant. ‘And you’re Declan.’

				Declan smiled and shook hands confidently. ‘Hi Bindi, I loved the croc show. You looked so at ease out there.’

				Bindi smiled. ‘Well, I still have to remind myself to breathe when I’m feeding the crocs. It’s not really something you can relax and get too comfortable with.’

				Declan nodded. ‘Yes, this is the first time I’ve seen Mossman being fed. I’ve seen Aggro, Mungo, Bluey and Wally, and they all have slightly different approaches, don’t they?’

				Bindi was surprised. ‘So you’ve been here a few times already, then?’

				‘Well, more than a few times. This will be my 23rd visit.’

				The other contestants turned and looked at him. ‘Seriously?’ said Ana.

				‘Seriously,’ replied Declan.

				‘Well, maybe it should be you who gives the intro to the zoo,’ said Bindi jokingly.

				‘I could if you wanted me too,’ said Declan.

				Tara intervened. ‘That will not be necessary. Okay, guys, it’s coming up to 10 am.’ She passed out maps of the zoo. ‘Go and grab yourselves a drink and then we’ll meet up at the entrance to the wetlands area, where we’ll walk through your introduction to the show.’

				Mimi, Jason and Declan headed off to grab a drink.

				Bindi took out her script and scanned it. ‘I think I pretty much know what I’m going to say.’ She had prepared a few opening phrases just in case she got nervous. 

				Tara smiled. ‘Hey, I’m not worried about you, Bindi. You’re the professional.’

				The coordinator saw Anastasia zeroing in on them and muttered quietly to Bindi, ‘It’s these other guys who’ll cause my hair to turn grey and fall out before I’m 30!’

				Right on cue, Anastasia began questioning Tara. ‘So where’s the film crew?’

				Tara answered impatiently. ‘At the wetlands area.’

				Anastasia frowned. ‘I thought they would have been here for when Bindi met us for the first time.’

				Tara looked around at the empty auditorium. ‘No, they’re not here. They’re busy setting up their equipment at the wetlands.’

				‘What about the hair and make-up artists?’ Ana asked.

				Tara sighed. ‘I’m sure I mentioned this at the initial briefing but there is no hair and make-up for the contestants.’

				Ana frowned. ‘You did, but I thought you were making a bad joke.’

				Tara looked pointedly at her watch. ‘You have three minutes. Scram!’

				Ana reluctantly took off.

				Tara turned to Bindi with a sardonic expression. ‘Let the games begin!’
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				After the croc show, Robert and his mum headed up to the African Savannah to see how the new exhibit was being received by the crowds. The sun had come out, and with the sounds of African drumming in the background, visitors could be mistaken for thinking they were actually in the Serengeti. The animals were on their best behaviour and everyone was enjoying seeing the African animals interact with each other on the wide open plains. 

				The giraffes were serenely wandering through the grassy area, staring down imperiously at one of the zebras now and then if they got too close. The zebra would respond with a skittish side-step and move over to another area to graze with his mates. 

				The rhinos were enjoying each other’s company, occasionally facing off good-naturedly with a little bit of horn nudging. 

				But the crowds were definitely focused on the youngest of the rhinos, Savannah, who was busy chasing a couple of the zebras like an eager puppy. Her mum, Cabelle, kept an eye on her youngster from a distance, making sure she didn’t run into any trouble.

				Terri glanced at her watch. ‘I wonder if the Wildlife Games have kicked off yet?’

				Robert checked out his present from a recent birthday, the brand new dinosaur watch on his left wrist. ‘Soon, I’m guessing. Just after the big hand passes the Jurassic period.’
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				OVER BY THE WETLANDS, BINDI was not getting bothered by roaming dinosaurs from the Jurassic period, but every time she was ready to start her introductory piece to camera for the beginning of the show, there was a distraction. First it was aircraft noise that completely drowned out Bindi’s voice. 

			  Next, a nearby brush-turkey decided to kick up a small storm of foliage right next to her foot, causing her to lose her flow a few words into the script.

				‘Sorry, guys, let me try that again.’ Although this was very different to feeding the crocs, Bindi felt the same sort of adrenaline rush as she faced the camera. Taking a deep breath, she began again.

				‘Hello team, and welcome to the Wildlife Games. My name’s Bindi Irwin, and on today’s show you’ll be seeing four awesome contestants battle it out with some of the most ferocious –’

				‘Squawk!’

				‘Cut!’ The director, Stan, gave the order. ‘Who squawked?’

				A brolga walked into shot, looking unapologetic. 

				Bindi giggled. ‘I think it was Archie there. He’s a bit of a performer.’

				Stan cast a professional eye over the brolga. ‘Okay, he’s in. Bindi, if you could move over to your feathered friend, we’ll run again.’

				Bindi walked over to the brolga and whispered, ‘Nice work, Archie. You didn’t even have to audition.’

				‘And action!’ the director yelled. 

				The clapper loader brought the clapperboard down with a snap, causing Archie to let out another loud squawk in protest. The cameras kept rolling, and Bindi began again.

				‘Hello team, and welcome to the Wildlife Games. I’m – Squawk! – Bindi Irwin, and this is my mate Archie the brolga – Squawk! – And on today’s show you’ll be seeing . . .’ 

				Stan turned to Ginny, his camerawoman, as Bindi continued. ‘She seems much more relaxed now there’s an animal in shot, doesn’t she?’

				Ginny nodded. ‘She’s an Irwin. What do you expect?’

				The director nodded. ‘Of course.’

				Bindi continued, ‘And now, let me introduce you to today’s contestants. They’ve been chosen from over 200 candidates between the ages of ten and fourteen. These kids love wildlife, love adventure, and are here today to compete against each other to become the winner of the first Wildlife Games. They have already conducted major fundraising, as today’s winner will give the proceeds from their efforts to the Australia Zoo Wildlife Hospital, and the Aurora Network will also match the funds, giving hundreds of gorgeous native Australian snakes, lizards, birds and marsupials a second chance at life.

				‘First up, from Melbourne, Australia, we have Anastasia Hunter, aged 13, a state and national finalist in the under-14 gymnastics championships, with a passion for cats of all sizes and shapes. Since she was eight years old, Anastasia has organised fashion shows and gymnastics concerts to fundraise for Sumatran tigers, and has visited Sumatra with her parents twice to personally deliver the funds raised.’ 

				The camera panned to Anastasia, who smiled at the camera, curtsied, then took a small run-up and launched into a gymnastic routine, flipping, rolling and ending with a triple cartwheel. The crew and surrounding zoo visitors broke into a round of applause. You didn’t expect to see this kind of display at a zoo!

				Archie the brolga was not as impressed. He was the star attraction, not this upstart girl. He wandered over and gave her a peck as she stayed stock-still in her landing pose, smiling at the camera. He pecked her again.

				‘Owww,’ said Anastasia, still with her performance smile plastered over her face. ‘Would someone get this annoying bird away from me?’ she whispered through gritted teeth. 

				‘And cut,’ said the director. 

				The camerawoman was about to stop filming when she saw Anastasia break her pose and turn to Archie the brolga. She decided to continue filming for a few moments longer.

				‘Now, look here,’ said Anastasia to the brolga. ‘You’re very sweet and I can sense you have the same need for attention as I do, and I respect that, but you better stay out of my way or there’ll be trouble.’

				Archie stretched out his wings, turned his back on Anastasia, deposited a delicate bird poo at her feet and stalked off.

				Ginny stopped the tape with a chuckle. The out-takes for this production would be golden.

				Jason and Mimi shared a grin. ‘Good to see Anastasia’s making friends with the wildlife,’ said Jason.

				‘You’ll be able to edit out the bit with the brolga pecking me, won’t you?’ Anastasia asked the director.

				He nodded distractedly. ‘Yes, sure. Right, on to contestant number two. Back on Bindi, and . . . action!’

				The camerawoman turned the camera to Bindi.

				‘And please welcome contestant two, Declan Hodges, all the way from the beautiful isle of Tasmania. He is 12 years old, enjoys trekking through Cradle Mountain National Park, is a keen surfer and paddle boarder, and loves tortoises, turtles and other marine creatures.’

				The camera zoomed in on Declan, who was standing in the Aldabran tortoise enclosure, smiling confidently. ‘Did you know the Aldabran tortoise is the largest species of land tortoise in the world? They can grow to roughly one metre tall and can weigh as much as 300 kilograms. My mum’s a herpetologist, and I want to follow in her footsteps. Although there aren’t any native turtles in Tassie, we’re lucky to sometimes get a visit from a Luth or Leatherback turtle. 

				‘Rubbish is a major concern for these ancient reptiles. They can swallow a plastic bag thinking it’s a jellyfish, only to later die when they can’t maintain their buoyancy or swim deep to find food. I organise a monthly “clean up the beaches” afternoon with kids from my high school and, with a sausage sizzle, we not only make Australia a cleaner, safer place for wildlife, we raise funds for turtle research. Win-win!’

				The camera cut back to Bindi. ‘Wow, thanks, Declan. You’re obviously doing great work down on the Apple Isle.’

				Bindi turned back to face the camera. ‘Time to introduce contestant number three. Mimi Brookes is a 12-year-old from Port Douglas, in Far North Queensland, who has grown up near the Daintree Rainforest, and just loves the bush. Her French parents own an eco-resort and Mimi and her two brothers are very interested in sustainability. Mimi has been taking visitors for guided tours since she was 10.’ Bindi looked down at her notes. ‘Oh, and she’s also fluent in Japanese and French as well as English.’

				The camera turned to Mimi, who blushed and waved awkwardly to the camera, tongue-tied. A moment later a red-tailed black cockatoo landed on her shoulder and her awkwardness dissolved. ‘Ah, this is one of my favourite cockatoos. He’s a red-tailed black cockatoo, and is native to many coastal, drier regions around Australia. The species is usually found in eucalyptus woodlands, and around my area, they can be seen in relatively large flocks.’ Mimi stroked the cockatoo’s wing feathers, and the cockatoo looked lovingly back at her.

				Bindi walked into frame, smiling at them both. ‘I’m guessing Mimi could probably say that again in Japanese and French too! Yes, her area of interest is birdlife, and having grown up near the Daintree, she’s been spoilt by the beautiful diversity that exists in that region of Australia.’

				The camera then panned back to the entrance of the wetlands once more, where contestant number four should have been waiting. Bindi’s voice could be heard off camera. ‘And contestant number four is . . .’

				The director interrupted. ‘Cut. Sorry Bindi, where is he?’ 

				Jason, the contestant who had been most eager to begin filming, had disappeared. This was bad news. Bindi was concerned. Where had he gone? 

				The film crew seemed less worried, and took the disappearance as an invitation to rest. It was a hot humid day, and when an opportunity for a break appeared, they’d take it. They put down the equipment and went looking for a drink. The director turned to Tara with an annoyed expression. 

				‘He was there a moment ago, I swear,’ said Tara defensively. She started angrily punching numbers into her phone, mumbling to herself.

				Now the filming had begun, Bindi wanted it to continue! She thought back to what she knew about Jason, and nodded to herself. She was going to take the proactive approach, and she knew where she was going to start looking.
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				A STRANGE FEELING HAD COME over Jason. As he watched the other contestants talk to the camera, his breathing became shallow. He checked his heart rate. Definitely higher than normal. He wasn’t sure what was going on. He saw Declan launching into an over confident speech on turtles, and then he looked back at his own hands. They were definitely shaking. This was not good. There was no time for pre-match nerves. His dad usually buoyed him up, kept him focused and hyped-up. But he wasn’t here and the film crew were all busy with their jobs. Tara would look over at him occasionally, check he was still there, and then her eyes would track to the next contestant.

			  His shaking got worse. This was a disaster. He knew he needed to find a quiet place to refocus. He’d just slip off for a moment, do some stretching, and be back in time, super-confident, for his intro. 

				Without being fully aware of where his feet were taking him, he found himself in front of the perentie enclosure. He’d always admired the poise of the perentie. Strong, focused and, despite their short legs, when they decided to run they were incredibly fast. 

				You never saw a reptile lose its cool. That’s what Jason loved about them. He was just starting to feel better when a small Japanese child over near the zoo’s entrance spotted the Komodo dragon, which was situated next door to the perentie. The boy ran headfirst for the enclosure, tripping over his feet at the last moment and flying face first into the perspex wall of the enclosure. 

				Jason grabbed the small child a moment later, before the shock had set in, and the child, who was about two years old, buried his face in Jason’s chest and began to howl. 

				Jason looked around but the child’s parents were nowhere to be seen. Jason hugged the little boy. ‘Hey, little guy, you’re okay. You’re okay,’ he said, gently rocking the distraught child.

				Bindi rounded the corner and spotted Jason perch the little boy on his knee. Jason began talking to him about the Komodo dragon as the boy continued to sob. Bindi wondered if she should intervene, but Jason looked like he had the situation under control.

				‘So I’m guessing you’re like me, a reptile guy. Well, of course you’d run straight for the Komodo dragon, because he’s an amazing specimen, the biggest lizard in the world.’

				The little boy looked up into Jason’s face, tears still running down his own face, and then looked at the Komodo. While he was focused on the lizard, Jason took a quick check of the boy’s limbs. He had a graze that was bleeding on his knee, and he was going to have a nice egg-shaped bump on his forehead, but aside from those minor injuries he’d be fine.

				Jason grabbed a bandaid from his pocket and, still talking to the boy about the Komodo, placed it over the sore knee before the boy noticed the blood.

				Bindi smiled. Jason didn’t seem like the kind of guy who would show his compassionate side, but here it was for all to see. Shame the cameras weren’t here to catch it. 

				A shout followed by a Japanese man running towards the boy disrupted the moment, and the boy jumped off Jason’s lap and ran towards his father. The father picked him up in a big hug and walked over to Jason, patting him on the shoulder gratefully.

				‘No worries, mate. Your little guy loves the reptiles, right?’ He pointed to the Komodo dragon.

				The father nodded. ‘Very much.’

				Jason turned to go, and the little boy struggled out of his dad’s arms and made a noise. Jason turned back around as the little boy stood up straight, and then bowed to Jason. Jason nodded and bowed back.

				Bindi walked over to Jason. ‘Everything okay, mate?’

				Jason was startled, and looked at his watch. ‘Gee, sorry. Completely lost track of time.’ He took another look at the boy, and a parting glance at the perentie, and then jogged back with Bindi to the film crew.

				On the jog back, Jason turned to Bindi. ‘You didn’t see any of that, did you?’

				Bindi looked innocently back at him. ‘Any of what?’

				Phew! Jason’s was relieved. His tough-guy image remained intact.
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				AFTER A FILMED INTRODUCTION for Jason, where he started talking about a camping trip he’d been on when he’d woken to find a red-bellied black snake in his sleeping bag (he didn’t seem to understand Stan the director’s hand gestures to WRAP IT UP and continued with the yarn for five minutes longer than anyone wanted), Bindi could finally call the Wildlife Games officially begun. 

			  ‘Mimi, Declan, Anastasia and Jason, the first of the day’s challenges will be a Trivia Treasure Hunt,’ said Bindi solemnly. ‘You will have three clues and 30 minutes to find the three places in the zoo that will take you to the next destination.’

				A bird handler made a flicking movement, and a blue-winged macaw flew in and dropped an envelope at Mimi’s feet. A moment later, a sulphur-crested cockatoo did the same to Declan, and two other parrots deposited envelopes to the other two contestants.

				Bindi took out a large stopwatch. ‘Your time starts NOW!’

				The contestants ripped open their envelopes. Unfortunately, Mimi ripped so hard the actual clue got ripped in half too. After quickly putting the two pieces together, she read, ‘Listen to the beat of the drums.’

				She glanced over at the other contestants, who were all frowning at their pieces of paper. She thought hard – Drums, drums, rock bands have drummers? She couldn’t think of a rock band or an animal that had anything to do with a rock band. Drums, other types of drums? She closed her eyes to concentrate, and under the myriad sounds of the zoo, she heard a distant rhythmic beat. She opened her eyes, and began running.
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				Up at the African Savannah, the second-unit film crew were focused on Robert and two African drummers. They each had a drum between their knees, and were taking turns beating out a rhythm. One of the drummers would start, and the other two would answer. They were having such a great time, they’d forgotten that they were providing the answer to clue number one. 

				At least, until the cameraman left them and started running down the hill. They realised the contestants were on their way. 

				They stopped drumming. Robert called out, ‘And a one, and a two, and a one, two, three, four,’ and the three drummers changed the rhythm and started to beat out the same pattern. 

				Ta, ta, ta, ta-tata, ta, ta. 

				Under his breath, Robert sang the tune quietly to make sure he kept the rhythm. No you can’t get friendly with a crocodile. Don’t be taken in by his wel-come grin . . .

				The film crew caught Mimi, followed closely by Anastasia, Declan and Jason, who, once he saw the camera, broke away to take the lead, run up the brow of the hill and race towards the drummers. 

				He reached the drummers and stood there expectantly. When they kept on drumming, he looked around. 

				‘Ahh, so I got here first. Don’t I win this leg of the challenge?’ he asked the camera. 

				The drummers smiled but kept on drumming out the same tune.

				‘Where’s Bindi?’ he asked, looking around.

				Anastasia hadn’t even reached the drummers before she let out a ‘Huh!’ and began running in a different direction.

				Jason looked around, baffled. ‘I’m missing something, aren’t I?’ 

				Declan and Mimi reached him. ‘Whatever you’re missing, I’m missing too,’ said Declan, gulping in deep breaths.

				Mimi was so out of breath she just nodded in agreement.

				They all caught their breath and looked around for signs of their next clue, with the drums beating in the background. 

				Declan frowned. ‘It’s not a very African-sounding rhythm, is it?’

				Mimi turned to him, concentrating. ‘But it was earlier, remember? They’ve changed it.’

				It came out before Jason could stop himself revealing the answer to the other two. ‘It sounds like “Ne-ver smile at a –”.’ He swallowed the last word, realising his mistake.

				Declan laughed. ‘Thanks, mate. Race you to the crocs?’

				The boys took off.

				Mimi trailed behind, grinning. Nice clue, Bindi, she thought to herself.
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				Over at the croc enclosure, Bindi was getting restless. Now that she had a few minutes to wait, her nerves resurfaced. Was this a good idea? How were the contestants doing? Was it making good television? The sun was blasting at full heat now. She felt a bead of perspiration on her forehead.

				She pulled out her walkie-talkie. ‘Where are the contestants, over?’

				The runner of the film crew radioed back. ‘Ana’s in the lead. She’s just jumped off the shuttle. She’ll be with you in about five.’

				‘Is she wearing a sunhat?’ Bindi knew it was a strange thing to ask, but she wanted to know.

				The runner hesitated before responding. ‘Ahh, yeah, I think she was last time I saw her,’ he answered, a question in his voice.

				‘And do you think she’s hydrated? It’s hot out here, you know, over,’ said Bindi, grabbing a drink from the esky beside her. 

				The runner now understood. ‘They’re all fine, Bindi. We’ll make sure they’re okay. No need to worry, over,’ he replied.

				‘Okay, thanks, over.’ Bindi ended the transmission, resting a foot on the esky. She glanced in the direction she knew Ana would be coming from. ‘Come on, guys, you can do it!’ she called out, hoping the wind would carry her encouragement to the contestants. 

				The camerawoman sidled over. ‘Hey Bindi, while we’re waiting, would you like to film an update? Keep it short and suspenseful.’

				Bindi was grateful for something to pass the time. ‘Sure.’ 

				She looked over at the crocs. ‘Hmm, which set of crocs should we have in the background?’ Weipa gave her a wide open grin while his girlfriend, Lucy, remained swimming daintily in their pond. ‘Ah, perfect. Weipa and Lucy are our background crocs.’

				The director signalled, ‘And . . . action!’

				‘Hi guys,’ said Bindi, beaming at the camera. ‘Just wanted to give you a quick update. So the contestants were quick off the mark for the first clue, racing up to the African Savannah at cheetah-like speeds. My brother Robert was there to give them a musical clue, and it sounds like it was Anastasia Hunter who picked the tune first.’

				Anastasia zoomed into the frame, almost bowling Bindi over in the process. She took over the commentary. ‘Along with being a great gymnast, my parents have also made sure I’ve been involved in musical theatre since I was four.’

				Bindi smiled, pleased to see Ana was wearing a hat. She grabbed a bottle of water from the esky and handed it to her.

				Ana unscrewed the lid and took a swig, while managing to keep talking to camera. ‘So I was eight years old when I starred in a performance of Peter Pan. Unfortunately, I was only the understudy for Tinker Bell, which I thought was totally unfair, because I knew all the lines and would have done a much better job than Miranda Hopper! I kept hoping she’d get sick and take a night off, or perhaps just fall out of her harness and sprain her ankle –’

				Bindi thought she’d better intervene. ‘Interesting story, Ana. But more importantly, congratulations on being the first contestant to make it over to the croc enclosure.’

				‘Oh yeah, I’m first. Of course. So what’s my next clue?’

				Bindi reached into her back pocket, momentarily panicking. The piece of paper was there, wasn’t it? Ah, the back right pocket, not the back left one. Phew! She cleared her throat. ‘Who am I?’

				Ana stopped her right there. ‘You’re Bindi Irwin. Duh. That’s easy.’

				Bindi shook her head. ‘Let me finish, okay?’

				Ana looked a little embarrassed. ‘Oh, okay. Thought that one was a little too easy.’ She shrugged at the camera. After a second’s pause, she mouthed to Ginny the camerawoman. ‘You can edit that bit out, right?’

				Ginny raised an eyebrow and turned the camera back to Bindi. It was going to be a long day filming with contestants like these!

				Bindi cleared her throat and began again. ‘Who am I? I’m naturally found in north-eastern India, Burma, Malaysia, Thailand, Borneo, the Philippines, Sumatra and Java. I have stiff white whiskers, love to wander along treetops . . .’
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				THE OTHER THREE CONTESTANTS found five salties basking in the sun behind the Crocoseum, but there was no Anastasia, no Bindi and no next clue.

			  They were getting used to the film crew following them around, and hardly noticed their presence anymore.

				Mimi took out her map. ‘Okay, so there’s more than one area with crocs. And of course, there are freshwater crocs and saltwater crocs and they’re located in different areas of the zoo.’

				Declan nodded. ‘You’re a logical thinker. I like that.’

				Mimi blushed.

				Jason wasn’t going to stand around and watch Declan flirt with Mimi, although he agreed that Mimi was worth sticking with for now. She wasn’t naturally athletic but she was definitely smart. 

				He turned to Declan. ‘So, should we split up?’

				Declan looked at Jason and then back at Mimi. ‘I think I’ll stick with Mimi.’

				Jason frowned. ‘Yeah, all right.’

				Declan countered, ‘But don’t feel you have to stay with us if we’re slowing you down.’

				The boys eyed each other off, both trying to out-stare one another.

				Mimi coughed. ‘Well, you two can stand here and glare at each other all day, but I’m going to aim there next.’ She pointed to an area just across from the food hall. The boys nodded reluctantly, still eyeing each other off competitively, and the three jogged towards the next set of croc enclosures.
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				Bindi had almost finished up her Who Am I? clues and Anastasia was none the wiser. ‘. . . And I have a prehensile tail that is used to hang on to branches like a monkey, but I am not a monkey.’

				Anastasia shook her head. ‘There’s no such animal. You’re making it up.’

				Bindi patiently replied, ‘Uh, no I’m not.’

				‘No, this is a special trick. You’re bluffing. I know it. Obviously I’ve read and pretty much memorised the animals of the world encylopedia I have at home, and no such animal exists.’

				Bindi looked at the director, wondering what she could do. The director held up his hands in a ‘you’re on your own’ gesture. This Ana girl was a piece of work!

				Bindi changed tack. ‘Okay, how about we try it with charades?’

				Anastasia brightened immediately. ‘I’m really good at charades.’

				‘Great.’ Bindi put three fingers on her arm.

				‘Okay. Three syllables.’

				Bindi nodded encouragingly. She put a single finger in the air. 

				‘First syllable.’

				Again Bindi nodded. She grabbed her ear.

				‘Earring?’

				Bindi shook her head. She held onto her ear again, giving it a little shake.

				‘Oh. Sounds like?’

				Bindi nodded once more, and was interrupted by the other three contestants skidding to a halt right in front of her.

				‘What’s going on?’ asked Jason.

				Declan made a quick assessment of the situation. ‘Anastasia hasn’t worked out the next clue yet,’ he said with a grin. 

				Anastasia stomped on his foot.

				‘Owww. Why did you do that?’

				‘I don’t like your grin.’

				Declan smiled harder. ‘Well, you’ll just have to deal with it. I’m a happy guy.’

				He moved his foot away before she tried to stomp on it again.

				Bindi welcomed the group. ‘We’re playing charades.’

				‘That’s a bit random,’ said Jason. 

				Mimi looked at him. ‘It’s obviously a clue, Jason.’

				Jason focused on retying his shoelace and said nothing.

				Bindi quickly repeated the charades she’d already done with Ana so the rest of the contestants were all up to speed. 

				Then she pointed to her chin.

				‘Sounds like chin,’ said Jason.

				‘He’s a genius,’ joked Declan.

				Jason gave him a death stare.

				Bindi nodded. Correct.

				‘Hymn?’ said Anastasia.

				‘Ring?’ suggested Mimi.

				Declan nodded. ‘Ring-tailed lemur?’

				Jason retorted. ‘That’s four syllables, not three.’

				Declan conceded. ‘Yep, you’re right.’

				The four looked at Bindi.

				‘Okay,’ she said, and put up two fingers, and again pulled on her ear.

				‘Second syllable . . . sounds like,’ said Anastasia, trying to reassert control of the group.

				Bindi got down on all-fours and rubbed against Mimi’s leg like a cat. Then she pointed to her own back, and stroked it.

				‘Cat?’ offered up Anastasia.

				Mimi was blushing. ‘Bindi Irwin’s rubbing up against my leg like a cat,’ she mumbled.

				Declan whacked her on the arm. ‘Stay focused.’

				Mimi blushed harder. ‘Okay.’

				Bindi was again pointing to her back, and pulling her shirt, rubbing like a cat against Mimi’s leg.

				‘Fleas?’ said Jason.

				Bindi frowned.

				‘Fur?’ said Declan.

				Bindi jumped up, nodding. 

				‘Chin fur?’ said Mimi, frowning.

				‘It sounds like chin-fur,’ clarified Anastasia.

				They all still looked baffled. Bindi looked over at the director, wondering if she should give up. This was NOT going well.

				But the director seemed happy, and gestured for her to continue.

				Bindi gave the third syllable and the ‘sounds like’ sign once more. Then she moved over to Jason and waved her hand in front of her nose, scrunching up her face.

				Jason looked at her, embarrassed. ‘What?’

				Bindi made the same gesture.

				‘Smell?’ said Anastasia.

				Bindi encouraged Ana by waving her hand in front of her nose even more.

				‘Whiff?’ said Declan.

				‘Maybe it’s not a clue. Maybe Jason just pongs,’ said Anastasia with a sweet smile on her face.

				Bindi pointed at Anastasia and nodded frantically.

				‘Oh, he really does smell?’ said Anastasia, eyes wide. ‘I was only joking.’

				Mimi came to the rescue. ‘No, Ana, you said “pong”.’

				Bindi nodded again.

				Jason wanted this excruciating and embarrassing charades game to end. ‘Chin . . . fur . . . pong?’

				Declan clapped his hands. ‘Bin-Tur-Ong. Binturong!’

				Bindi jumped up and down, clapping. Finally!

				The four contestants all had a quick drink. Mimi said to the group, ‘But I don’t know why the clue didn’t just mention that they have stiff white whiskers, love to wander along treetops and are native to South-East Asia? I would have got it in a second.’

				Anastasia stayed uncharacteristically quiet as the group ran off in the direction of the binturong enclosure.
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				THE BINTURONG VISIT MARKED the end of the first challenge. The contestants were all allowed into the animal’s enclosure and were given a talk by the keeper about its likes and dislikes. 

			  While they were busy, Bindi was organising the next challenge. It was one she was particularly proud of. 

				She’d been at her friend Josie’s house for breakfast a few weeks ago, and they’d been talking about what kinds of activities would make for a great Wildlife Games.

				‘I want it to be more than just a fitness and information type of day, you know? I want it to be heaps of fun as well,’ said Bindi, looking on admiringly as Josie broke eggs into a glass mixing bowl without any of the broken shell dropping in as well. 

				‘Oh, B, what about a cooking challenge?’ suggested Josie, now sprinkling cinnamon into the egg mixture.

				Bindi laughed. ‘Now, how did I know you’d suggest something to do with food?’ she joked, watching as Josie took a vanilla bean pod and, with a knife, carefully scraped the inside of the pod into the mixture. ‘Oh, that smells amazing!’

				Josie beamed. ‘It’s going to taste pretty good too.’

				For a 13-year-old, Josie was already a really accomplished cook. As long as Bindi had known her, Josie had always loved preparing food for her friends and family. If Bindi had been at home, she’d be eating cornflakes with milk for breakfast, but Josie had already organised a fruit platter, and was now dipping the bread into the vanilla bean and cinnamon egg mixture for a second course of delicious French toast.

				Once they were sitting down and eating on the back verandah of Josie’s house, they continued their conversation. ‘Remember how last time I visited the zoo, you told me that one elephant could eat up to 150 kilograms of food a day?’ Josie asked. 

				Bindi nodded, pouring a glass of fresh orange juice.

				‘Before then, I’d never really thought about how much time and effort goes into preparing food for all the animals at the zoo,’ mused Josie, cutting into her French toast.

				Bindi’s eyes lit up. ‘Not only are you an awesome chef, you’re a genius to boot.’ She put a forkful of French toast into her mouth. ‘Hmmm. Did I mention that I think you’re an awesome chef?’

				After that breakfast, Bindi had come back home and written down the ‘ingredients’ for challenge number two.

				And now, as the contestants trailed out of the binturong enclosure, thanking the keeper for the great background chat, they saw Bindi wearing a chef’s hat, standing behind a table with five dishes of food.

				‘Thank goodness, I’m starving,’ said Declan, as he reached into one of the bowls.

				Mimi grabbed his shoulder. ‘Uh, I wouldn’t if I were you,’ she said.

				Declan took a closer look at the contents and withdrew his hand hurriedly. ‘Ewww.’

				The camera turned to Bindi and she began the intro to the next challenge. 

				‘Congratulations on finishing the Trivia Treasure Hunt, team. Because there was no outright winner for the first act, you have all been given 10 points, and the chance to get up close and personal with a binturong.’

				Anastasia grinned. ‘They really do have super-cute whiskers!’

				‘Shhh,’ said Jason. 

				‘But now it is time to introduce the next item on the menu,’ continued Bindi. ‘In front of me are five dishes of food in five different-coloured bowls. This food is not a snack for you.’ She gave a pointed look to Declan, who looked sheepish. ‘The bowls of food are for five different species that we feed at the zoo. Your job is to work out which bowl of food goes to which animal.’

				One of the film crew handed out pieces of paper and pens to the contestants. 

				‘You will write down the animal or animals you think each coloured bowl will go to. You cannot discuss your answers with the other contestants. The food is fresh and if you wish to taste it to help make up your mind, it is fine to do so.’

				She produced an old-fashioned hourglass egg timer from her chef’s apron. ‘You have three minutes starting . . . now!’ She put the egg timer (which she’d borrowed from Josie) on the table, and watched the sand begin to trickle into the bottom of the hourglass. It was quite relaxing to watch. 

				In fact, it was much more relaxing than watching the panicked expressions of the four contestants as they scrambled to work out the answers to the challenge in the allotted time!
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				EXACTLY THREE MINUTES LATER, Bindi called a stop to the second challenge. ‘And pens down!’

			  ‘Uggh. I just had a flashback to my last maths test,’ Anastasia shivered.

				Mimi was looking quietly confident. She’d been brave enough to stick her finger into some of the concoctions and felt she was in with a good chance.

				Jason was also pretty sure he’d done well because Jason generally believed he did everything well.

				Declan, on the other hand, was sweating. His hunger had made it hard to concentrate. He kept imagining a packet of salt and vinegar chips and a big carton of chocolate milk (or maybe a choco-caramel milk), and had to keep dragging his mind and tastebuds back to the task. He’d taken rough guesses, and didn’t rate his chances of winning this one too highly. 

				Anastasia had screwed her nose up at most of the food, and had scribbled her answers down quickly. She’d finished in two minutes and 22 seconds and had spent the remaining 38 seconds reapplying her mascara. She was still annoyed at not winning the binturong challenge. She rang her mother to ask why they had an animal encyclopedia that did not include the binturong. It was outrageous! Her mother promised to ring up the publishers and complain, which made them both feel better.

				Bindi took the pieces of paper to check, and the contestants went off to have a nice human snack while she sorted through the answers.

				She’d enjoyed coming up with the food choices. Some were easier than others.

				1. Bamboo for the red pandas: easy.

				2. Hay with lucerne – DJ the rhino’s favourite food. The ponies would happily eat this too.

				3. A piece of cacti – Aldabran tortoise food: slightly trickier.

				4. Eucalyptus tips for the koalas. They were fussy eaters, and were only interested in the newest and freshest tips: easy peasy.

				5. A delicious mushed-up puree of ants, termites and beetle larvae for the echidnas: kinda tricky and gross.

				She tallied up the answers and was surprised by the results. Challenge number two had an outright winner. Challenge number three was going to be interesting but before that, the contestants had a special event to attend. 
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				There was a media throng positioned at the African Savannah. Someone had tied an enormous red ribbon along the fence, and now they were waiting for the official opening to begin.

				A couple of golf buggies turned up, with Bindi and the contestants in them. ‘Hi Mum. Hi Robert!’ Bindi ran over to her mum and Robert, giving them a hug. 

				She turned to the contestants. ‘Anastasia, Declan, Mimi and Jason, this is my mum Terri and my brother Robert.’

				They all shook hands. Poor Mimi, who was almost used to Bindi now, got a new attack of nerves upon meeting Terri, but Terri soon put her at ease.

				Jason and Robert took all of 30 seconds to start talking about Australian lizards. Anastasia complimented a passing tourist on her stylish handbag, and they were soon talking labels and the best places to shop in New York, while Declan was spellbound by the new enclosure.

				Bindi sidled up to him. ‘Of course, this may be your 23rd visit but it’s the first time you would have seen this.’ She gestured to the wide open space in front of them.

				Declan nodded. ‘It’s fantastic. The zebras look right at home next to the giraffes and the rhinos.’

				Bindi nodded. ‘Our zookeepers were very cautious at first, making sure the different species were going to get along with one another, but it has worked out so well. There’s enough space for everyone to get along.’

				‘And of course, there are no carnivores to take a bite out of you when you’re not expecting it.’

				Bindi giggled. ‘Yes, that too.’

				Terri gathered the group and formally opened the African Savannah. She made special mention of the Wildlife Games team as well. Cameras flashed, videos filmed and Anastasia did her best to get in as many photos as possible. 
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				At the easternmost section of Australia Zoo, near where the Madagascan lemurs hung out, a team of experts had hooked up the ultimate treetops challenge for the competitors. It stretched 500 metres through a forest of trees. A flying fox had been rigged between two sturdy eucalypts, below which was a murky-looking swamp. There were roped walking paths and ladders along with a monkey bar across two shorter trees, ending with a spider-web-type climbing apparatus and two climbing ropes, knotted at the end for the dismount. 

				This would have been heaven to the lemurs, but it was going to be a test of strength, bravery and agility for the four contestants in the Wildlife Games.

				Jason was thrilled he was finally going to be able to use what he considered to be his superior sporting skills. 

				As soon as she saw the course, Anastasia started limbering up as though she was about to launch into a gymnastics routine. The height above ground and the strength required were obviously not going to be a problem for her. 

				Mimi turned to Declan after Bindi had shown the group the course, and said, ‘I’m not feeling so well.’

				Declan patted her on the back. ‘You do look a little pale.’

				‘I have no trouble naming all the trees and their genera in this area but I don’t like climbing them!’ she said a little breathlessly.

				Once the cameras were rolling, Bindi turned to the contestants. ‘So, you will have gathered that challenge number three is a treetops challenge.’

				The camera panned to Mimi, who was still wearing a panicked expression.

				‘Hey Mimi, you’ll be wearing a harness the whole time,’ soothed Bindi, noticing that she looked a little strained. ‘You won’t be in any danger. It will be the contestant who finishes the circuit first that will win this challenge.’

				‘Do I lose points if I take three hours longer than anyone else?’ Mimi asked, only half-joking. 

				Bindi grinned. ‘Of course not, but you’ll understand if the film crew decide to go off and have lunch in the meantime.’

				Mimi almost smiled. ‘That would be fine with me. I’m not so keen on my fear of heights being displayed for all to see on national television.’

				Jason overheard this last comment. ‘Well, perhaps you should have thought of that before you auditioned for the Wildlife Games,’ he said bluntly.

				Declan wasn’t impressed. ‘Leave it alone, Jason,’ he said.

				Mimi interrupted. ‘No, he’s right, Declan. I knew what I was getting myself in for.’ She took a deep breath, steeling herself.

				Anastasia sidled up to the group, not pleased to see Mimi the centre of attention. She gave her competitors and the camera a shrewd look. ‘It might just be an act, you know. Mimi might be a totally expert climber and she’s gaining a psychological advantage by pretending she’s nervous and scared.’

				Both Declan and Jason looked from Anastasia to Mimi questioningly. 

				Mimi shook her head. ‘I wish that were true.’

				Anastasia wasn’t willing to let it go. ‘Well, we’ll find out soon, won’t we? Bindi, who goes first?’

				‘We’ll let the lemurs decide that one,’ replied Bindi mysteriously. 

			

		

	
		
			
				[image: Picture_17]

				THE GROUP WAS FILMED AS THEY walked with Bindi over to the large lemur enclosure. There were three ring-tailed lemurs bouncing from one side of the enclosure to the other, excited by the arrival of the visitors.

			  Anastasia’s earlier haughtiness completely disappeared when she entered the lemur’s area behind Bindi. ‘Aren’t they just the most gorgeous creatures?’ she said, holding out an arm. One of the ringtails jumped straight onto it.

				‘Oh, look, he obviously likes you,’ said Mimi, looking a little less sure of herself as she entered the enclosure. She was comfortable around birds. The Daintree didn’t have an awful lot of monkeys or lemurs though, so she felt a little out of her depth here. 

				‘Ah, that’s Betafo. Watch it, he may be –’ Bindi stopped as the lemur started checking out Anastasia’s pockets – ‘looking for food,’ Bindi finished as Betafo pulled out a hair-tie, a mascara wand and a plastic-covered mint from Ana’s jacket.

				Anastasia wasn’t fazed. ‘Hey, this guy is a major pickpocket,’ she said as she grabbed back her items. 

				Bindi handed out some grapes to the four kids. ‘Try giving him these instead.’

				Anastasia handed Betafo a grape. ‘This is much better for you than the mint, okay?’

				The lemur snatched the grape and quickly popped it into his mouth. 

				Bindi grinned. Anastasia really was a natural around animals. It was that other species, humans, that she rubbed up the wrong way.

				The other ringtails saw food and came running. A lot of their enrichment activities involved food and finding it, and they had just worked out that these children were their latest enrichment activity. 

				The kids dissolved in giggles as the lemurs climbed over them in a bid to get to the most food first. The film crew were also laughing and poor Ginny the camerawoman had to try hard to keep her camera steady and in focus. 

				The competitors no longer looked like competitors – they looked like a group of kids who were getting tickled to death by a gang of ring-tailed lemurs. It was television magic. 

				Once all the grapes had gone, Bindi asked the contestants to line up in a row. She called Betafo and his little mate Mandabe over to her. ‘Now, these two are our smartest lemurs. They’ll be deciding the order in which you complete the treetops challenge. Guys, go to it.’

				The lemurs seemed to know exactly what was asked of them. They both jumped directly onto Declan, one on each shoulder.

				‘Okay, Declan’s first up.’

				Declan moved away from the rest of the group, pleased, and the lemurs next moved onto Anastasia, then Jason, then Mimi.

				Then they jumped back onto Bindi’s shoulder, job done. Bindi gave them a couple of grapes. ‘Great work, guys. Thanks for your help.’

				As they headed back to the treetops challenge, Declan said to the group, ‘I think those lemurs are incredible. Did you know that they evolved at a different pace from other simians on the African mainland when Madagascar became an island?’

				Bindi smiled. ‘Yes, they’re called prosimians for that reason, meaning “pre-monkey”. It’s thought that because Madagascar didn’t have many predators, the lemurs didn’t have to work as hard to stay alive as the other species that were left on the African mainland with carnivores that would think nothing of eating a monkey or two for lunch.’ 

				Mimi frowned. ‘It makes me think, you know. Would humans evolve quicker if we were threatened by a large predator?’

				Bindi raised her eyebrows. ‘That’s an interesting question, isn’t it?’

				Declan added, ‘Perhaps we have a predator already, and it’s just taking its time to strike?’

				Anastasia shivered. ‘Uggh, you’re freaking me out. What do you mean? Like an alien invasion or something?’ 

				Jason shook his head. ‘I think he means climate change.’

				Declan nodded as Jason continued. ‘Or overpopulation. In both cases we’re creating our own “predator”. Something that may end up wiping us out if we don’t change the way we live.’

				Mimi looked serious. ‘It’s all about learning how to live sustainably. That’s what I’m always telling the tourists at our eco-resort.’

				Anastasia looked over at Mimi, thoughtful. ‘It’s all very well to say things like that when you’re walking through a rainforest or whatever, but it’s harder to do when you live in a big city and everything seems to involve using petrol or electricity or plastic.’

				‘I agree with you. It’s hard, but it’s still important to be aware of it, and make changes where you can.’

				Anastasia nodded. ‘Yeah, I know what you’re saying.’

				There was a pause in conversation as the group exchanged looks. Whatever had just passed between them, it felt important. It wasn’t about the TV cameras. This conversation had come from the heart. 

				Bindi felt a welling of pride. Not only were these teenagers here to help raise money for the wildlife hospital, they were taking the time to talk about serious issues. These were different people from different parts of the country, and they could look totally self-obsessed or introverted but were still able to discuss subjects that really mattered to them and to all humanity in the decades to come.

				She rounded up the team in an impromptu group hug. ‘You guys are awesome,’ she said, a lump in her throat.

				They shared a quiet hug until Anastasia announced, ‘Don’t think just because we’re all loved-up that I’m not going to whip your hides in the treetops challenge.’

				Jason laughed. ‘Bring it!’ 

				The kids all raced towards the flying fox, re-energised.
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				THERE WERE NO SURPRISES IN this challenge, although Mimi was pleased to find she quite enjoyed it in the end, as long as she tried to concentrate on birds that were flying overhead and made sure she never looked down. But Jason finished with the fastest time, followed closely by Anastasia, Declan and then Mimi.

			  Bindi also let the contestants know the results of the food challenge.

				Anastasia had won this challenge, getting full marks. Mimi came a close second, followed by Declan and Jason in joint third place.

				‘So Anastasia is in the lead at this point, with Jason running a close second,’ announced Bindi, ‘but as you know, the audience will vote on your performance so the overall winner won’t be known until the Wildlife Games have been televised.’ 

				The group was left to chew on this as Bindi grabbed a quick sandwich before meeting her friend Josie and Josie’s cousin at the main entrance.

				Tara, after the morning’s mishap with Jason, was trying not to let any of the talent out of her sight. ‘Bindi, it would be better if you stayed put.’

				‘Tara, I won’t be long, okay?’

				The coordinator frowned. ‘All right. But you need to be at the cheetah run at 1.15, which is in 45 minutes.’

				Bindi nodded. ‘No problem, I’ll be there. These guys will be fine wandering around by themselves. I just want to say hi to Josie.’ She waved bye to the contestants and headed to meet her friend.
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				Bindi arrived at the main entrance to the zoo moments later, a little hot and sweaty. Which turned out to be a bit embarrassing. Josie hadn’t mentioned that her cousin was a guy, and was, you know, not bad-looking. The cousins were both looking immaculate in crisp T-shirts and clean shorts. It was clear their morning had not involved feeding crocs, mixing up zoo food for the animals and getting climbed on by lemurs.

				Josie had an inkling of what was going through Bindi’s mind and gave her a reassuring smile. ‘Bindi, this is my cousin, Andrew. Andrew, this is Bindi Irwin.’

				‘Hi Bindi. Really nice to meet you.’ He held out his hand for her to shake. She surreptitiously wiped her hand on the leg of her shorts but she knew her hand was still pretty clammy when she shook Andrew’s.

				‘Hi Andrew, I didn’t realise Josie’s cousin was a boy,’ she said, glancing pointedly at Josie.

				Josie’s grin just got bigger. ‘Well, now you do.’

				‘How’s the filming for The Wildlife Games going?’ Andrew asked. ‘Josie told me it was your idea. That’s so awesome.’

				Bindi was finally starting to cool down, which was a big relief. But the relief was short-lived. She now realised she hadn’t been to the toilet for hours and hours, and that she really needed to go.

				‘Yes, good,’ she said vaguely, after remembering that she’d been asked a question.

				Josie looked quizzically at her friend. ‘Um, how long do you have before you need to go back to your TV show?’

				Bindi’s bladder was saying ‘TOILET, NOW!’ It was not safe to ignore it any longer. ‘Umm, look, I just need to head over there –’ she pointed in the general direction of the bathrooms – ‘Why don’t you start with the rhinoceros iguana, followed by the alligators over in that direction, and I’ll catch you up, okay?’

				‘Okay. See you soon then.’ The cousins walked off, Josie beginning to point out various landmarks.

				Bindi berated herself. Why and when had it become embarrassing to mention that you needed to go to the toilet in front of a good-looking guy? Totally ridiculous! If it had just been Josie, it would have been no big deal. She sprinted off towards the toilet.

				Josie and Andrew were checking out the ancient alligators when Bindi caught up with them a few moments later.

				‘Hi guys, I’m back.’

				Josie gave her friend a hug. ‘Great. We were just talking about how amazing it is that reptiles live to be so old.’

				Andrew nodded enthusiastically. ‘Yeah, Bindi. Imagine, if these guys could talk, what could they tell you about all the things they’ve seen?’

				Bindi smiled. ‘That’s such a good question. Up until a few years ago we had Harriet the giant Galapagos tortoise with us. She had been brought to Australia in 1842 by a friend of Charles Darwin’s. I remember celebrating her 175th birthday! That tortoise had firsthand knowledge of white settlement in Australia!’

				‘It’s incredible that these reptiles are built to last so long and we only last around 80 years if we’re lucky,’ said Andrew.

				Bindi’s walkie-talkie buzzed. ‘Bindi, are you there, over?’

				It was Tara. Bindi picked up and pressed the receive button. ‘Yes, I’m with Josie, Tara. Everything okay?’

				There was a moment’s hesitation before Tara continued. ‘Well, not exactly. There’s been a slight . . . incident, over?’

				Bindi gripped the walkie-talkie, worried. ‘What kind of incident, over?’

				‘It would be better if you came over to the food hall and saw for yourself . . . before the ambulance gets here,’ said Tara meekly.

				‘Oh my gosh! I’ll be there in two seconds, over!’

				She turned to Josie and Andrew guiltily. Josie gave her a quick hug. ‘Go, we’ll be fine.’

				‘I’m so sorry, I –’ started Bindi.

				Josie shook her head. ‘Go!’

				Bindi nodded, gave an apologetic half-wave to Andrew and took off, tearing across the grounds of the zoo once more, this time back in the direction of the food hall.
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				BINDI ARRIVED IN THE FOOD hall to see The Wildlife Games director, Stan, getting carried away in a stretcher. 

			  ‘Stan, what happened?’ The paramedics carrying the stretcher held still as Bindi spoke to Stan. 

				Stan shook his head, annoyed. ‘My assistant was rigging lights for the next challenge and swung a ladder round, knocking me on the back of the head.’

				‘Are you concussed?’ asked Bindi.

				‘I was unconscious for a few seconds, I think, but I also twisted my ankle when I fell.’ 

				Bindi shook her head. ‘That’s terrible. I’m so sorry.’

				Stan gave a wan smile. ‘These things happen, Bindi. Instead of saying “break a leg” as they do to performers on stage, I’m thinking about introducing a variation for film crews along the lines of “Don’t break a leg or knock your director unconscious.”’ 

				Bindi laughed despite herself. ‘It’s definitely catchy!’

				Stan’s assistant came up to him, looking seriously guilty. ‘I’m so sorry, boss.’

				Stan gave him a mock-stern look and then slapped him on the arm. ‘Don’t worry about it, mate. Could’ve happened to anyone. I shouldn’t have been standing behind you.’

				The paramedics carted Stan away. 

				Declan was standing nearby, watching the crowds gathering. ‘I bet the tourists think somone’s been bitten by a croc.’

				Mimi grinned. ‘Or stampeded by a rhino.’

				Declan turned to the crowds. ‘Don’t worry, everyone. Nothing too serious. It was a concussion caused by a wayward ladder.’

				There were a few relieved giggles from the crowd and they slowly dispersed.

				Mimi looked at Declan. ‘You are so natural in front of a crowd.’

				Declan shrugged. ‘It’s no big deal to me. I’ve always enjoyed school speeches and debating.’

				‘You’re like the total opposite of me, you know,’ said Mimi.

				‘Opposites attract,’ said Declan with a smile.

				Mimi looked at her feet, trying to hide her smile. 

				Anastasia and Jason were discussing whether The Wildlife Games would or could continue without a director.

				‘I was already questioning his direction during the treetops challenge anyway. I’m not sure he was positioning his crew right,’ said Ana. ‘I’m sure when I was doing the course the cameras were focused somewhere entirely different!’ she noted, outraged.

				Jason raised an eyebrow. ‘I don’t know where the film crew was, I just knew I won,’ he said boastfully.

				Ana cast him a competitive sidelong glance. ‘You remember who’s coming first overall though, don’t you?’

				‘It ain’t over till it’s over, baby, and I’m not far behind you.’

				Ana looked alarmed. ‘Eww, did you just call me “baby”?’

				At that moment Tara jumped on a table to get their attention. Jason was pleased that he didn’t have to explain himself.

				‘Okay, everyone, gather round.’ Tara called the competitors, the crew and Bindi into a huddle. ‘The show will go on, as they say. Ginny, who’s operating the camera, is going to take over as director for the rest of the day’s events.’ Tara glanced at her phone. ‘We’re not yet behind schedule so let’s keep it that way. There are a few golf buggies waiting downstairs to take us over to the cheetah walk area, so let’s hop to it!’

				As the group headed towards the carts, Bindi sidled over to Ginny. ‘Is this going to be okay for you, Ginny?’

				Ginny shrugged. ‘It’s fine. All pretty straightforward. As long as I duck out of the way of any low-flying ladders, I’ll be sweet.’

				Bindi still looked concerned. 

				‘Bindi, it’ll be okay. Stan and I had already discussed the shooting schedule for the whole of today, so there’ll be no surprises,’ said Ginny reassuringly.

				‘I hope he’ll be all right.’

				‘Stan’s been hurt on every shoot I’ve ever worked with him but he’s never been badly injured,’ Ginny whispered to Bindi. ‘Seriously, he is the most accident-prone guy you will EVER meet.’

				‘You’re not just saying that to make me feel better?’ asked Bindi. 

				Ginny smiled. ‘Yes, I am, but it’s also the complete and utter truth!’

				They jumped in a golf buggy with a few more crew and Bindi was holding her stomach with laughter by the time they got to the cheetah walk. The crew were sharing random Stan incidents and they just got more and more bizarre.

				‘Honestly,’ said the clapper loader, ‘I’m surprised when the paramedics turned up today Stan didn’t already know them by name. They’re practically a taxi service for him.’

				‘Stop it,’ said Bindi, wiping away tears of laughter.

				The hair and make-up artist came and fixed up Bindi a little. She didn’t say much but there was a bit of head shaking and tut-tutting. Bindi’s hair had come loose from all the running around she’d done and any make-up she’d been wearing had dripped off hours ago.

				Tara must have thought Bindi needed a bit of a freshen up too, as she’d brought a change of clothes for the afternoon’s filming. Still the khakis, of course, but newer, less sweaty ones. Bliss!

				Soon after, the camera was ready, the microphone was fitted to her new shirt and Bindi was ready to begin the afternoon’s shoot. Ginny had already organised Bindi’s co-presenter for the afternoon – a very sweet and sleepy koala who happily grabbed onto Bindi as though she were a gum tree.

				‘Welcome back to the afternoon session of the Wildlife Games. I have with me one of the games’ adjudicators, Keith Koala. He takes a very dim view of . . . well, practically everything because he doesn’t really have great eyesight, but he’ll be helping me keep a tally of points gained and will be refereeing any disputes that arise, won’t you, Keith?’

				Keith chewed on a gumleaf tip lazily, his eyes half-closed.

				‘Yes, he’s a very sharp character so the contestants better beware.’

				The camera panned over to the four contestants, who were in various stages of warming up, although they were completely in the dark about what they were warming up for.

				‘This challenge will be a running race with a difference. You will need to be quick, you will need to be smart and you will need to be good at teamwork.’

				The contestants looked surprised when two of the crew came out and separated the boys from the girls. Ana and Mimi were asked to jump into an unusual zebra-striped jumpsuit. The tricky bit was that there were only three legs, and the two girls had to share the middle one. 

				Ana did not seem thrilled. ‘Don’t we get to choose our partners? Wouldn’t that be fairer?’

				Although Mimi didn’t voice it, the look on her face hinted that she was feeling the same way.

				A make-up artist came over to the girls. 

				‘Ah, finally. Do you have any concealer, or just a foundation touch-up would do?’ Ana asked.

				The make-up artist grinned, and drew a quick black and white striped zebra pattern on both girls’ cheeks.

				Ana looked grumpy. 

				‘The black and white stripes sort of act as concealer, don’t you think?’ suggested Mimi.

				Ana laughed. ‘I guess so.’ She was beginning to realise Mimi’s quiet optimism might be a good thing in a partner.

				Jason and Declan were getting into a tiger jumpsuit with only three legs, not speaking or looking at each other. They both managed to overbalance, trying to get their leg into the jumpsuit and looking accusingly at each other, before trying again. This time they managed.

				Jason tried to convince the make-up artist they didn’t need make-up. ‘We’re guys. We don’t do make-up!’ But the make-up artist had a job to do and she wasn’t going to let anyone interfere with it. She painted orange and black tiger stripes on the boys’ cheeks.

				Declan winked at Jason. ‘Don’t worry, mate. It makes us look more manly.’

				Jason nodded. ‘Yeah, more ferocious and carnivorous than those vegetarian zebra girls over there.’

				Mimi and Ana rolled their eyes at the boys.

				‘Yes, everyone, this is a partnered obstacle course,’ explained Bindi. ‘We have the tiger team and the zebra team – costumes and face art should make which is which self-evident. There will be a range of obstacles to overcome, and the biggest obstacle of all will be that one of the partners will be blindfolded. And you get to choose which team member will do the course blind.’

				Ana and Mimi looked at each other. ‘Umm, what would you prefer?’ asked Mimi.

				‘Obviously I have a lot more faith in my ability than yours, so I think you should be blindfolded,’ said Ana, not interested in mincing words.

				Mimi agreed, and the blindfold was put on her.

				Declan and Jason decided that Jason would wear the blindfold. Once the four contestants were ready to go, the crew brought out the first set of obstacles.

				Bindi dispensed with a last-minute tip. ‘Verbal communication with your blind partner will be important in this challenge. And your time starts . . . NOW!’
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				THE TWO PAIRS STRUGGLED TO find a rhythm but after a few stumbles, they began to run as fast as they could. Their first obstacle was a gate two metres high that had been rolled into position and secured. They had to climb over it, which took a lot of coaching by the seeing partner. Once over, there was a jungle gym with swinging rings. At the same time, the two contestants had to reach and grab each ring, staying in time with one another, before moving to the next ring. Bindi stayed close throughout, giving advice and encouraging them. At the end of that part of the challenge, they were allowed to ditch the jumpsuit and swap blindfolds. So now Mimi and Jason were in charge of Ana and Declan.

			  They rounded a corner and Ana pulled up short, screwing up her nose.

				‘Oh my gosh, where is that terrible old barn smell coming from?’ she asked, noticing the eau de saddle cologne getting stronger as Mimi directed her towards a fence where two camels were tied up.

				Declan laughed. ‘I don’t think we’re about to go on a horseride, Ana. I’m guessing we’re in the presence of camels!’

				The seeing partner needed to help the blindfolded partner onto the camel, and then jump on behind them. It was not easy, and poor Jason and Mimi had their hands full trying to heave up their partners. Bindi was on hand to help the contestants into the ‘saddle’, but there was much hilarity and camel jostling before they were ready to take off on a bumpy ride through the avocado orchard.

				It was extremely hard work for both teams. Without sight, the blindfolded team member had to be super aware of their partner’s instructions, and get into the rhythm of the camel’s gait. 

				‘This is sooo uncomfortable,’ shouted Ana halfway through the orchard trot. Ginny was ahead of both camels with Bindi, shooting from the back of a golf buggy. She was able to do a close-up of the camel’s expression and it was very clear he was thinking unkind thoughts about his ill-mannered passenger!

				‘You’re doing great, Ana,’ reassured Mimi, who was possibly equally as uncomfortable but doing her best not to show it. 

				Jason, on the other hand, was loving every minute of it. ‘Yee-haa! Giddy up, camel.’

				Declan was having a pretty good time too. Not being able to see anything was not stopping him from keeping up a constant stream of enthusiastic chatter. ‘I never realised my first ride on a camel would be blindfolded. Are we ahead of the girls, Jas?’

				‘You bet we are, Dec. Giddy up!’

				The camels trotted the two teams over to the back of the elephant forest, where the elephants spent their time when the zoo was closed. The two pairs had to dismount, say goodbye to their camels – or ‘Good riddance!’ in Ana’s case – and then race through the bushland, the sighted one leading the blindfolded one, to arrive at the finish line, which was the back entrance to the elephant daytime enclosure. 

				The two teams were neck and neck until Jason decided he’d be better off piggybacking Declan, and the two boys raced into the lead, only to be stymied at the last minute by a loose shoelace that sent both boys sprawling. 

				Mimi stopped to help them up and make sure they were okay, which Ana knew was a tactical error, but she quietly forgave her. She also wanted to make sure the boys, whose company, if anybody tortured her, she’d admit to enjoying, had survived the fall. 

				The boys were now covered in dust, the stripy make-up was smudged and all of them smelled like a mixture of sunscreen and camel. The footage of the last 200 metres was priceless. In the planning stages, the team had thought that this last run would be an all-out fight for victory. But the truth of it was that the contestants were panting, laughing and running hard, goading each other on, looking like four friends racing into the ocean for a swim. 

				Jason managed to reach the finish line first, with Declan pulled along closely behind. Mimi and Ana were only seconds behind them. All four of them collapsed in a heap, still giggling. Ana and Declan ripped off their blindfolds and took a few moments to readjust to the daylight.

				Bindi walked over to them with a broad smile. ‘Well, guys, that looked like so much fun I wanted to be a part of it!’ she said with a laugh.

				She handed cool towels to the contestants to wipe their faces. ‘Jason and Declan are joint winners of this challenge,’ said Bindi, as Mimi and Ana mock-groaned in disappointment. ‘But Mimi scores extra points for compassion. She stopped to make sure the boys were all right, and in the Wildlife Games, that makes you a winner.’ 

				Ana and the two boys cheered Mimi’s success. 

				Mimi blushed with enjoyment. ‘This is the most fun I’ve had with people my own age, like, ever!’ She looked around at the group, a little breathless. There was a moment’s silence. ‘I just said that out loud, didn’t I?’

				Ana leaned over and gave Mimi a hug, and said teasingly, ‘Out loud and on national television, no less.’

				After they’d finished cleaning themselves up, Bindi took them over to the Asian elephants and they got a chance to get up close and personal, feeding them and even giving their feet and enormous toenails a scrub. 

				Ana sighed as she buffed Sabu’s toenails, sweeping her fringe out of her eyes. ‘Now I know what it’s like to be on the other end of a pedicure,’ she said seriously, causing the others to burst out laughing.

				‘What?’ she said.

				Declan smirked. ‘Well, I bet you haven’t likened yourself to an elephant too many times in your life.’

				Ana looked wide-eyed for a second, about to deny the claim, before she giggled. ‘Well, I’d be happy to be compared to the gorgeous Sabu. I mean, look at her. She has natural charisma, poise and personality. Actually, thinking about it, she and I are really quite similar.’ She gave Sabu an affectionate pat and continued to buff.

				Bindi was watching Ana from a short distance away. Tara came over. ‘Is that the same Anastasia Hunter we had at the start of the day, Bindi?’ asked Tara suspiciously.

				Bindi nodded. ‘I know, I was thinking the same thing. She seems a lot more . . .’ Bindi paused, trying to think of the right word.

				‘Human,’ said Tara, coming to the rescue. 

				Bindi nodded. ‘We knew she was driven and committed, but it’s really nice to see this warmer, sweeter side too.’

				‘Who knew the Wildlife Games would actually wear down the contestants’ competitive streaks, and reveal them as not only high achievers but really nice people too?’

				Bindi thought for a moment. ‘It isn’t really a surprise, you know. Australia Zoo is special. We know it. And once anyone has spent a bit of time here, they know it too.’
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				FOR CHALLENGE NUMBER FIVE, the contestants split up. Ana went over to the tiger enclosure, Jason to the snakes, Declan to the crocs and Mimi to the cassowaries. There were crowds waiting to hear each of them speak for five minutes on these animals and why they found them particularly special. 

			  Declan, who thrived in this type of scenario, took top honours by overrunning on his speech for an extra 15 minutes. He was such a good speaker, the crowds were fascinated by his knowledge and his natural comedic presentation style. 

				Ana happily spoke about Sumatran and Bengal tigers and their plight against extinction. She also decided that there was time at the end of her presentation for a gymnastics display. (It was beginning to become apparent that everything she did involved a gymnastics display – not particularly relevant to tiger conservation but entertaining nonetheless.)

				Bindi traversed the zoo, making sure she saw all four contestants speak to the crowds. She was even able to grab her friend Josie and Josie’s cousin Andrew and show off ‘her contestants’ to them.

				Mimi, although initially quite nervous, enjoyed speaking about the cassowaries, as they were native to Far North Queensland, where she was from. When she spotted a group of Japanese tourists in the crowd, she repeated her speech in Japanese.

				Josie giggled at Bindi’s expression while the friends watched Mimi’s talk. ‘You look like a proud mother, Bindi.’

				Bindi smiled. ‘I feel like one too. Do you know how nervous Mimi was at the start of today? She’s come such a long way!’

				Bindi, Josie and Andrew rushed to see the tail end of Jason’s talk over at the reptile house. Jason was having a ball, his audience entranced.

				‘So it was pitch black, Dad and I were in the tent, Dad was snoring like a steam train, when I sensed a change in the air around us. I have this sixth sense when it comes to wildlife, you see, and I could tell, in between Dad’s snores, that a reptile had entered the tent. I knew that in the area we were camping, a few hundred kilometres north of Townsville, every venomous snake you could imagine was within reach – take a look at some of the beauties that are here around us. Does anyone want to take a guess at which snake came to pay us a bedtime visit?’

				A young boy in the crowd pointed to the fierce snake with big eyes. ‘Was it this one?’

				Jason dropped his voice to a dramatic whisper. ‘Oh, mate, I would’ve woken my dad up quick smart if it’d been a fierce snake. Did you know that the fierce snake produces, drop for drop, the most toxic venom of any snake in the world? One bite possesses enough punch to drop 100 fully grown men.’

				The young boy looked up at his dad, scared and excited all at once.

				Andrew turned to Josie and Bindi, impressed. ‘That guy knows how to tell a yarn, doesn’t he?’ he said. 

				Bindi laughed. ‘You bet he does. Although I’m guessing the crowds may know a lot more about Jason than they do about our reptiles by the end of it.’

				A few members of the crowd burst into spontaneous applause as Jason revealed his visitor was, in fact, a taipan!

				Entertainment factor high, education factor, well, fair to middling!
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			  THE DAY’S ACTIVITIES WERE drawing to a close. The last challenge was the one Bindi was most looking forward to. Once everyone was ready to go, the group headed out of the zoo and over to the Australia Zoo Wildlife Hospital, which was situated across the car park from the zoo itself. 

			  Bindi’s plan had always been to finish the day where the whole idea had begun. It was seeing Dr Dianne work so hard that had made her want to raise money for the hospital in the first place, and now it was time for the contestants to see what had inspired their day’s activities. It wasn’t so much a challenge as a once-in-a-lifetime experience. 

				While all the crowds and shows and excitement of the zoo went on only a few hundred metres away, the wildlife hospital kept on doing its job at all hours of the day and night, out of the limelight. 

				Once the contestants had been introduced to the staff, and the film crew had set up, the contestants were shown around by volunteers who helped out at the hospital on a regular basis. They spent an hour showing the kids what they did at the hospital – from cleaning out the koala cages, to changing a bandage on a monitor lizard, to cutting up fish innards and feeding a cormorant with a damaged wing. Mimi and Ana were both drawn to a little joey in an incubator crib who had been pulled from its dead mother after a car accident. The joey was being closely monitored, as there was no guarantee that it would live. If her mother hadn’t been killed, the joey would have stayed in her pouch for another three months, at least, and so no-one was sure he’d survive without his mum.

				‘But do you think he might survive?’ Mimi asked the kind-looking volunteer who was stationed next to the crib, keeping watch and expertly knitting using a soft red wool.

				The volunteer looked over at her charge. ‘I hope so, dear. We’ll do our best for him.’

				Dr Dianne came over and gave the volunteer a warm smile. ‘And has Agnes told you what she’s knitting?’

				Ana took an appraising look at Agnes’ handiwork. ‘It looks like a coat for a doll.’

				Agnes shook her head. ‘Oh no, dear. It’s a joey pouch, so when this little man is ready to leave the incubator, he’ll have a nice warm home that’s his alone.’

				‘Oh, that is just so sweet!’ said Ana.

				Agnes smiled and returned to her knitting, regularly glancing over at her tiny patient.

				Dr Dianne took the group to an outside area like a stable, where there were recuperating koalas in four of the enclosures. 

				‘Why are there so many koalas here?’ Jason asked, perplexed. ‘What can go wrong with a koala? Apart from getting caught up in a bushfire, I guess.’

				Dr Dianne explained. ‘Well, the poor koalas have quite a lot of negatives stacked against them. Bushfires are definitely one threat. Another is that with new housing developments going up all over Queensland, the koala’s habitat is getting smaller and smaller, which means the little marsupials have to travel across roads to reach the trees and new leaves that keep them alive, and they’re just not fast enough to get out of the way of cars.’

				‘That’s so sad,’ said Ana.

				Dr Dianne agreed. ‘And then there are the dog attacks that come as a result of living close to suburban areas, and on top of all that, they’re prone to a condition called chlamydiosis, which is a serious and sometimes fatal disease that is endemic in most koala populations all over Australia. It can cause a variety of symptoms including blindness, infertility, urinary tract infection and pneumonia.’

				Jason was looking a little shell-shocked as he paid close attention to a little koala who had four large stitches across his head, and was missing a chunk of his left ear. ‘I had no idea that such a well-known Australian icon was under attack from so many directions.’

				Mimi and Declan had moved a short distance away and were with Bindi, checking out a little microbat that was in a small wire cage covered with a black cloth. ‘Fraser here had a torn wing,’ whispered Bindi. ‘Dr Dianne operated on him yesterday.’ She carefully lifted a small corner of the cloth so Mimi and Declan could take a quick look. 

				‘I had no idea the hospital looked after such a big range of creatures,’ said Declan.

				‘It was my dad’s wish that any animal that was brought into the hospital needing help, big or small, would be treated with the same respect and care as any other creature,’ said Bindi solemnly.

				Jason came up to the small group. ‘And that’s why your dad was totally awesome,’ he said. 

				Bindi smiled. ‘It’s true. He was totally awesome!’

				Once the group had finished the tour they were each given surgical gloves and masks and assisted Dr Dianne on an operation. The patient was a large feisty pelican nicknamed Chopper. He had a fishing hook caught in his bill that was making him very unhappy. All four contestants were thrilled to be able to help out, and humbled by the work the vet and her staff and volunteers did.

				Ginny filmed the entire procedure. All four kids worked together beautifully as a team, and handed Dr Dianne the instruments she asked for, checked to see that Chopper remained breathing throughout the operation and carefully helped move the patient so the vet had better access to the fish hook. It was really something to watch, and so different from the calamity and mayhem of earlier. 

				The camerawoman thought back to the start of the day, and how much these kids had achieved. Editing all of the day’s footage would be a large job. She felt the team had captured so many special moments throughout that they probably had enough for five shows, not just the one-hour special that had been agreed on. 

				Terri and Robert sneaked in to watch the contestants help the vet with her operation. Bindi gave them both a big hug. She’d done it. It had been a perfect day and she was so proud of everyone involved!
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				THREE WEEKS LATER

			  ‘Shhh, shhh, it’s about to start,’ said Mimi quietly. 

				No-one heard her and the room remained full of chattering people. 

				Ana stood up and looked around the room. ‘Everyone BE QUIET!’ she yelled, and the room was immediately silent. She sat down again and stared at the large TV screen that had been set up in the conference room at the back of the Crocoseum. 

				Declan nudged Jason. ‘Hey Jas, hand me the popcorn, mate.’

				Jason’s eyes were glued to the TV as the opening credits showed each of the four contestants in a quick montage over the opening music. ‘Hey, did you see me? There I was!’ His hand sought out the bowl and passed it to his friend without his eyes leaving the screen.

				Declan laughed. ‘Thanks.’ He was less interested in seeing himself on the big screen. He was pleased that the Aurora Network had organised this advance screening so he’d get a chance to see Bindi and his fellow contestants again – especially Mimi. Although it was only one day, he felt like he’d spent months with these people. They’d emailed and messaged each other almost every day since the games, and he was pretty sure they would all continue to be good friends for many years to come. 

				Bindi was so pleased to be here, watching the end result with her friends and family. She looked over and gave a wave to Josie and her cousin. They’d jumped at the chance to attend the screening, and Andrew had already mentioned he was interested in entering next year’s competition. 

				Even Stan the director was here with Ginny. He’d survived the concussion and twisted ankle, just as Ginny had foretold, and had helped out in the editing suite, where no further injuries took place. (‘It was a miracle,’ according to Ginny.) Stan knew after viewing the raw footage that they had a hit on their hands. 

				The four contestants laughed and joked with each other as they watched themselves compete on the show. The winner of the most points had been Jason, but it hadn’t really mattered to any of them by the end of the day. 

				There were hilarious facial expressions that Ginny had caught when no-one was expecting the cameras to be on them. Mimi’s expression in the lemur enclosure looked exactly like Mandabe the ringtail’s a second later, which caused her to spit out her soft drink with laughter. Ana’s face when she smelled the camels was uncannily like the camel’s face when Ana later complained about how uncomfortable she was riding the poor creature. 

				But like the real event, the kids were especially moved by the footage in the wildlife hospital at the end. They were thrilled to have found out that the pelican they’d helped operate on had been released back to his coastal home, and the tiny little baby joey in the humidicrib had been fostered out with a wildlife carer who would look after him until he was big enough to be released.

				Bindi finished the show with a piece to camera. ‘So now it’s up to you, the audience, to decide the overall winner of the Wildlife Games. As you can see, it’s not just about who can run the fastest or who is the most knowledgeable. These four fantastic contestants – all complete winners in my book – are young people who have already helped to raise awareness for wildlife around the world, and will continue to do so. 

				‘Today they’ve shown their commitment to the cause, and when you vote on which contestant you’d like to see win the Wildlife Games gold medal for 2012, take a moment to consider your own contribution to wildlife and conservation efforts in this country and around the world. Our animals need you. We want everyone on earth to be winners of the Wildlife Games.’ 

				The room burst into a round of applause as the end credits scrolled. 

				Robert disappeared out of the room and returned a moment later with Archie the brolga close behind. Bindi gave her brother a quizzical look as Archie strutted around, looking right at home. 

				Robert shrugged. ‘I knew Archie would want to be part of the celebration.’ 

				The head of the Aurora Network, Mr Harris, stood up at the front of the stage. As soon as Archie saw the attention focused in one direction, he knew where he was headed.

				Mr Harris cleared his throat. ‘Well, everyone, a truly fantastic – Squawk! – effort!’ Mr Harris frowned at Archie, unused to being heckled by a brolga during a speech. 

				Archie frowned back. 

				Mr Harris chose to continue. ‘I know the show is going to – Squawk! – rate its socks off, and – Squawk! – raise a heck of a lot of money for the wildlife hospital!’ 

				Squawk! 

				Bindi and the contestants were trying hard not to laugh at Archie’s antics. ‘He’s a bird that always wants the last word. I respect that,’ said Anastasia to her new friends with a giggle.

				Squawk!
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				Located near Australia Zoo at Beerwah in Queensland, Australia, the Australia Zoo Wildlife Hospital was opened in March 2004, inspired by the memory of Lyn Irwin (Bindi’s grandma), who was a pioneer in wildlife care in Queensland. 

				It was her dream to establish a wildlife hospital, and now her dream provides a lifeline for nature’s innocent victims. 
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				The hospital is overwhelmed with patients and is getting busier every day. In November 2008 we were proud to officially open a new facility, Australia’s largest wildlife hospital, to accommodate this growing need.

				✩ Nearly 100 wildlife emergency calls are received every day. 

				✩ Up to 30 different species are admitted to the hospital every day.

				✩ Currently around 80 koalas are undergoing treatment.

				✩ Approximately 70% of patients are victims of car accidents or domestic pet attacks.

				✩ The cost to treat one animal ranges from $100 to thousands of dollars.
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				Thanks to the support of our major sponsor, Australia Zoo, a dedicated rescue team operates from the Australia Zoo Wildlife Hospital, collecting sick, injured and orphaned koalas and other native wildlife within south-east Queensland. These patients are provided with first-class care and rehabilitation before being released back into the wild.
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				The Australia Zoo Wildlife Hospital includes a veterinary facility with an intensive-care room and laboratory, and separate holding facilities for males and females, and diseased and non-diseased koalas. There is also an orphan enclosure designed specifically to allow hand-raised koalas to develop climbing skills and minimise contact with human carers before being released back into the bush.
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				The Australia Zoo Wildlife Hospital has several full-time veterinarians on board, as well as a hospital manager, vet nurses and volunteers who all provide first-class care for sick, injured and orphaned animals. The hospital team also undertakes research into koala diseases, migration patterns and wildlife health management, and consults on land clearing.

				If you are interested in supporting the work the wildlife hospital does, please visit: 

				www.wildlifewarriors.org.au/make_a_donation/
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