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The entire Irwin household was quiet. When you live at a zoo, it’s rare to have everything so still. Three humans, two German shepherds and a horse were sleeping soundly. Bindi was dreaming about a cheeky lemur who was holding a bunch of grapes and throwing them at her and Robert. The dream was cut short when she was woken by the phone ringing.

Bindi slipped on a dressing-gown over her pyjamas and opened her bedroom door. Robert poked his head out of his bedroom at the same time. He was rubbing his eyes and looking grumpy. He’d been right in the middle of a dream where he was wrestling a muttaburrasaurus and he was winning. This phone call had better be important!

They could hear their mum, Terri, talking in the kitchen. ‘Is there anything I can do to help? … Oh. O-kay. And when would you need us?’


Robert and Bindi entered the room.

‘Just a moment, Susan, the kids have just walked in.’ Terri took the phone away from her ear and spoke to the children. ‘How do you feel about taking an overseas trip, guys?’

Bindi and Robert were always up for an adventure. ‘Sure, Mum. Where to?’ asked Bindi.

Terri gave a mysterious smile and returned to her phone call. ‘Well, the kids are keen, Susan. So if you send through an email with all the info we’ll need, the Irwins will be there … as quick as a dancing sifaka.’

Robert and Bindi looked at each other quizzically. As quick as a dancing sifaka? Was that really a saying?

‘Okay, Susan, take care,’ continued Terri. ‘And give my love to Alex.’ She hung up.

‘What’s a sifaka?’ asked Robert.

Terri raised an eyebrow. ‘Perhaps I should have said “As fast as a hunting fossa”?’

There was a moment’s silence before Bindi squealed. ‘I know where we’re go-ing. I know where we’re go-ing,’ she cried, jumping up and down with excitement.

Robert looked from his sister to his mother. ‘Fossa? I love the fossa. But they come from MADAGASCAR!’


A moment later, the two kids were singing, ‘I like to move it, move it. I like to move it, move it,’ as Terri herded them back to their bedrooms.

‘Move it back to sleep quickly, kids. Tomorrow’s going to be a big day!’







[image: image]



The next day was a whirlwind of activity. Flights were booked, bags were packed, plans were changed, passports were found, and Terri explained why, at such short notice, they were all going to Madagascar.

‘Susan and Alex are old friends of mine from the US. They’ve recently started up Kily Ecolodge, near one of Madagascar’s rainforests, and they’re expecting a large tour group in four days’ time. It’s their first big group, and it’s really important that the guests are taken care of, because their feedback will lead to more visitors. Unfortunately, Susan’s mum has fallen ill, so my friends have to return to the US immediately.’

Bindi guessed what was coming next. ‘And they need someone to take care of the place while they’re away?’

Terri nodded. ‘Exactly.’

‘Are we going to have to make the guests’ beds and cook them breakfast?’ Robert asked with a slight frown. He didn’t like the sound of that. He’d been thinking about investigating the bright red tomato frogs and looking for chameleons.

Terri smiled. ‘No, Robert, there will be staff to help out. But they do want someone to make sure everything runs smoothly with the guests.’

Bindi nodded. ‘We can definitely do that, Mum. No worries at all.’
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The Irwins flew across seven time zones and the Indian Ocean, stopping on the nearby island of Mauritius before finally landing in Antananarivo, the capital city of Madagascar. Bindi had been doing some reading about the country on the long flight, and she’d found out that the Malagasy, the Madagascan people, had very long words for many of their towns and villages. It was all a bit of a mouthful!

After collecting their luggage, the Irwins, with a bit of gesturing, smiling, map-reading and pointing, jumped in the back of an old battered Citroën and headed off in the direction of the ecolodge.

The roads were cobbled and very bumpy, and Robert was sure he spent more time in the air, hitting his head on the roof of the car, than he did in his seat. The sky was now completely dark, and the streets weren’t very well lit. Outside the car, they could see shapes and shadows, but not much else.

Having left the city, they drove for a while along dim, narrow roads. The taxidriver finally pulled into a long driveway, and bounced up a rocky path until he reached the main building. It was deathly quiet. There was one flickering light over the doorway. This wasn’t quite the welcome the Irwins had been expecting! Bindi checked to see they had the right location and the driver pointed to a sign over the doorway that said ‘Kily Ecolodge’. After the taxi had pulled away, the Irwins were left alone in the dark.

Terri could tell the children were feeling a little downhearted, and she did her best to cheer them up. ‘Well, kids, this is already turning out to be an adventure, isn’t it?’

They found the front door unlocked and, once they’d located some light switches, they were charmed by the ecolodge. It was beautiful. Loads of gorgeously coloured and textured cushions were splayed around some long wooden benches, which surrounded a large rectangular dining table. Everything was made from recycled timber, and the place was cosy yet exotic at the same time. There was still the mystery of where all the staff had disappeared to, but that could wait until they’d had a good night’s sleep.

Within minutes, the three Irwins were tucked up in their beds. As they were drifting off to sleep, they could hear some very familiar sounds coming from the rainforest. The lemurs were calling out to each other, just like they did back at Australia Zoo.
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A banging at the front door in the early morning startled all three Irwins out of their beds. It took Bindi a moment to remember where she was.

‘Bonjour, bonjour. Excusez-moi?’ a strange man’s voice shouted.


Bindi was pretty sure the visitor was speaking French. She opened the door to find a tall man wearing a suit and sporting a fancy moustache. ‘Bonjour?’ he said with a deep voice.

‘G’day, I’m Bindi Irwin.’ She reached out her hand and the man gave it a gentle shake.

‘Ah, good day to you too, I am Jermaine Indigo,’ he said, with a heavy French accent.

Terri and Robert, who had now joined Bindi, were introduced to the Frenchman. Terri asked whether he was looking for a place to stay.

He chuckled. ‘Non, non. I am the owner of a boutique hotel called the Tropicale Deluxe. You may have heard of it?’

The Irwins shook their heads.

With a small frown, he continued. ‘Ah well, never mind. I have recently opened the hotel a small distance from this quaint little ecolodge. When I heard the owners here had organised some friends to look after the place while they were away, I thought I would offer my help to you.’

‘Well, that is really kind of you, Mr Indigo,’ smiled Terri.

‘Call me Jermaine,’ Mr Indigo replied in his deep voice. He glanced around the lodge. ‘Where are all the staff? I expected them to open the door. I did not expect to wake the Australian visitors.’ He looked apologetically at Terri through his thick black eyelashes.

Bindi piped up. ‘Well, that’s one thing you might help us with, Mr Indigo. We don’t know. They were meant to be here to help us with the American tourists.’

‘Ah yes, your special guests,’ said Mr Indigo, and twirled his moustache.

Robert frowned. He did not like the way this man was twirling his moustache in front of his mother. ‘Do you know where they’ve gone, Indigo?’ he asked.

Terri looked at Robert. ‘Mr Indigo, Robert,’ she corrected.


‘Hmmm,’ answered Robert, watching the moustache and not liking it one little bit.

‘The locals in this area are rather superstitious. They have many customs that mean they can be unreliable. I tend to use French staff at my hotels.’

Terri looked surprised. ‘Well, from what Susan told me, she is very happy with the staff here. She said they’re wonderful and are teaching her and her husband about the country and its incredible flora and fauna.’

‘Interesting,’ Mr Indigo replied with an eyebrow raised. ‘Here is my business card. Please know I would be happy to take your guests to the Tropicale Deluxe if there are any problems here.’

Terri shook her head. ‘That is very kind, Mr Indigo, but I’m sure we’ll be fine. We’ll go down to the local village and find out what’s happened.’

‘Au revoir and good luck!’ He went to give Terri a kiss on both cheeks, but Robert jumped between the adults and waved the Frenchman away, as though he was swatting a pesky fly.
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After a delicious fresh fruit salad for breakfast, the Irwins made their way down a dusty road towards the local village. The group of tourists were scheduled to arrive later that night, and without staff, the family would have quite a job on their hands.

The local Malagasy people spoke their own dialect and a little French, but no English. While Terri went to talk to some local women, Bindi and Robert attempted to communicate with a small group of Malagasy children, who tried their best to understand what the Irwins were saying.

One child, who introduced himself as Berriman, nodded as Bindi told them about the ecolodge being empty. He pointed to one of his hands, then pointed to his middle finger and raised it to his face, looking menacing. The other children all shivered with fright, nodding in agreement.

Bindi knew a bit about lemurs, and the aye-aye, a nocturnal lemur, was known for having a very long middle finger. That must be what the child was trying to show her.

She nodded at the group of kids. ‘Is there an aye-aye in the village?’ she asked enthusiastically.

The children all squealed hysterically and ran away.

Robert turned to his sister. ‘You’re usually beaut at making new friends, B.’

‘Not this time,’ Bindi answered, bewildered.
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Terri had no luck with the villagers either, so back at the ecolodge, the family started preparing for the guests’ arrival. Robert had spotted a Parson’s chameleon on the walk home, and was desperate to try to find more of the species Madagascar had to offer. Instead, he was put to work sweeping out the guestrooms. He was not a happy little Wildlife Warrior.

Terri was busy in the kitchen, trying to work out what she could possibly cook for her visitors when Bindi appeared in the doorway, followed closely by a teenage Malagasy girl.

‘Guess what, Mum? Sylvie’s come to help us with the meals for the visitors.’

Sylvie spoke quietly, in English. ‘I sometimes help with the cooking here when I’m not studying.’

Terri breathed a sigh of relief. It was one thing to cook for her own kids in her own kitchen. It was quite another thing to cater for twenty guests at an ecolodge in a remote part of Madagascar!

Sylvie set to work, with Bindi helping out. Sylvie had two large raffia bags filled with fresh vegetables and fruit, and within a few minutes delectable smells were coming from the kitchen. The two girls chatted as they worked.

‘Sylvie, when I mentioned the aye-aye, the children in the village ran away,’ said Bindi. ‘Did I say something wrong?’

Sylvie smiled. ‘Ah no, Bindi, it is not you. It is the children and their parents. Madagascar has a lot of superstitions, and fear of the aye-aye is one of the most common.’

Bindi was curious. ‘But why be scared of such a cute little creature?’ she asked, genuinely surprised.

‘Well, the superstitious elders in our village tell the children that to see an aye-ye is a very bad thing. Spotting an aye-aye means that someone is going to die.’

‘How strange!’ said Bindi. ‘Madagascar is an island full of amazing creatures. Why would looking at one particular species mean that someone was going to die?’

‘There’s no easy answer to that question, Bindi,’ said Sylvie. ‘Our people have told these stories for generations. Some villagers will even kill an aye-aye if they see one, to avoid bad luck.’

Bindi was outraged. ‘But that is so unfair! Isn’t the aye-aye endangered?’

Sylvie nodded. ‘Yes, but it is very hard to police these things. There have been rumours of aye-aye sightings near the ecolodge, which is perhaps the reason why the staff have left.’

‘Why aren’t you scared of being here?’ asked Bindi.

‘My parents love the wildlife of Madagascar, and have brought their children up to respect nature and the land, and to question old superstitions that will harm the island’s creatures,’ answered Sylvie.

Terri flew into the kitchen. ‘Okay, guys, we need to go and pick up our guests from the airport. I’ll take the lodge minibus, and I’m sure I can handle the drive to the airport. How hard can it be?’ she asked confidently.

Sylvie raised an eyebrow, gave a gentle smile but said nothing.
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Three quarters of an hour later, Terri, Bindi and Robert were stuck in the minibus, only a few kilometres from the ecolodge. They were most definitely not moving. The scenery was beautiful, but that wasn’t what was keeping them from travelling further. A wayward herd of zebu – humped cattle – were strolling across the main road without a care in the world.

Robert and Bindi were feeling way more anxious than the cattle. ‘How long are those zebu going to take, Mum?’ asked Bindi. ‘We’ll be late to pick up the guests!’

Terri grumbled. ‘I know,’ she replied. ‘I wasn’t expecting zebu traffic congestion along the way!’

At last the cattle moved and the rest of the journey was super fast and bumpy as Terri raced towards the regional airport. After she swung the minibus into a parking space, Bindi and Robert jumped out with their placard, which read ‘GUESTS FOR KILY ECOLODGE’, and sprinted towards the arrivals gate.

When they reached the waiting area, they found Mr Indigo, the Frenchman, corralling a large crowd of American tourists. Neither Robert nor Bindi was pleased to see him there.

Bindi approached the guests. ‘Are you the tour group for Kily Ecolodge?’

A few of the tourists nodded but, before anybody could speak, Mr Indigo interrupted. ‘Aha. It’s the Australian girl and her little brother.’ He didn’t look particularly pleased to see them either. He was one of those people who could smile with their mouths but not with their eyes.

‘Hello, Mr Indigo,’ said Bindi, politely. ‘What a surprise to find you here.’

‘I had a meeting about a freight delivery, and I chanced upon the arrivals hall at the very minute these weary American guests came through the gate. I thought I could offer my services.’

Terri arrived. ‘So sorry to keep you waiting, folks,’ she said to the tour group. ‘My name’s Terri and, believe it or not, we were stymied by a herd of zebu. You’ll soon find out what an amazing array of wildlife there is to see in Madagascar. If you’d just like to grab your luggage and follow me and my kids out to the car.’

As the travellers collected their belongings, Mr Indigo pulled Terri aside. ‘I have been entertaining your guests while you were waylaid,’ he said.

Terri smiled. ‘We certainly appreciate it, Mr Indigo,’ she said.

‘You were lucky I was here to make sure they were looked after,’ he continued.

Robert coughed loudly in annoyance.

‘Would you be so kind as to drop me back to my hotel on the way?’ the Frenchman asked.


‘Of course,’ Terri replied, before leading the group out to the minibus.

Mr Indigo started chatting to two younger travellers, who were immediately charmed by his French accent. Bindi and Robert shared a look. They were beginning to think this overly helpful Frenchman might not be so helpful after all!
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On the bus trip back home, Bindi and Mr Indigo became involved in a verbal duel of sorts. Bindi tried to give the tourists some background into the flora and fauna of Madagascar – ‘There were once over 55 species of lemur in Madagascar, but at least 16 of these are already extinct!’ – while Mr Indigo kept cutting in.

‘The Tropicale Deluxe is a stylish and luxurious chain of hotels, of which I am the owner,’ he announced, twirling his moustache.

Bindi continued. ‘The lemur is part of the primate family, but is actually a prosimian, which means “before monkey”, as they are believed to be the creatures that evolved, on other continents, into primates. Because of its isolation and the lack of predators on the island, the lemurs of Madagascar have not evolved like their relatives in Africa have done.’

The guests were beginning to resemble spectators at a tennis match as their heads flicked from Bindi back to Mr Indigo, who once again took over.

‘The Tropicale Deluxe hotel, which you will shortly see, has 58 wonderful bedrooms with ensuite bathrooms and air conditioning.’

Robert decided he also had something to offer. ‘Well, there are 59 types of chameleon in Madagascar that you won’t see in the wild any place else in the world. One of the most famous is the colourful panther chameleon, which is a totally gorgeous creature about 50 centimetres long …’

Terri grinned to herself as she continued driving. Her kids had only been in Madagascar a day and they already sounded like professional tour guides.

Mr Indigo remained undeterred. ‘The Tropicale Deluxe has a high-class restaurant that offers 24-hour refreshments and a full buffet breakfast,’ he said haughtily.

Bindi interrupted. ‘And Kily Ecolodge has a wonderful Malagasy chef called Sylvie, who will be cooking authentic Madagascan cuisine.’ Bindi hoped this was true. Besides, she was willing to say almost anything to make sure Mr Indigo stopped going on about his silly hotel!

They pulled into a large paved driveway, leading up to an imposing grey steel and concrete building, which Bindi and Robert thought was not anywhere near as beautiful as the ecolodge.

‘Terri, may I ask your guests in for a nice cool drink in our air-conditioned patio before they head back to the ecolodge?’

Bindi noted that Mr Indigo wrinkled his nose every time he said the word ‘ecolodge’.

One of the American guests answered. ‘Well, I would appreciate that a whole bunch, Mr Indigo. This minibus is a little on the warm side, don’t you think, Melissa?’ His wife agreed wholeheartedly, so Terri opened the doors to let the troops out.

The three Irwins entered the majestic doorway of the Tropicale Deluxe and were momentarily speechless at the lush surrounds. There were chandeliers and large Impressionist paintings on the walls, and lots of staff running around the foyer, finding extra seats for the guests.

Robert didn’t notice any of the hustle and bustle, because he’d caught sight of a ring-tailed lemur in a small cage near the reception desk. One of the American guests was admiring it. Mr Indigo noticed, and clapped his hands. The lemur leapt to attention, jumping about the cage, making quiet little hooting noises.

This attracted the interest of Bindi and Terri too, and the three went over to the cage.

‘Do you like our little friend, Terri?’ Mr Indigo asked, smiling.

‘Well, Mr Indigo,’ said Terri, straining to be polite, ‘I’d like him a lot more if he wasn’t in a cage.’

Bindi added, ‘We passed a rainforest on the way here and I’m sure he’d be much happier climbing trees with his family than cooped up in a hotel lobby!’

The American guests started nodding, now looking unhappily at the caged lemur.


Mr Indigo laughed uncomfortably. ‘Ah, but you misunderstand the situation,’ he said. ‘I am planning on releasing this poor little lemur back into the wild very soon. He was confiscated from some illegal animal traffickers, and I offered to take care of him until he was ready to return to his natural habitat.’

Robert looked unconvinced. ‘How long have you been “taking care of him”?’ he asked. ‘He seems to be pretty well trained.’

Mr Indigo ignored this. He pointed to the waiter who was bringing out a tray of iced tea. ‘Look, here are your refreshments. Please make yourselves at home.’ Mr Indigo flashed Robert an angry look and disappeared behind the reception desk into the office.
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Once the group was back at the ecolodge, Bindi and Robert showed the guests to their bedrooms, and gave them a quick tour of the facilities. After the Tropicale Deluxe, it seemed a lot less grand, but the charm of the place soon rubbed off on the guests … until a piercing scream came from one of the bedrooms.

‘Ahhhhhhh. Some sort of prehistoric creature just crawled across my leg!’ a woman yelled.

Robert was instantly interested. ‘A dinosaur? Now that’s surprising.’

‘I meant some sort of lizard that looked prehistoric,’ the guest said, now feeling a little embarrassed.

‘Did it have armour plating and a tail like a whip?’ asked Robert.

‘I don’t know. It was scaly with popping-out eyes. Scary looking,’ the woman replied.

‘You beauty!’ Robert went into the room to investigate.

Seconds later, another woman came out of her bedroom. ‘I turned on the tap and the water’s brown,’ she said.

It was Bindi’s turn to placate the guest. ‘Yes, that’s quite normal for Madagascar. There is bottled water for drinking but the tap water’s fine for washing. Did you notice it also smells faintly of vanilla, which is one of Madagascar’s main exports?’ she asked.

The woman was not impressed. ‘Well, the ceiling fan isn’t working either and there is a cloud of mosquitoes waiting to attack in the corner of the room. Do you have any repellent?’

Bindi was about to answer, when another guest yelped from a different room.

‘Everything all right in there, sir?’ asked Terri.

‘I tripped on the mat on the way to the bathroom and have cut my leg. I need a first-aid kit. Perhaps even a tetanus shot,’ he grumbled.

The Irwins were beginning to realise that looking after guests was not easy. ‘I’ll just go and organise some iced teas,’ said Bindi, ‘as well as the first-aid kit, the mosquito repellent and someone who can fix your ceiling fan.’

Robert came out holding a very cute day gecko. ‘No need to call a palaeontologist to remove the “dinosaur”. I’ve got that one covered,’ he said, smiling.

Bindi got an attack of the giggles as she sped back into the kitchen. Actually, she wasn’t really sure if she was laughing or crying. This was hard work!

As she searched the kitchen for the first-aid kit, she heard one of the older guests mention that there were many more waiters on hand at Mr Indigo’s ‘establishment’. Bindi grimaced. She didn’t know how they would do it, but there was no way the Frenchman was going to get the better of Kily Ecolodge and the Irwins!
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After the problems had been fixed, a delicious dinner was consumed and the guests retired for the night, exhausted.

The Irwins were also exhausted. As Sylvie made to return to her village for the night, she offered to take Bindi and Robert to the market in the morning to buy fresh supplies.

Bindi looked at Terri, her eyes shining. ‘Would that be okay, Mum?’

Terri smiled. ‘I’ll try to manage the wild herd of tourists for one morning. Thanks, Sylvie, the kids would love that.’
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Early the next day, Bindi and Robert were met by Sylvie. She had found some spare bikes, so the three of them cycled, bouncing along the potholed roads to the market.


When they reached their destination, Bindi gasped. It was a sea of colour and movement. Market stalls were set up all along what looked like a cleared paddock. There were pyramids of pulses and twisted bundles of herbs, strangely shaped beans and piles of eggs in different shapes and sizes stacked high on wooden tables. The aroma of licorice and cloves and vanilla wafted throughout, and the whole area was buzzing with activity. Bindi had never seen anything quite like it.

Sylvie turned, saw Bindi and Robert taking in the scene with mouths open, and laughed. ‘Welcome to my local supermarket,’ she said. ‘Take a look around while I start shopping.’

The kids nodded, parked their bikes, and began walking through the crowds. They attracted lots of interest from the locals, smiled and said Mbola tsara, hello, which thrilled the Malagasy. The stallholders gave them huge smiles and waves as they continued on.

Suddenly a young woman in traditional dress collapsed onto the ground right in front of them. Her companion squealed, and started talking fast to nearby shoppers and flapping her hands. The locals swarmed around the woman. Bindi and Robert were pushed back out of the way. They went to find Sylvie.

‘What’s wrong with the lady, Sylvie?’ asked Robert.

Their friend looked serious. ‘She needs medical attention. My brother is studying to be a doctor. I’ll go and get him. I will meet you back at the ecolodge afterwards. Will you be okay to find your way home?’

Bindi nodded. ‘Sure, no worries.’

Robert was watching the crowds. ‘Why isn’t anyone trying to help her?’ he asked.

Sylvie sighed. ‘Because her friend says she saw an aye-aye last night, and that is why she has collapsed. In truth, she’s probably dehydrated, or has a fever, but the villagers will believe the aye-aye story first.’

She gave Bindi and Robert a small smile, jumped on her bike and rode quickly away to find her brother.

Two stallholders picked up the unconscious woman and carried her to a shaded spot under a nearby tree.

Bindi replied, ‘I hope she’ll be okay …’ But Robert was no longer watching the woman. He’d noticed something else out of the corner of his eye.

‘B, look at that,’ he said, pointing to an out-of-the-way stall, where a very familiar man stood talking to the stallholder.

‘Not Mr Indigo again!’ Bindi exclaimed.

Robert pulled his sister along with him. ‘Let’s get a little closer and find out what he’s doing.’

The stallholder pulled out two baby ring-tailed lemurs in a cage, and handed them over to Mr Indigo.

‘Did you see that?’ Bindi asked her brother.

‘Yep,’ he answered.

‘He doesn’t look like he intends to release those lemurs back into the wild,’ said Bindi. ‘I wonder what he’s going to do with them?’

‘Let’s find out,’ said Robert.


As Mr Indigo discreetly took the cage and put it into a Tropicale Deluxe hotel van, the two Irwins ran back for their bikes.
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Mr Indigo’s van bumped down the main road towards the airport. Bindi and Robert raced behind on their bikes. It was still early in the morning, but the Madagascan sun was already hot. The cool breeze on their faces felt great.


Bindi looked over at her brother as they rode. ‘This is much better than serving iced tea and sweeping guests’ bedrooms, don’t you think?’

‘You betcha!’ he grinned.

They both continued to pedal hard until the Tropicale Deluxe van made the turn-off towards the airport.

By the time they pulled into the airport compound, Bindi and Robert were both drenched in sweat but there was no time to stop and catch their breath. They leaned their bikes against a wire fence, and continued on foot.

Mr Indigo’s van was parked a short distance from a smallish-looking runway where a freight aircraft sat, preparing for take-off. A conveyor belt was moving boxes from the tarmac through the aircraft’s open door. The boxes all had large ‘FRANCE’ stickers on them. Mr Indigo was taking the caged lemurs, now covered in an old blanket, over to a man wearing blue overalls, who was in charge of the boxes.

Bindi and Robert edged closer and closer, but there was too much open ground between them and the runway to get near enough to hear what the men were saying. They saw the man in overalls put the lemur cage onto the conveyor belt and watched it begin its climb onto the plane.


‘There is no way this is legal,’ said Bindi, angry.

Robert agreed. ‘Mr Indigo is trafficking animals illegally, no doubt about it,’ he said.

Mr Indigo and the man wearing overalls walked away from the conveyor belt and moved towards a nearby office.

‘Are you thinking what I’m thinking?’ Robert asked his sister.

‘We have to get those lemurs off the plane!’ Bindi said. The children started towards the aeroplane but stopped short, and sprinted behind a pile of boxes when they saw a man emerge from the side doorway of the aeroplane.


‘Argh, that was close,’ whispered Bindi.

The man looked around, saw that there were no more boxes to be loaded, turned off the conveyor belt and jumped from the plane to the tarmac. He walked away to light a cigarette.

‘Okay. Take two,’ suggested Bindi, and the brother and sister sprinted across the tarmac.

Once inside the aircraft, the kids didn’t take long to identify the lemurs, as they could hear high-pitched barking coming from their cage. Bindi whipped the blanket off, and saw the two sad little lemurs peering up at her.


‘Don’t worry, you guys. We’ll have you back running through the rainforest in no time.’

Robert glanced around. ‘Can you hear something else in here?’ he asked, straining his ears.

A box much further back in the shadows was emitting a similar quiet yapping noise. Robert went over and pulled off another blanket to find the lemur the kids had seen at the Tropicale Deluxe the previous day.

Robert and Bindi quickly took a look through the rest of the cargo but found no more live animals. They poked their heads out of the aircraft and saw that the man was about to finish his cigarette. There was very little time!

Bindi turned to Robert. ‘You take the single lemur. I’ll take the young ones. On your marks, get set –’

Robert was off before Bindi could say ‘go’. He ran down the conveyor belt and sprinted towards the bikes they’d left by the fence. Bindi followed close behind, trying her best not to bump the lemurs.

They put the creatures into the baskets at the front of their bikes, and sped off. After they’d left the gates of the airport, Robert couldn’t help himself.

‘Wooo-hoo!’ he shouted into the wind.


Bindi laughed. ‘Total monkey mayhem!’ she yelled.

‘You mean “prosimian mayhem”,’ said Robert, with a cheeky smile.

‘Doesn’t sound as good though, does it?’ said Bindi, and poked her tongue out at her brother.

The lemurs looked like they knew they were on their way to freedom, and emitted a high-pitched catlike miaow, obviously excited.

A few kilometres further on, the rainforest, which backed onto the ecolodge, began. The children released the lemurs, who skipped off towards the trees, their striped tails sticking straight up in the air like flagpoles.


‘It feels good to have freed them,’ said Robert.

Bindi was thinking. ‘Yes, it does, but if we don’t manage to stop Mr Indigo, he’ll just continue to steal Madagascar’s precious wildlife.’

Robert nodded. ‘Yep, that guy has got to go down!’ he said in his best Superstars of Wrestling voice.

Bindi laughed. ‘For now, though, I think we’d better get back to Mum and the ecolodge.’

‘I wonder how she’s getting on?’ said Robert.
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‘Yes, of course, I’ll check to see whether there are any spare left-footed size nine walking shoes with good grip.’ Terri shook her head as she headed for the laundry. These guests were the worst! She knew that Susan hadn’t put her in this position on purpose but, boy, did her friend owe her big-time!

Terri had suggested the guests go for a walk around the rainforest before lunch, in the hope that Sylvie and the kids would turn up in time to help prepare the food so at least there would be something to eat at lunchtime.

As it got closer to midday, the temperature was cranking up. She needed these guests out of here so she could begin tidying the rooms.

‘Terri? When you have a moment, could you take a look under my bed? I have arthritis and I’m missing a sock.’

‘Terri? Could you bring me another cool drink, please?’


‘Terri? I’ve lost a pair of earrings …’

It was too much. She couldn’t handle it a moment longer. Terri walked back into the main area. ‘Now listen here, everyone …’ she yelled, growing redder and redder by the moment.

Before she could go any further, the front door opened and four young Malagasy children bounced into the room, bringing their beautiful smiles and good-natured energy with them. One of the older children came up to Terri.

‘Excuse me, Mrs?’ he said. ‘Sylvie told us to come and give guests a tour of the rainforest. We know a lot about the wildlife,’ he said proudly.

Terri almost kissed the boy in relief. ‘What’s your name?’ she asked.

‘Berriman. I met Bi-ndi and Ro-bert yesterday.’ He pronounced their names carefully.

‘You are a lifesaver, Berriman,’ said Terri.

Berriman frowned. ‘A what, Mrs?’

Terri didn’t have the energy to explain. ‘Thank you,’ she said.

Berriman nodded.

He turned to the guests, cleared his throat, and said slowly, ‘We show you special things today. Come with us.’


The guests were charmed and hurried to follow the children. They were just on their way down the path when Terri heard a scream, along with a few other yelps. What is it this time? she thought to herself.

She ran out the front of the lodge to see a Madagascan hog-nosed snake crossing the path in front of the American guests. The tourists were almost jumping into each other’s arms in fright.

Terri grinned. Finally this was one ‘problem’ she could solve. She went quietly over to the snake, lifted him up by the tail, and deposited him out of harm’s way.


The guests applauded, and the local kids started singing a Malagasy folk song.

Bindi and Robert, who had been anxious about their mum, rode up to see the group clapping and singing. There was obviously nothing to worry about. Terri had it all under control!
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Back in the kitchen, Terri was horrified to hear about Mr Indigo and the lemurs. When Sylvie came in at the tail end of the kids’ explanation, she frowned. ‘I have heard stories like this before. The owners of the ecolodge have had their suspicions about Mr Indigo for a while, but they’ve never had any proof.’

‘Well, unfortunately, we don’t have proof either,’ said Bindi. ‘We let the lemurs go.’

‘And unless we catch Mr Indigo, we won’t be able to stop him,’ said Robert, looking grim.

Sylvie was already starting to unpack lunch provisions. ‘Don’t worry, I have an idea,’ she said.

[image: image]

At dinner that night, the American guests had fully relaxed and were finally enjoying Madagascar and the ecolodge. In the kitchen, Bindi asked Sylvie what had happened to the woman who had collapsed at the market.

‘My brother found out she had food poisoning, and was dehydrated,’ answered Sylvie. ‘He made it very clear to the woman’s family that this was nothing to do with the aye-aye.’

‘Do you think they listened?’ asked Bindi.

Sylvie smiled. ‘When I told the village kids what had happened, they became brave enough to come up to the ecolodge and help with the tour. Previously, they were scared about being anywhere near where the aye-aye has been seen.’

‘That’s great,’ said Bindi. ‘It means they might be beginning to change the way they think.’

Sylvie smiled. ‘I hope so. And they’re going to accompany us on our night-time walk to the forest. So they might even get to see an aye-aye in the flesh.’

‘I guess that could be scary for them,’ said Bindi, thoughtfully.

‘Yes,’ agreed Sylvie, with a grave expression. ‘But the future of the species depends on their bravery.’
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There was a knock at the door as everyone was preparing for the nocturnal walk.

Robert bounded over but was taken aback to find Mr Indigo at the door.

‘Oh, it’s you,’ he said, a little unkindly.


‘Oui, oui, it is me,’ said Mr Indigo. ‘Sylvie invited me to take part in the nocturnal tour.’

Mr Indigo’s mobile phone rang, and he answered in rapid French. He seemed upset by what the person on the other end was saying. Sylvie gathered up Bindi and Robert, and whispered that he was talking to someone in France who had not received the package they had paid for.

Bindi’s eyes lit up. ‘D’you think they mean the lemurs?’ she whispered.

Sylvie nodded, suppressing a smile.

Mr Indigo ended the call angrily.


The Irwins rounded up the guests and the group headed off into the forest, along a dirt track. Terri was at the front of the group with a torch. Shining eyes could be seen from tree branches as Terri pointed out various nocturnal lemur species, but there was no sign of the aye-aye.

Robert turned to Bindi. ‘I thought Sylvie said the local children were coming on the tour too,’ he said.

‘Perhaps they changed their minds,’ said Bindi.

They continued to listen to the wonderful night-time noises coming from the forest. They were on the last part of the track when Terri’s torch lit upon the endangered aye-aye.

‘Crikey, folks. There she is. You can see her huge eyes, batlike ears and big bushy tail, which is similar to a squirrel’s. I’ve never seen one in the wild before tonight.’

The guests were thrilled by the discovery. Sylvie went over to Terri and whispered something in her ear. Terri nodded.

‘Okay, folks, let’s keep moving and give this little critter some privacy.’ Terri ushered the group on. Mr Indigo lagged behind, using the light from his mobile phone to catch glimpses of the aye-aye.

Robert called out to him. ‘You don’t want to be left behind, Mr Indigo!’

‘I’d like a quiet moment with this remarkable creature,’ said Mr Indigo.

Once Mr Indigo assumed he was alone, he removed a large dark sack from the pocket of his jacket, and crept closer to the aye-aye’s tree.

‘You will be the crown jewel, aye-aye,’ he murmured to himself. ‘They won’t mind about not getting the ring-tails if I can deliver an endangered aye-aye instead.’ He began to climb the tree. His trousers snagged and his hair got ruffled, but he was getting closer and closer to the lemur, who was so focused on searching out insect larvae with her long middle finger that she did not notice the intruder.

Mr Indigo was almost close enough to grab the aye-aye, when five torchlight beams swung onto him.

‘Smile for the camera,’ said Bindi, as she took a photo of Mr Indigo with his sack, ready to pounce on the creature. The local children, headed by Berriman, were chattering excitedly to one another. They had seen their first aye-aye!

Bindi turned to her new friends. ‘The only bad thing that’s going to happen as a result of seeing this amazing animal is that Mr Indigo is going to jail!’ she said. ‘And for us, and for you and Madagascar, that is a very good thing!’

Sylvie called the police and they were there within minutes. Mr Indigo was furious and refused to come down from the tree. He tried to talk his way out of the situation but the local police had long suspected he was involved in illegal trade, and would not listen to his excuses.

‘I hate this ecolodge and everything to do with conservation. It’s ruining my business,’ he screeched, before falling out of the tree and landing, uncharmingly, on his bottom, right in front of the police.

‘C’est horrible!’ he cried.
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After the excitement of Mr Indigo’s capture, Bindi and Robert found it hard to get to bed. The three Irwins sat on the end of Terri’s bed in their pyjamas, talking through their two days of action-packed adventure.

‘Hopefully we’ll get a few less exciting days now, kids,’ said Terri.

Bindi was counting the lemur species she still wanted to see. ‘Three down, thirty-six to go.’

Robert was reading through a reptile dictionary. ‘I reckon I’ve spotted about eight different types of lizards already. I only have,’ he made a quick calculation, ‘about two hundred and two left to find!’

Terri yawned. ‘Well, perhaps the excitement is set to continue then,’ she said resignedly, as Bindi and Robert leaned in and gave her a big hug.











ANIMAL FACT FILE

THE RING-TAILED LEMUR
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[image: image] Ring-tailed lemurs live along the south and south-western part of Madagascar.

[image: image] They are easily recognised by their distinctive long black-and-white-ringed tails.

[image: image] Along with tarsiers and lorises, lemurs belong to a subgroup of primates called ‘prosimians’, meaning ‘pre-monkey’.

[image: image] They can be found in a variety of forests such as rainforests, gallery, deciduous and spiny bush forests.

[image: image] They are very social and live in troops, which are led by the dominant female lemur.

[image: image] Their diet consists of fruit, leaves, flowers, other plant parts, the occasional insect and small vertebrates.
















ANIMAL FACT FILE

THE AYE-AYE
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 © Getty Images


[image: image] The aye-aye lives in eastern Madagascar and is the largest of the nocturnal primates.

[image: image] It is equipped with a very long, very thin third finger that it is able to rotate 360 degrees, independently of the other, shorter fingers.

[image: image] The aye-aye’s strange appearance has given rise to many superstitions and beliefs among the people of Madagascar.

[image: image] When hunting at night, the lemur moves along a branch, rapidly tapping the wood with its elongated fingers while listening intently. If it detects the hollow sound of a cavity deep within the tree and hears an insect larva moving inside, it starts to gnaw at the wood until it is able to insert its third finger to extract the grub.

[image: image] During the day, aye-ayes sleep in nests made from twigs woven together and lined with shredded leaves.

[image: image] The aye-aye faces extinction, due to a combination of habitat destruction and human persecution.
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Become a 
Wildlife Warrior!



Find out how at
 www.wildlifewarriors.org.au
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Become a friend of wildlife.
 Make sure you report any person
 you see mistreating animals.
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