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1. Luna

Luna was a great adventurer. And even a hero. But it hadn’t always been that way.
Before her first great adventure, she was just an ordinary gecko. That’s right, a gecko. She was tiny—small enough to fit in the palm of an adult human’s hand.
Luna was a crested gecko. That meant she had long eyelash-like spikes. She thought they looked quite lovely in the reflection of her tank wall. Of course, they weren’t real eyelashes. They were spikes made of her skin. The tiny spikes formed two pretty rows, curving around the top of
each of her eyes and continuing down her neck and back.
Her orange-brown skin made her look warm and friendly. It was perfect for camouflaging against the thick, knobby stick her humans had placed in her tank. Yes, she lived in a tank. A small tank. Hers was a small, small world. A glass tank, the knobby stick, and some artificial plants—although before her first adventure she didn’t know that they were artificial.
Luna liked her name. It fit her quite well because her skin matched the many different colors of the moon. And that’s exactly what her name meant: moon. Her skin changed from light tan during the day to warm orange-brown at night. Luna was nocturnal, so she spent a lot of time looking up at the moon. When the moon was up, she was awake. When the sun came up, she went to sleep.
Luna lived in her tank, in a house, on the edge of Cottonwood Forest. Luna didn’t know it, but Cottonwood Forest had a reputation. Most of the humans who lived nearby felt that something was odd about Cottonwood Forest.
Several people claimed to have seen exotic animals in the forest. Some people said Cottonwood Forest was haunted. Some said it was magical. And some said it was just a regular old forest. Several people claimed to have heard what sounded like an elephant trumpeting somewhere deep within the forest.
But no one had ever claimed to see a dragon near Cottonwood Forest. At least not before Luna’s first great adventure.
Luna lived with five humans who called themselves the Robbins family. She liked the Robbins family very much. Three of them were little: a young boy named Eric, a toddler named Eliza, and a baby named Shannon. She liked the three little ones best… Even though they ran around and made lots of noise whenever she tried to sleep. But she had a happy life with the Robbins, so she didn’t mind too much that the kids were noisy.
Every morning, right before Luna tucked herself into bed behind her favorite leaf, Eric and Eliza would run over to her tank. Then they would squish their hands and chubby faces right up against the glass. They’d say, “Good morning, Luna!” It was Luna’s favorite part of the day… Even though it always left smudgy prints on the glass. She would look at their squishy faces and big, curious eyes. And they would stare back into her round, moon-shaped eyes and slitted pupils.
At night, Eliza would toddle over to the tank and say, “Nigh’ Nigh’ Lu-na!” before toddling off to get her teeth brushed.
And Eric would come talk to her occasionally before going to bed. He’d tell her about snippets of his day, like “I got a piece of gum from my friend at school,” or “At recess me and Bobby played handball with Rachel.” Luna didn’t know what “gum” and “handball” were, but she didn’t care.
Before Mrs. Robbins went to bed, she’d prepare fresh fruit puree for Luna. She’d take a clean milk lid, pour fruit mix powder into it, and add a tiny bit of water. Then she’d stir it up, smushing all the lumps. She’d place it in Luna’s tank. Then she would squirt the inside of the tank with water, creating a fresh mist for Luna to enjoy. Luna would lick the droplets off of the leaves and tank wall until her belly was full of cool, fresh water.
Luna knew her family loved her. They adored her. And she adored them, too.
At night, Luna watched over her humans. She liked to think of herself as the night guard, always keeping watch while they slept.
She never expected that one day things would change.





2. Fruit Puree

It was a chilly evening. The room was growing dimmer, so Luna knew that the sun was setting. Luna was stretching her legs and flexing her tail.
Her tail was by far one of her best features—although she was fond of her eyelash spikes too. She hadn’t seen another crested gecko since she was just a hatchling, so she didn’t know what their tails looked like. But nonetheless, she felt her tail was exceptionally… special. It had a light stripe running down it. And it curled perfectly around the knobby stick in her tank.
Luna finished stretching and yawned. She was ready to slurp up her fruit puree. And then she would spend the night leaping from leaf to leaf. And maybe looking at the moon if it was visible through the window.
She ambled down her stick, looking for the milk lid filled with fresh puree.
That was the first sign that something was wrong. No fruit puree.
Tonight, all she found was the milk lid from yesterday, with a few crusty pieces of yesterday’s leftovers. Yuck.
Mrs. Robbins never forgot the fruit puree. Okay… almost never.
She had forgotten a few times. Those were the nights that Mrs. Robbins got home late, still wearing her black apron, and looking more exhausted than usual. She and Mr. Robbins would then talk about something called “work,” which Luna really didn’t understand. Then they would flop onto their sleeping surface. They called it a “bed.” Luna didn’t see why anyone would want to sleep on something that looked so flat and uncomfortable. She preferred to sleep while sticking to the glass wall of her tank with her favorite leaf cuddled around her.
She also liked to sleep with her eyes wide open. She didn’t understand why her humans always closed their eyes while they slept. It seemed very inconvenient. Although Luna wasn’t certain about that because she didn’t have eyelids, so she had never actually closed her eyes.
She looked around the room. Maybe Mrs. Robbins was getting home late from work again.
But Luna didn’t see Mrs. Robbins anywhere. As a matter of fact, she didn’t see any of her humans anywhere. As she thought about it, she realized she had awoken from an especially good day of sleep.
It had been quiet. Too quiet. No running. No playing. No giggling. Not even shouting. Nothing.
Her tongue felt dry. She looked around her tank for a droplet of water to lick up. She didn’t find a single drop. Not a single drop! Mrs. Robbins hadn’t misted her tank.
She flicked her tail in annoyance and stared absently at the crusty food in her bowl.
She spent the night scaling the glass walls of the tank and hopping lazily from one leaf to another. She was losing patience with her humans. She kept waiting for them to walk into the room and realize they had forgotten her misting and fruit puree.
But they never came.





3. Escape

The night passed. Luna decided she’d better get some rest. Maybe after a good day’s sleep she would wake up and everything would be back to normal.
She slept the entire day. It was a fitful sleep. She kept having nightmares about the crusty fruit puree.
As the sun set, she awoke. Instead of stretching, she headed straight to her milk lid, checking for the hundredth time. The crusty leftovers seemed to stare her in the face. She grimaced. And not a drop of water to be found in the tank.
Luna wasn’t one to sit around and mope. She needed to do something. She tried to remember the last time she’d seen her family. Maybe there was some kind of clue.
She remembered the last time she’d seen Eric. He’d been sitting at her tank, talking to her. He had sounded very excited. She tried to remember exactly what he had said.
“We’re having a picnic tomorrow. And we’re going hiking! At the campground. But don’t worry. We won’t be staying the night.”
She hadn’t thought much of it. He said those kinds of things to her all of the time. “Today we’re going to the library!” or “Today I’m going to a birthday party!”
She didn’t even know what “picnic” or “campground” meant. But whatever those things were, Eric had said they would only be gone for the day. Why hadn’t they come back?
Now she had two things on her mind. First, find food and water. Second, find her family.
I've got to get out of here!
she thought. She took matters into her own hands. Well, more like she took matters into her own sticky toe pads. 
She crawled to the back of her tank. Then she activated her sticky toe pads and began to climb. She quickly scaled the smooth wall.
At the top of the wall, she came to her escape route. There was a hole along the back edge of the top of the tank. It was small enough that her humans hadn’t noticed it, but big enough for a gecko her size to squeeze through.
When she had first been moved into this tank, there had been a thick black cord winding down into her tank through the hole. She wouldn’t have been able to fit through it then. But the humans had removed the chord and had apparently forgotten about the hole.
She had eyed the hole curiously a few times, but Luna had never wanted to escape... Until today.
It was a tight squeeze. Luna cringed when her eyelash spikes rubbed against the rough plastic edges. It was a relief when she finally pulled her entire body through the hole. On top of the tank, she paused and soaked in the view. The bed lay empty. No humans there tonight. The room was dark, but her pupils had widened from slits into large, full circles. She could see everything perfectly.
She loved nighttime. She disliked the daytime when her pupils had to shrink into tiny slits, just to keep the brightness from hurting her eyes.
She crawled to the edge of the top surface of her tank. She hesitated. She had never left her little home before.
And then she leapt into the unknown. 





4. Climbing

She soared through the air, heading straight for the side of a bookshelf. She flailed and twisted to get into the right position.
Thwack! She landed. She used her sticky toes to cling to the bookshelf’s side. Then she scanned the room, looking for any signs of fruit puree. Or water.
She saw crayons left on a desk. A teddy bear on the floor by the doorway. A cracker on the nightstand by the bed. A cracker? Yuck. She wouldn’t stoop that low—even though her stomach was growling. Only fruit puree would do. 
Then she spotted the window. Moonlight flooded in through it, and she saw the silhouettes of what looked like leaves and fat, knobby sticks. The familiarity of those shapes drove her forward. After all, she always climbed down her knobby stick and found the fruit puree waiting at the bottom. Maybe she just needed to climb down those sticks outside. Then her hunger would be satisfied.
It took her a while to creep her way to the window. She climbed along the bookshelf, crept along the wall, and then she came to the desk. After crossing the desk, she jumped to the wall again, then to the chair, and back to the wall. She climbed along the wall until she arrived at the windowsill. 

She realized this was the biggest adventure she’d ever had. Someday she would laugh about that thought.
She took a step forward and bumped her nose right into an invisible wall. Glass. Just like the clear glass walls of her tank. She tried to swallow the sudden feeling of defeat that welled up inside of her. She was exhausted and starving, her throat was dry, and now her nose was sore.
She jumped with determination, thwacking her flat, round toes against the glass. 
She was surprised to feel the window budge. It had been left unlocked. Her weight was just enough to swing it open a tiny crack. She scurried to the opening and squeezed through.
Fresh air. It was cool, crisp, and dark outside. Luna couldn’t remember ever being outdoors. But she already loved it. She clung to the window. There was a young tree nearby. She steadied herself, gauging the distance, and jumped again.





5. Outside

The first thing she noticed when she hopped onto the nearest leaf was the texture. It felt different than the leaves in her tank. It was so vibrant and full of life. It felt cool to the touch. It felt strong. It felt good. She suddenly realized how dead her leaves back home felt. She wasn’t sure if they were dead or if they had never been alive to begin with. And then she saw the dew droplets on the leaves nearby. Water!
The dew tasted different than the droplets back home. The leaves gave the water a distinct, delicious flavor. Unlike anything she’d ever tasted. The water back home was bitter and dull compared to these droplets. She drank until her thirst was quenched, then sucked in an enormous breath of fresh air through her nostrils.
She glanced back at the window where she had come from. She was shocked to see how huge her humans’ tank was. What was the word they used? Oh yes, “house.”
She looked around. She didn’t see any fruit puree at the ends of the knobby branches.
Well, she thought, then I’ll just have to go find my family first. They’ll make fruit puree for me once I find them.
She looked around again. To her right was a road. Black, paved, and dead. To her left were more trees, as far as she could see. The Cottonwood Forest.
She sniffed the air. The direction of the road definitely smelled more like humans. Maybe it would lead her to the “picnic” and the “campsite.”
The dead, rank smell of the paved road tickled the inside of her nose. It made her sneeze.
She looked longingly to her left again. The cottonwood trees swayed peacefully in the cool night breeze. The leaves rattled, sounding like music. Then she climbed down the tree. She jumped down onto the grass and headed towards the road.





6. Hoover

If Luna had been born in the wild, she would have known that walking through a long stretch of open grass was a terrible idea. It left her completely vulnerable to predators. Crested geckos are much safer climbing trees and blending into  the colors of their trunks. But she was a domesticated gecko. And not yet an experienced adventurer. So, she didn’t know.
She was slithering through wet blades of grass, licking a few droplets of water off of them as she went. Suddenly, she noticed a dark shadow passing over her. She heard a swishing sound above her. Was it getting louder?
Just as she was deciding she’d better hurry up and find a tree to climb, something swooped down and plucked her up. She saw the grassy floor swirling below her. The blades of grass grew smaller and smaller until they merged together and looked like one big blanket of green. She watched the road grow farther and farther away.
Hard bumpy toes were wrapped around her, carrying her through the air and towards the Cottonwood Forest. Each toe had a sharp talon at the end of it. Luna shied away from the pointy tips.
She looked up at the shining moon and stars. She’d never seen the night sky so clearly. It was beautiful. A large feathery body was above her, with wings spread. The wings cut through the night sky.
“Who are you?” Luna shouted up to her captor.
The feather-bodied captor looked down at her, surprised. He tightened his grip around her and responded in a raspy voice, “Hoover.”
“Hoover? What’s a hoover?” Luna piped. She was not familiar with many other animal types. She only knew about crested geckos, her humans, and crickets (which her humans gave her on occasion as a crunchy treat). And she knew Hoover couldn’t be a name. She’d never heard such a silly name.
The raspy voice guffawed. Luna couldn’t tell if the captor was offended or genuinely amused. The feathered body replied, “No, no, no. Hoover is my name! I’m an owl, you ridiculous lizard.”
Whoops. Apparently, Hoover could be a name, even though Luna thought it sounded quite silly.
By the sound of his voice, Luna could tell her captor—the owl—was a male. And it soon became obvious that his voice sounded raspy because he was winded. This flying was taking a toll on him.
“Well, what are you going to do with me? I’d appreciate it if you’d put me back down, Hoover owl,” she chirped up at him.
“I’m going to have you for dinner,” Hoover rasped.
“Dinner? Do you have fruit puree? Or maybe even a cricket?” Luna was hopeful. Her stomach rumbled.
“Nope, the only thing on the menu is lizard. Now stop talking. I’m trying to navigate.”
Luna felt put off by Hoover’s bad manners. And by the fact that he was supposedly going to eat her. She stared up at the dark orange moon, her namesake, and gained courage. She chirped, “I’m a gecko, Mr. Hoover. Not a lizard. A crested gecko. And I think you’d better put me down. It seems you can hardly carry your own weight, let alone mine as well!”
At that comment, the owl let out a wild, angry hoot and tightened his talons around her. Luna squeaked as the talons poked her. She decided to keep quiet until she could figure out an escape plan.
After several minutes, the owl ascended sharply and plopped himself down onto a branch near the top of a tall cottonwood tree. He set Luna down beside him and glared down at her. Unfortunately for him, he was breathing so heavily that Luna did not think he looked especially intimidating.
“Are you ok, Mr. Hoover?” Luna asked. “You look like you could use a drink.”
“I’m—” Hoover gasped, “fine!”
“You know, it really isn’t polite to eat a guest on their first visit to this fine forest of yours,” Luna appealed to the owl.
The owl had finally caught his breath and he raised his large, feathery eyebrows. “First visit, eh? You’re not from around here?”
 “Most certainly not. My species comes from far, far away. But I live with the Robbins family. They’re the best humans in the whole world.” Luna couldn’t remember ever meeting any other humans. But she didn’t need to. She knew her family was something special.
Hoover snorted. “Humans? They’re nothin’ but trouble.”
 Luna was feeling less and less threatened by the old owl, so she thought she might as well take advantage of the situation. “Mr. Owl—”
“The name’s Hoover. Got it?” the owl interrupted. “‘Mr. Owl’ makes me feel old.” Luna thought to herself that he did seem to be quite old, but she decided not to mention it.
“Hoover, I haven’t eaten for days. I’m hungry. Do you know where I can find some fruit?”
“Hungry?” Hoover hooted indignantly. “You’re hungry?” he huffed. He had not been expecting to feed dinner to his dinner. He scrunched his face in thought. He had a tuft of feathers above each of his eyes, and they flittered around as he concentrated. Luna watched him patiently. He mumbled, “I know a place.” He scooped her up in his clawed feet. Then he added, “Might as well fatten you up a little.”
They soared through the forest until they landed under a tree. It was near the edge of a clearing. The ground around them was covered in fruit. Luna tasted the air. “Apples!” she squeaked.
Hoover released her and she searched for the squishiest apple. She found one that was soft and smashed on the ground. She sampled it. It was perfect! She licked and slurped until her belly was full of the delicious apple. She looked up at Hoover who had been watching her carefully.
He started when she looked up at him, and he exclaimed, “Stop staring at me! Don’t you ever blink?”
“Blink?” Luna stared at Hoover, confused.
“You know, like this,” Hoover opened and closed his large eyes several times.
Luna stared at him blankly and asked, “Why would I want to do that?” She licked sticky apple off of her face.
“Well… So your eyes don’t dry out,” Hoover stammered. He shuffled around nervously while peering into her eyes. He didn’t seem to like her big round eyes.
“Don’t be ridiculous, Hoover,” Luna giggled. She flicked her long tongue out and licked one of her eyes.
Hoover jumped back with a hoot, then ruffled his feathers to regain his composure. He cleared his throat. “Hrumph! Well, it’s been a long night. And the sun is coming up. Might as well get home and eat you so I can get some shut-eye.” He scooped her up and began the flight back to his tree. They flew in silence for a few minutes.
“You don’t really want to eat me, Hoover.” Luna stated it as if it were obvious. She had to speak loudly over Hoover’s flapping wings and heavy breathing.
“And why wouldn’t I want to eat you, little lizard?” Hoover managed to get the words out between breaths.
“Well, Hoover, we’re on a first name basis now. That means we are friends. And friends don’t eat each other.” Luna looked up at him imploringly.
Hoover just laughed. Then he fell silent. 
When they arrived back to his tall cottonwood tree, he perched on a high branch. He seemed thoughtful. He finally spoke, “You know, I’ve just remembered... The last time I ate a lizard, I had horrible indigestion for the next two days.” He squinted at her. “You look like that type to me. The indigestion type.”
“Oh, I definitely am,” Luna stated. “If you eat me, you’ll get a terrible stomachache. The worst stomachache you’ve ever had.”
Hoover let out a long sigh. “Well, since I’ve gone through all the work to bring you up to my tree, I suppose you can stay in my hole for the day. I’m exhausted. I’ll deal with you later.”
Luna’s eyes lit up with excitement. She looked up at Hoover with a smile. Her pupils narrowed as she looked at the sun. It was slowly rising. It had been a long night.
Now that she had eaten, she needed to focus on finding her family. But she would have more success after getting some rest. Her body slumped in exhaustion, her belly full and content. “Really? You’ll let me stay with you? You aren’t going to eat me?” she chirped.
“Just this once. And I won’t eat you as long as you behave.” He led her into a cavity in the side of the tree’s trunk. They curled up and slept, Hoover making sure that Luna didn’t get too close to him. Hoover went to sleep with an empty stomach, but it wasn’t so bad to have some company for once.





7. Help

Luna snuggled in tighter underneath the leaf in the corner of her tank. This was her favorite spot. And it felt even more comfortable than usual tonight.
As she struggled out of sleep, she realized she wasn’t snuggled up under her leaf at all. The memories came flooding back and she found herself snuggled up under Hoover’s wing. She could feel the rise and fall of his steady breathing. The cavity in the tree was warm and comfortable with a cool night breeze drifting in through the entrance. She wiggled free from her place under Hoover’s soft wing. Then she climbed up the tree bark wall until she was high enough to see Hoover’s face.
He was still asleep, but right as she leaned closer to double check, he awoke with a start. Seeing her bulging, wide eyes inches away from his own, he jumped, flapping his wings wildly, and bumped his head on the ceiling of the cavity.
“Ouuuhooooo!” he screeched. “Lousy little lizard!”
Luna leapt out of the cavity and landed on the branch just outside. “You surprised me, Hoover!” she squealed.
“I surprised you?” Hoover complained. He hopped onto the branch and settled himself beside her. “I should have eaten you.”
“I’m the indigestion type,” Luna reminded him. She almost thought she saw Hoover smile a little, but the smile disappeared as quickly as it had appeared.
Luna felt refreshed. She thanked Hoover for sharing his hole.
Hoover stretched his wings, yawning. “Well, I know it isn’t much. But it’s home.” He cleared his throat. “Now, you’d better go. You’ll need to get back home before daybreak. There are many predators in this forest. Predators who aren’t as generous as me. And if I get hungry enough, I won’t mind the stomachache.”
“Oh, no, I’m not going home,” Luna replied. “I have to find my humans.”
“Find your humans?” The old owl raised an eyebrow at her. “Well, where are they?”
Luna hesitated. “I- I’m not sure. They disappeared and I know something is wrong. They said something about a picnic and a campground. And they left me alone and forgot to give me my fruit puree. They never forget my fruit puree. Well, almost never.”
Hoover stared at her blankly. “So, you have no idea where they are? And you’re wandering around a forest looking for them?” He emphasized what he was saying by waving his wings around. “One of your size, strength, and speed? In this forest? Alone?” Hoover paused… Then abruptly burst into a fit of laughter.
Luna looked up at him as he hooted, tooted, and honked so hard that he began to teeter on the branch. With a loud fit of laughter that sounded like a chuffchuffchuff,
he finally lost his grip on the branch and went diving off.
When he flew back up to perch beside Luna, he saw her face and stopped laughing as abruptly as he’d started. He cleared his throat. Luna looked utterly deflated and Hoover felt more than a tinge of guilt.
“Well…” Luna stuttered. “I… I know I can find them. I have to. They need me!” She sucked in a wavering breath, then turned to leave.
“Wait!” Hoover squawked. Luna paused to look back at him as he muttered, “I know a guy. He might be able to help.”





8. Edwin

Luna was clinging to the feather tufts atop Hoover’s head as they sailed through the quiet sky. Her belly was full. Hoover had taken her to eat the mushy apples again before starting their journey. The stars above them twinkled like fireflies.
They began to descend just as Luna caught a glimpse of a small cottage in the distance. Smoke was puffing cheerily from the chimney. The slow descent ended as Hoover plonked himself onto the doormat. He motioned to a small button beside the door. Luna crawled up the wall and swatted it with her tail. Ding-Dong. She leapt off the wall, landing back on Hoover’s head.
They could hear muffled sounds coming from inside the house. Clomping feet, a crash, a skid, and an “oof.” When the door creaked open, light poured out, and Luna’s pupils had to shrink down to slits.
In the doorframe stood a tall, slender man. A tall, purple, pointed hat sat on his head. He was wearing a matching purple robe that was so long it trailed on the floor behind him. He could have looked quite regal if it hadn’t been for the two knobby knees poking out and the overall ragged condition of the fabric.
Luna wondered if the long robe was the culprit of the crash, skid, and “oof.” The robe was completely covered in pockets, from the shoulders, down the long, floppy sleeves, and all the way down to the tattered bottom hem that trailed on the floor.
Once the wizard’s eyes adjusted and he could make out the shape of the great horned owl, he exclaimed, “Ah! Hoover, my friend! You’ve returned!” The wizard paused. “And just in time for me to practice my shrinking spell… Oh!” The wizard noticed Luna’s tiny shape on the owl’s head. “And who might this be?”
“Edwin, this is Luna. Luna, this is Wizard Edwin.”             
“You know each other?” Luna looked from the wizard to the owl and back to the wizard.
“He likes to practice his spells on me,” Hoover answered. “The first time I met him, he lured me here and turned me into a woodpecker. It took him days to figure out how to turn me back. You wouldn’t believe the terrible headache I got, pecking on wood all day,” Hoover groaned.
“I’m terribly sorry about that, old chap,” Edwin said while suppressing a smile. He reached into one of his pockets. He had to bend down slightly, since this particular pocket laid over his knee.  “Perhaps I can make it up to you with this?” He opened his hand to reveal a hunk of cheese. Luna suddenly understood how Hoover had acquired his sturdy stature.
Hoover perked up immediately and swooped to the wizard. He snatched the cheese from his hand and sent Luna flying off of his head. Thinking fast, Luna extended her toes and stuck to the nearest piece of furniture, which happened to be a hat stand. While Hoover gobbled his cheese, Luna heard him mumbling between bites.
“Thinking he can just transform me willy-nilly—” CHOMP. “—without even having the decency to look up a spell—” Munch. “—to turn me back beforehand.” Munch munch. “And then he starts trying to get me to deliver mail for him.” Gulp. “I don’t know where he got the silly notion that wizards have the right to use owls as their personal postmen.” Munch munch gulp. “He acts like he owns the whole forest.”
Seeing that his guests had already made themselves at home, Edwin skipped the formality of inviting them in, and instead looked at Luna inquiringly. “Luna, is it? A nice name. Very lovely indeed.” Luna would have blushed if she could have. But as it turns out, geckos cannot blush. “And to what do I owe the pleasure of your visit, my dear?”
“Well, it's my humans, Sir Wizard.” Edwin puffed out his chest a little. Luna continued, “They’ve gone missing.” Edwin nodded sympathetically, muttering something about the inconvenience of humans. It then occurred to Luna that she was having a conversation with a human. “Wait—you can understand me?”
Hoover had finished his cheese and said grumpily, “He’s a wizard. He’s not like other humans.”
“Indeed, it isn’t easy," Edwin's voice oozed with humility. "But I’ve invested quite a bit of time—and magic—into mastering the art of communicating with the creatures of my forest.” Hoover half laughed and half grunted when Edwin said “my forest.” Edwin carried on, unfazed, “You have an interesting accent, my dear Luna! And I’ve never seen your kind in my forest. You’re not from here!” He scratched his chin, which was covered by the kind of stubble found on a young man trying to grow a beard unsuccessfully.
Luna only managed to utter, “I’m—” before Edwin interjected hastily.
“Wait! Wait, don’t tell me…” He was still scratching his chin. “You must be from the islands of Vanuatu! Just southeast of the Solomon Sea!”
“New Caledonia, actually,” Luna corrected. “My ancestors came from there, but I live with humans.”
“Ahh, of course. Silly me. I’ll have to study the South Pacific more thoroughly…” He trailed off and walked to a dusty bookshelf, yanking off an enormous atlas. It looked older than Hoover.
Luna was beginning to realize that Edwin was a very easily distracted wizard. In a quick decision to be bold, she leapt from the hat stand and landed right on his shoulder. 
“Mr. Wizard, sir, I came to ask for your help," she chattered urgently. "My family is missing! I'm afraid the picnic got them!”
The wizard’s ear twitched, being tickled by Luna’s breath. “Missing? Oh dear! Why didn’t you say so!” He gently lifted her off of his shoulder, asking permission with a friendly, “Excuse me, do you mind, Miss Luna?” Then he placed her on the bookshelf in front of him so he could converse with her face to face. He stared into her unblinking eyes and asked, “And what exactly do you propose I do to help you?”
Just then Hoover landed on Edwin’s shoulder and started muttering frantically into his ear. Luna listened to the wizard mutter in response.
“Hmm… Very small size… Yes… Tiny even… Yes… Lacks physical strength… Indeed… Speed is an issue as well… Certainly… Utterly insufficient… Vulnerable indeed… Ahh, predators… Hmm…”
Luna cleared her throat loudly, obviously annoyed. Hoover looked up at her, embarrassed.
“Ah ha!” Edwin exclaimed. “I have just the thing!”





9. Idea

Edwin reached to the shelf above the one where Luna was perched. He pointed to a book with an enormously thick spine. Its cover was made of worn green and brown leather. Fancy lettering on the spine formed the words “Ancient Transformations.”
He pulled it down, but it was so large and heavy that it literally sent him tottering. He managed to swing his arms, much like the blades of a windmill, and catapult the book into the air. It flew across the room and conveniently plummeted onto the table, sending a writing quill, several smaller books, and an old piece of toast flying onto the floor. The book slid along the table until it hit the wall with a thump. The impact threw the cover of the book open. It landed nicely on the table, opening to a page that displayed a large golden dragon.
“Ah! Just the page I was looking for!” Edwin declared merrily. Then he added, “What a magical coincidence.”
Luna leapt from the bookshelf to the hat rack, onto a musty couch, and then onto the table. She crawled until she was on top of the open pages, staring directly down at the beast. She jumped.
“What is that?” She shuddered. She examined its ferocious white teeth, the long wings with sharp, pointed edges, and the claws at the end of each toe.
“A dragon,” Edwin answered, reverently.
“It looks terrible.” Luna flicked her tongue in disgust.
“Terrible?!” Edwin looked utterly offended. “Turning you into a dragon is the perfect solution to your problem!”
“Turn me into one of those?” Luna shrieked. “Ew ew ewww!”
Hoover watched the conflict unfold from a safe distance. Edwin huffed, determined to right Luna’s incorrect perception. “Dragons are your ancient ancestors!” he began. “They are strong, mighty, respected. Qualities that could serve you well on your journey, Miss Luna!” 
“But geckos are respected too! ...Aren't they?" She paused, then added with gusto, "Who needs dragons!" Luna would have glared at Edwin. But she didn’t have eyelids or eyebrows. So, she stared at him intensely instead.
Edwin thought for a moment, examining Luna. She really was so tiny. How could she possibly do anything to help her family if she stayed a gecko? He knew that turning into a dragon would give her a much better chance. Also, he had never had the chance to use an ancient transformation spell before. He was more than a little exited.
Edwin spoke in a soft voice, “Luna, you really don’t know? I must admit, it surprises me that you do not know your own history. You seemed to be such a well-educated reptile…” Luna was curious now, waiting for what came next. Edwin’s voice was silky as he said, "Dragons were rulers over all creatures.”
“Rulers?” she asked. “What do you mean?”
“Dragons were royalty. Kings and queens. Both humans and animals alike revere the dragons.”
Luna looked at him curiously. Her eyes twinkled. “Kings and queens?” She paused, still skeptical. “I guess geckos are pretty ordinary. I’ve always felt I was born to be more than just ordinary. Queen Luna…” The words tingled on her tongue.
She eyed the golden dragon on the page again. It wasn’t all that bad looking. She tilted her head and squinted her pupils. In fact, now that she looked at the dragon from a new angle, it looked quite glamorous. Definitely royalty.
Then she replied with a little bit more confidence in her voice, “I suppose dragons aren’t that bad. I mean, it would be nice to be admired by both animals and humans.” She thought for several long moments. “You know, I think I can feel it in my blood. Maybe I was meant to be a dragon. I’m meant to be more than just an ordinary gecko… Ordinary is definitely not the life for me.” She imagined herself with shinning golden scales, and with a size that demanded respect. The thought made her stand up a little taller.
But then Eric, Eliza, and Shannon’s cute little faces flashed into her mind. She liked Mr. and Mrs. Robbins too. She loved her life with her humans. Then again, she certainly couldn’t save them if she stayed a gecko. And maybe they’d even like her better as a dragon. They deserved more than just an ordinary gecko.
“But Mr. Wizard, will I be able to turn back into a gecko?” she asked. “Just in case the Robbins don’t like dragons. I’d like to continue living with the Robbins family. They are my humans and I need to watch over them.”
Edwin perked up immediately. “Why of course, Luna! It won’t be a problem!” Hoover did not look so certain. “You have a great destiny ahead of you, Luna!” Edwin's voice was decisive and full of confidence. His demeanor seemed to be full of promises for a better life. “Your humans need you, and I am confident that as a dragon, you are the one who can save them!”





10. Special Ingredient

Luna was pacing the wizard’s cottage anxiously, contemplating her decision. Hoover had dozed off, perched atop the hat stand. Edwin was standing by the table, holding the book in his arms.
He’d been pouring over the dragon page for the last hour. And frankly, Luna was surprised he could even lift the massive thing. Why didn’t he sit down somewhere? When she looked closely, she noticed beads of sweat pouring down Edwin’s forehead. His arms were shaky. But he was so absorbed in studying the spell that he didn't seem to notice.
He peered out the window. “Ah ha! Tonight is the night of the full moon! What a magical coincidence. It just so happens that this spell requires a few special ingredients. One of them being the light of the full moon.” He abruptly dropped the book onto the table with a resonating thump. Dust puffed up into the surrounding air.
Luna hopped to the ledge by the window and looked out. Sure enough, the moon was a perfect circle. It was shining brightly and casting delicate light across the fields and trees below it. Seeing the moon always comforted her. Perhaps it was a good omen, signaling that she had a successful journey ahead of her.
“And what is the other special ingredient?” Luna asked, still admiring the moon.
“A transmittable specimen from the individual to be transformed.” Edwin was matter-of-fact.
Luna turned her gaze to him, questioning with her eyes. "A transmootible specklmen? What's that?"
Hoover was awake now, and he drowsily grunted an answer, “It means a piece of you that can come off.”
“Come off?!” Luna felt panicky. What was she thinking, messing around with a wizard and agreeing to be the next victim of his spells!
Edwin came to her and quickly tried to reassure her. In a calming voice he said, “Now don’t be alarmed, dear! Transmittable specimens can be quite simple. For example, for a human, hair will almost always work wonderfully. And with dear Hoover here, his feathers work quite well.” He paused, searching for the proper words before continuing. “Now… you must have some kind of detachable part? Your eyelashes perhaps?”
“Absolutely not! These spikes are firmly attached to me!”
“Hmm.” Edwin scratched his chin, which seemed to be a habit he had. Luna thought maybe that was why he was unable to grow any real hair on his chin. Too much scratching. “Perhaps you have some claws?” He looked at her toes.
“I am a crested gecko! I climb for a living. Of course I have claws!” Luna was indignant. She held her front right foot up. Edwin scurried across the room, then came back holding a large magnifying glass. He squinted into it, examining her toes. The magnifying glass made his eye look bigger than Luna’s entire body.
After a few seconds, Edwin reported, “Luna, dear… Unfortunately, your claws are much too small for a spell of this magnitude. If it were only a slight transformation, a claw might do. But this spell will change your size significantly. I’ll need something bigger.”
That made Luna nervous. “I have teeth!” she suggested. Edwin moved the magnifying glass to her mouth and examined the teeth.
“Oh my! I’m afraid your teeth are even tinier than your claws! Now that I think about it, even your eyelashes would be far too small for a spell like this…” Edwin set down the magnifying glass on the window ledge, right beside Luna. She swung her tail out of the way just before the magnifying glass would have landed on it. Her tail. Her tail was detachable. But she couldn’t let Edwin know that!
Edwin sat down in a heap. He appeared to be completely crestfallen.
Hoover landed beside Luna, looking sympathetic. “Well, Luna... I’m sure someone else will be able to find your humans. I suppose I could give you a ride back home. You know, so you don’t get eaten.” Luna looked up at him. Grumpy as he usually was, she was glad to have met Hoover. She looked up at the moon and summoned all her courage.
“Wizard Edwin, I have one other detachable part.” Edwin raised an eyebrow. “My tail. I can drop it anytime I choose. It’s an escape mechanism. In case I were to come across a predator.” She sighed. Her tail was one of her best features, along with her eyelash spikes.

“Of course!” Edwin declared. “Silly me! I studied the defensive tactics of the Diplodactylidae in my Gekkota lecture course.”  
“Wouldn’t that hurt? Your tail isn’t exactly as easy to remove as a feather,” Hoover grumbled.
“It would be painless… but my species can’t grow our tails back,” Luna answered. She frowned. “Once I drop my tail, it’s gone for good…” But she thought of her family. Losing her tail was a sacrifice she would have to make. 





11. Potion

The small group was gathered around the table. In the middle of the table sat an old, cracked cauldron. Not only did it have the crack in its side, but it also had a chip missing from the rim. And even though it was large, it looked somewhat small in comparison to the Ancient Transformations spell book sitting next to it.
Edwin was rushing around the room, gathering ingredients and plopping them into the cauldron. His cheeks were flushed, partially from exertion, but mostly from unbearable excitement. Luna hadn’t known Edwin for long—and she didn’t know what he normally looked like while putting together a potion—but it looked like the chance to transform her into a dragon might be the happiest moment of his wizardly life.
Luna, on the other hand, was crouching perfectly still, trying to swallow the dread welling up in her throat. She felt a thrill of excitement at the thought of being mighty, respectable, and even royal. She couldn’t wait to see the way people looked at her, admiring her for the queen she was meant to be. At the same time, the thought of giving up her tail was depressing. And what would it feel like to be a dragon? And how was she going to find her human family? Would they recognize her?
Edwin approached the table holding a vial of purple, shimmering gel. He ceremoniously popped the cork off the top and tipped the vial. As the gel oozed out Luna noticed that it was full of sparkles. It shimmered and landed in the cauldron with a gushing sound.
“What was that?” Luna asked, eyeing the shimmering gel.
Edwin, beaming, replied, “A wizard never reveals his secrets! Sorry, dear!”
Hoover spoke up, hooting, “That’s the grape jam his mother witch made him last week. He adds sparkles to make it look more magical. But it’s just regular jam as far as I can tell.” Hoover chuckled.
Edwin scowled at Hoover.
Luna crawled onto the open spell book. “Is that really part of the recipe?” She looked at the ingredient list, but of course the words meant nothing to her.




Book of Ancient Transformations
~Page 736~
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Dragon Transformation
Ingredient list:
☐      one vial of the nameless elixir

☐      two flasks of lime gelatin

☐      seven drops of lavender oil

☐      one snake’s scale

☐      one garden gnome’s tear drop

☐      one salamander eye

☐      two pedals of a lotus

☐      a dollop of sweet as lovely as the northern star

☐      three pinches of drumbell powder

☐      five freshly harvested cucumbers

☐      one hawk’s feather

☐      one wizard’s crystal

☐      the light of the full moon

☐    a transmittable specimen from the individual to be transformed
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Edwin stuck out a long finger and pointed to one of the ingredients. “Right here. It says, ‘A dollop of sweet as lovely as the northern star.’”
Luna nodded approvingly, impressed that he was able to find such an ingredient. Hoover erupted in a cacophony of laughter.
“Well, your interpretation is a bit of a stretch!” Hoover hollered between cackles.
Luna looked at Edwin nervously. “Will it work, Wizard Edwin?”
“Of course, it will work, Luna! Don’t pay that Bubo virginianus any heed!” Edwin was trying to build up his respected status, but Hoover wasn’t making it easy.
“What did you just call me?!” Hoover sputtered. He hopped onto the spell book beside Luna to confront Edwin.
“A Bubo virginianus. Don’t be silly, Hoover. It’s what you are, scientifically speaking.” Edwin had memorized the scientific names of almost every species found in Cottonwood Forest. “Now fly along and busy yourself elsewhere. I’m trying to finish this spell. It’s a bit time sensitive, you know.”
Luna crawled up the side of the cauldron and peeked at the contents inside. The cauldron was about a quarter full. The liquid looked slimy. Its color was a swirled mixture of violet and lime green.
Edwin planted a long wooden spoon into the mixture and began to stir. Luna watched the slow rhythmic circling of the spoon. The swirls followed the circling of the spoon, making the potion look like a pinwheel turning slowly in the wind.
“Is the potion almost done, Edwin?” Luna asked.
“Just about, Luna. Just a few more basic ingredients. I’ve saved these ingredients for last since they are conveniently found in my pockets.” He lifted his arm to wipe the sweat off of his forehead with his long, purple sleeve. “Now we need to add three pinches of drumbell powder.” He used his left hand to reach into the pocket on his right shoulder. Luna wondered how he could possibly keep track of all those pockets.
“Drumbell powder?” Luna questioned. Edwin pulled the pinch of powder out of the pocket and dramatically cast it into the cauldron. The slime began to bubble as soon as the powder touched its surface. He repeated the process two more times, reaching into the right shoulder pocket to grab the powder each time. Luna glanced at Hoover, still wondering what “drumbell powder” could be.
Hoover blinked, understanding, and replied, “I’ve learned not to ask.”
“Let’s see… next ingredient. Five cucumbers freshly harvested. Ah-ha!” Edwin paused, waving a hand flamboyantly in the air. “And my dear mother witch gave me these just yesterday! What a magical coincidence.” Edwin knew that his mother witch dropped off produce every other day. The last three weeks she’d been bringing him cucumbers. He didn’t mention those things. 
Instead, he grabbed his robe and began to heft it up until he could reach its trailing bottom hem. Out of one of the bottommost pockets, he pulled a long cucumber. Then another. And another. He pulled out five in total, dropping each one into the pot with a sploosh. 
He moved along with the recipe, adding a hawk’s feather, which he retrieved from a pocket on his left elbow, and then a small crystal, which he plucked from the pocket on his chest. Luna was surprised to see the crystal dissolve into the slime after Edwin dropped it in.
Hoover was drifting to sleep, which Luna noticed he often did. He was perched on the back of a kitchen chair, rocking back and forth as he dozed.
“Alright, Luna. We’ve arrived at the final step. Your tail!” Edwin beckoned her closer to the cauldron.
Luna gulped. She was looking at her tail fondly, saying her last goodbyes, when Edwin exclaimed, “Wait!”
He bent over the Ancient Transformations book. He leaned so close to it that his nose brushed the page.
“Hmmm… There seems to be some fine print here… Very fine indeed…” He dashed off and returned with the magnifying glass. He held it to his eye and bent over the page again.
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Edwin read in a mumbled voice. “Interesting… Ahh… Indeed… Quite a special spell…”
He finally stood up, straight as a stick, and explained, “It appears we must dip your tail into the potion. With it still attached, apparently.” Luna’s eyes lit up. Edwin continued, “Once your tail has been dipped, you must drink a spoonful of potion under the light of the full moon. Then the transformation will begin.” He squinted and got so close to the page that his nose squished against it. “The spell will be broken the moment the full moon disappears from the sky. The transmittable specimen—” Edwin cleared his throat. “or the tail, in this case—must be securely attached, and the full moon must be in the sky for the spell to work. Those are the two requirements.” He abruptly stood up straight. Luna waited. “Luna! This means the spell will only last tonight! You must find your family before the sun rises! As soon as the full moon vanishes from the sky, you will be transformed back into a measly gecko!”
Luna frowned at him when he called her measly, then realized what he was saying. “I only have tonight to find them! But we’ve already spent so long figuring the spell out! I only have half the night left! Hurry, Edwin!!”
“Fear not, Luna,” Edwin boomed. “The potion is ready.”





12. Dragon

Edwin hauled the cauldron out the front door, his back stooped and legs splayed. Hoover and Luna followed close behind. Edwin almost stepped on Luna while staggering to the door with the pot, so Hoover scooped her up and let her climb onto his head.
Outside the air felt brisk and invigorating. The moon shone brightly over them. Edwin lowered the pot towards the grassy floor. His muscles were taut, and he strained as he attempted to lower it as gently as he could. When the cauldron was still two inches off the ground, his muscles gave out and the pot landed on the grass with a deep thud. The potion inside sloshed around.
Edwin breathed and tried to straighten himself. He put his hand on his back and stretched. “Phew!” He mopped the sweat from his forehead with his long purple sleeve. Luna wondered how often he washed his robe. It must have been very difficult to wash with all of those pockets holding all sorts of different magical things inside. She guessed that meant he washed it very rarely, if ever. Yet despite the wizard’s quirks, she was growing to like him. After all, it was certainly generous of him to help her rescue her family. He was trying to help… Wasn’t he?
She thought of her humans. She thought of Mr. and Mrs. Robbins, but especially of Eric and Eliza. And baby Shannon. She wondered if Shannon would talk to her like Eric and Eliza did once she got a little older. She thought about where they could be at that exact moment. Were they hungry? Cold? Scared? Were they all together? Were they safe? She turned to Edwin and bravely squeaked, “I’m ready!” She hoped Hoover and Edwin couldn’t see that she was trembling.
Edwin looked down at her, his face still shiny with sweat. “Excellent. Now, if you don’t mind, I’ll lift you and dip your tail into the potion.” She hopped off of Hoover’s head and onto Edwin’s shoe, where she proceeded to climb up his robe, down his sleeve, and settled on his open hand. Edwin looked up at the moon once more to be sure it was full. Then he held Luna above the pot.
He lowered her slowly and carefully. Hoover perched on top of Edwin’s head to get a better view. Luna looked down and saw the swirls of violet and lime green growing closer and closer. Then she dipped her tail into it.
Two things happened in that instant. First, the potion’s color changed to a brilliant gold, starting with the point where Luna’s tail touched.
Second, Luna’s tail grew warm. A warm, tingly sensation spread over her. It started in the very tip of her tail, tingled all the way up her tail, along her body, and down her legs to each of her little toes.
Edwin lifted her back up, her tail emerging from the potion. Droplets of golden potion trailed down her tail and dripped back into the cauldron. Her tail felt gooey and heavy from the potion that still clung to it.
Edwin held her up with one hand and with his other hand pulled a tiny silver spoon out of a pocket on his knee. He carefully dipped the spoon into the potion, then brought it up to her mouth. She stared at the golden colored potion in the spoon for two long seconds. Then licked it. It tasted terrible—like fruit puree gone bad. Very bad. She licked it again. She licked again and again until she had swallowed the whole spoonful.
Edwin set her down on the grass. He asked, “How are you feeling?”
Hoover still watched quietly from the top of Edwin’s head.
Luna’s whole body felt very, very warm. She opened her mouth to say she felt fine, but instead of words, a puff of smoke escaped her lips. Edwin raised his eyebrows, watching. Luna’s throat felt funny. It tickled. It sizzled. It wasn’t painful, but it felt quite different than usual. She opened her mouth again and a tiny spark flew out.
Hoover gasped and Edwin jumped in excitement.
Luna felt it in her tail first. It pulsed. Then pulsed again. And she noticed with each pulse it grew. Then it happened in her feet, her legs, her body. She grew and grew and grew. She was tall enough to reach Edwin’s knees. Then tall enough to look inside of the cauldron. Soon she was tall enough to look into Edwin’s eyes. Then Hoover’s eyes—he was still perched atop Edwin’s head. Luna looked down and saw Edwin’s purple pointy hat on the ground. Hoover must have knocked it off. She kept growing.
By the time she stopped, she was almost as tall as the nearest cottonwood tree. She looked around. She had never seen so much! As a gecko she could barely see past the blades of grass in front of her. Now she could see tree after tree after tree. She could look down and see the entire roof of Edwin’s cottage. She looked up and felt so close to the moon and stars.
Then she noticed the scales. She hadn’t even noticed them appearing; she had been so focused on the growing. Each golden scale was as large as one of Edwin’s hands. They shone, gleaming under the moonlight. They were solid. She was protected by an invincible armor made up of golden scales. She felt royal indeed. Luna, the dragon. No longer insignificant. No longer unnoticed. No one would say she was too small or too weak anymore.





13. Ready

Luna’s back felt heavy. Very heavy. She turned her head, craning her long neck. She had two ginormous wings. She tested them out, flapping them cautiously.
Hoover yelped, “Hoooooo!” Luna looked down to see him being blown off of Edwin’s head by the gust of wind. Edwin’s robe was flapping as if he stood in a hurricane. Her wings were powerful.
Edwin was staring at her, jaw hanging, with a look of complete admiration in his eyes. Hoover had disappeared from sight. She turned her long neck and found him on Edwin’s roof. He was shaking, hiding behind the chimney.
She giggled but it came out as a snort. Hot steam blasted out of her nostrils. Hoover let out a screech and ducked further behind the chimney. “Hoover!” Luna didn’t recognize her own voice. It sounded powerful. It commanded respect. “Hoover, it’s only me!” She moved closer to peek at him. “Don’t be afraid, Hoover.”
Hoover puffed up his chest and stepped out from behind the chimney. “I’m n—” his voice caught as his body shook. He gulped, then cleared his throat. “Hrumph! Not afraid!” He gathered his courage and stepped closer to Luna. “Luna, we’d better get going. We don’t have much time!” He was still a little shaky.
“We?” Luna asked. “You mean…? You’re coming?” She felt gratitude swell inside her. She could tell Hoover was unsure about hanging around a dragon. She hoped he would get used to her. She ducked her head down until it was level with Hoover. “It’s about time I gave you a ride on my head!” she said.
Hoover managed a chuckle and jumped into the air, flapping his wings. He perched atop her head. He found two horns on her head and decided to grab onto them to steady himself.
“Ummm… Excuse me. Miss Luna?” Edwin’s jaw had finally stopped hanging. His voice was hopeful. “If it’s alright with you, I’d hate to miss out on the opportunity to assist a mighty dragon with her quest.”
Luna smiled, although dragon smiles look more like grimaces, and replied, “Of course! We could use your help, Edwin.”
A bright smile spread across Edwin’s face and his eyes lit up with the spark of adventure. In the most majestic voice he could muster, he exclaimed, “Destiny awaits!” Then he dashed into his cottage.
He came back with a ladder. He turned it horizontally to fit it through the door. In the process of getting it outside he banged it against the table, the doorframe, and finally the cauldron which was still sitting on the grass. He set the ladder up by Luna’s back. Then he left it there and hastily hauled the cauldron back into the cottage, half lifting it and half dragging it. In his haste he banged it against the ladder and the doorframe. Each time the cauldron banged, it let out a low bong sound.
He left the cauldron right in the middle of the living room floor and dashed back outside, pulling the door shut behind him. He reached into the pocket on the sleeve by his right wrist and pulled a long key out. It was shaped like an elephant and was as large and round as a cantaloupe. Luna had no clue as to how Edwin managed to fit such a large key in his wrist pocket.
“Brace yourself,” Hoover warned Luna.
Edwin stuck the elephant’s trunk into the keyhole, then twisted it with both hands. The elephant key erupted in a blasting trumpet sound. Luna was so surprised that steam billowed out of her nostrils. Hoover simply rolled his eyes. He was accustomed to the wizard’s strange ways. The elephant key’s trumpeting was so loud that Luna’s ears buzzed with a high-pitched ringing sound for several seconds after the noise stopped.
Edwin looked up at them, blushing slightly. He cleared his throat, “Pardon the noise. I haven’t been able to figure out how to adjust my keylaphant’s volume yet...” Luna wondered if keylaphant was a word Edwin had made up. And she wondered if all wizard’s used keylaphants.
Edwin stuffed the key back into his wrist pocket. He grabbed his purple hat off of the forest floor and stuffed it on his head. Then he began to climb up the ladder to get onto Luna’s back.
“Hoover, why does Edwin have such a large key?” she questioned.
Hoover shrugged. Luna couldn’t see him because he was on top of her head, but she could feel the slight movement. He answered, “I suppose it’s to prevent him from losing it. He tends to misplace things quite frequently.”
Luna wanted to ask about the noise as well, but instead she craned her neck to watch Edwin carefully as he climbed the ladder. She had only known Edwin for a few hours, but she’d already noticed his lack of coordination.
And it was a good thing she was watching out for him…
On the fourth step of the ladder his legs got completely tangled up in his trailing robe. He almost fell backward. Luckily, Luna moved fast, using her head to block his fall. Hoover flapped his wings frantically to keep his balance on her moving head. He tightened his talons around her two horns. Then Luna used her head to push Edwin up her side until he could climb onto her back.
Edwin let out a breath. “It’s been an exhilarating adventure already!” His cheeks were flushed again. He raised his hands to grip his purple, pointed hat. He pulled it down tightly over his head. He settled himself on Luna’s scaly, golden back and wrapped his arms around the base of her long neck. “I’m ready! Onward, great beast!” Edwin proclaimed.
Luna looked back at him. She wasn’t sure how she felt about being called a beast. The moonlight made her white fangs shine, and she puffed a cloud of hot steam in his direction. 
Edwin cleared his throat. “Sorry, Luna. I’m afraid I got carried away.” He grinned, blushing.





14. Take Off

Fortunately, Edwin’s cottage was in a less dense section of the Cottonwood Forest. The clearing gave Luna room to spread her new wings. There was a small pond to the right of his cottage that Luna hadn’t noticed when they first arrived. She marveled again at how much she could see now that she was a dragon. For instance, she could see the full moon and several stars reflected in the still pond water.
She took a deep breath and then began to beat her wings. Up, down. Up, down. She’d never flown before, but as a gecko she had been exceptionally talented at leaping. She hoped flying wasn’t too different.
As her wings flapped harder, leaves, twigs, and dirt billowed in the rising wind. The force flattened the long grass to the ground. Leaves blew off of trees and branches shook.
And then Luna lifted her two front legs into the air while using her two back legs to push off of the floor with all her might.
She flew.





15. Flying

The friends soared through the night sky. Everything was calm and quiet. For a while they flew in silence, soaking in the magical moment. They saw Cottonwood Forest stretching for miles below them and admired the endless stars above them.
“So, Luna, your family is called Robbins? And you said something about a campsite?” Edwin asked.
“That’s right,” Luna replied. “Eric—he’s the little boy—he said something about a picnic and a hike and a campsite. I don’t know what that means though.”
“There’s a small campsite nearby. Perhaps we should check there first?” Edwin suggested.
Luna nodded. “Which way?”
Edwin pointed to the right, letting his sleeve swish in the wind. “Veer right. Perfect. Continue on a little further.” After a few minutes, he added, “See? Right there below. There’s a lamppost. You can land down in that clearing.”
Luna squinted, looking for the lamppost and the clearing. Surprisingly, her eyesight wasn’t nearly as clear as it had been when she was a gecko. Perhaps dragons weren’t nocturnal. It was hard for her to see details. Everything just looked black. She wondered who had invented the ancient transformation potion that Edwin made for her. It seemed like a pretty silly idea to create a potion that only allowed her to be a dragon at night, even though dragons could hardly see in the dark. She snorted at the thought.
Even though she couldn’t see well, she could at least follow Edwin’s instructions. She had an idea. “Just keep telling me where to go. And tap on my side to guide me. Dragons have terrible eyesight,” she explained. She thought of the picture of the glaring dragon with menacing eyes in the spell book. Maybe that’s why they squint their eyes all the time, she realized.
“Terrible eyesight?” Edwin sounded shocked. “How unusual! I never would have guessed…” Then he added, laughing, “And to think some poor fellow spent all the time to put together this spell… A spell that only works at night under the full moon. The irony!” The three friends  chuckled.
Luna had never landed before, so she wasn’t sure what to do. She circled around. “How am I supposed to land?”
“Oh! It’s not difficult at all!” Edwin encouraged. “If it’s anything at all like flying a Wetzelglobber then you just have to land evenly, with all four wheels—or feet in your case—hitting the ground at once,” Edwin explained. Luna was focused on looking below, trying to spot the clearing.
On top of Luna’s head, Hoover huffed. “This is nothing like a Wetzel-whatever! Don’t listen to Edwin, Luna. He doesn’t know a thing about flying!” He spread his wings in the air. “I’m an experienced flyer. I’ll direct you down. Just remember, when we get to the ground, you’ll want to spread your wings and land on your back two feet.”





16. Bubblegum

The landing wasn’t too much of a disaster. Hoover guided Luna down and she only stumbled a little when she touched the ground. She was so giant that her stumble caused the ground to tremble.
After the landing, Edwin slid clumsily off of Luna’s back, landing on the ground on his hands and knees. He stood and brushed himself off. Hoover flapped off of Luna’s head and perched himself upon Edwin’s shoulder.
The three of them looked around the clearing. They couldn’t see much in the dark, but they could make out the shape of a tent nearby. Whoever was inside must have been sleeping. Well, at least they had been sleeping… until Luna landed and caused a minor earthquake.
A light clicked on inside the tent.
“What was that?” It was a woman’s voice.
“I bet it was a bear,” a teenage girl replied. Then her mouth made a smacking sound, like she was chewing on something.
“Don’t tease like that, Tara!” It was the woman again. “And how many times have I told you not to sleep with gum in your mouth?”
“I’m sure it was nothing,” a man interrupted, sounding annoyed and tired.
“Well, I’m going to check it out,” the woman said.
“I’m coming too,” the teenage girl, Tara, insisted.
Luna, Edwin, and Hoover didn’t have time to react. There they were, standing in the clearing. A dragon, a wizard, and an owl.
Edwin whispered into Luna’s ear, “Just stand still. Maybe they won’t see us in the dark.”
The woman emerged from the tent with Tara close behind. She stood up, shining her flashlight around.
The beam of light landed on Luna.
The woman screamed. She dove back into the tent and zipped it closed. Zzziiiiiiiip! She was in such a hurry that she even dropped her flashlight onto the ground.
“Rob, wake me up! I’m having a nightmare!” the woman pleaded.
“It’s okay. It was only a dream, Honey. Go back to sleep.” It was the man’s voice.
Tara picked up the flashlight and stared at Luna, Edwin, and Hoover. She chewed her gum. Then blew a big, pink bubble. It popped.
“Cool dragon,” she stated. She looked Edwin up and down and added, “Your clothes are weird.”
Edwin cleared his throat. “This robe and hat are quite fashionable among my peers. We’re looking for  a family with three children. The Robbins. Have you seen them here?”
The girl shook her head. “We’re the only family staying here.” She chewed her gum. “We’ve been here at this lame campsite for a week.”
“Well, thank you for your time. Tara, right?” Edwin asked.
“Yup.” The gum smacked in her mouth. “Good luck finding whoever it is. Hey—” She reached into her pocket. “take this for the road!”
She approached Edwin and placed three pieces of bubblegum into his hand.
“Thanks!” Edwin looked at the gum and grinned like a little boy.
Luna echoed Edwin’s thank you and Hoover just grunted. Tara went back into the tent.





17. Lights

Luna soared through the sky. Edwin had pointed her in a new direction, toward a mountain. He said there was another campground there. Luna hoped they had better luck at this one. They didn’t have much time. They needed to find her family before she turned back into a gecko. The full moon wouldn’t last forever.
She listened to the sound of Edwin smacking his gum. Occasionally she’d hear the pop of a bubble.
“Mine still has flavor,” Edwin announced. “What about yours?” he asked, sounding childish.
“What do you mean? I swallowed mine a long time ago,” Hoover answered blandly.
“Same here,” Luna admitted.
“What?! You’re not supposed to swallow it!” Edwin cried.
“You should’ve told us. Come on, we’re an owl and a lizard.” Hoover was rolling his eyes. He had turned around on Luna’s head to face Edwin.
Then Edwin pointed, his sleeves billowing in the wind. “There! Look at all those lights!” he spluttered. Then he coughed. “Oh hogwash. I swallowed my gum. Look! In the distance. By the mountain. Do you see?” There was a small flash in the distance. Luna couldn’t see much at all. It was so dark and her dragon eyes were no help.
“Should I head that way?” she asked Edwin.
“Yes, it seems quite unusual. And that’s right around where Cottonwood Campground is. We’d better investigate,” he replied.
Luna tilted her wings and headed in the direction of the flashing lights. “Edwin… why is your house key so big and so loud? I’ve never seen my humans carrying around anything like that.” She had to ask. She was very curious.
Edwin chuckled. “Wizards have unique customs. Having a keylaphant in good condition is… What’s the word… Well, it’s a sign of prestige among wizards. Well at least among modern wizards. It’s a recent trend.”
She looked back at him and could just make out the whiteness of his teeth. She imagined he was beaming proudly. Edwin continued, “This keylaphant is in excellent condition. I polish it every Tuesday. The only problem is I have not been able to figure out the volume adjustments. You see, I’ve had people searching my forest for an elephant. And I can’t have people searching my forest. It just won’t do.”
Luna nodded, sympathizing. “You must be quite prestigious then,” she complimented, “with your keylaphant being in such good condition.” If her nighttime vision had been better—like it had been when she was a gecko—she would have seen his face turn bright red.
He spoke quietly. “Well, Luna, dear… I wish that were the case. You see, as hard as I try—the other wizards…Well I just can’t seem to fit in.”
Luna hadn’t expected to hear that. She asked, “There are other wizards around?”
“Yes, of course!” Edwin perked up a bit. “I attended the IWW with many magical folks who live in forests nearby. IWW stands for Institute for Wizards and Witches,” he clarified. “My mother witch is the principal. She’s the one who was assigned to oversee my education. All students are assigned a mother witch or a father wizard...” His voice trailed off. “Anyway, several of the students who graduated with me live somewhere around here, but they generally avoid my forest.” He paused, thinking. “Perhaps it is because I spilled that potassium potion on Witch Sally during my second year. It turned her nose into a banana. Or it might be because I sent Wizard Tom’s broom to Antarctica in my third year. It was an accident, of course.” Edwin noticed he was rambling and quickly changed the subject. “I must admit, Luna, I was quite puzzled by that dragon transformation spell. For what reason was the transmittable specimen required?”
It took Luna a moment to understand what Edwin was saying. She realized he was talking about her tail and why it hadn’t had to come off. She had been wondering the same thing. “Edwin, does this mean I will get to keep my tail?”
Luna couldn’t see Edwin, but she could imagine him scratching his chin as he thought.
“I suppose so,” he finally replied. “The fine print made it clear that your tail must be attached to you in order for the spell to work. So, I’m honestly uncertain about the requirement for the transmittable specimen. Perhaps I’ve misunderstood what a transmittable specimen must be…”
Hoover joined in, hooting, “So you’ve been plucking my feathers out for no reason?” He did not sound happy.
“No, no, that can’t be it,” Edwin reassured. “The transformation spells I’ve practiced on you all required that your feathers be added to the potion. The spell we used for Luna was quite unique. The requirements of both moonlight and having the tail attached…” his voice trailed off in thought.
Luna was happy she could keep her tail. She didn’t want to think about it too much. Edwin might find a reason for her to have to give it up.
They were nearing the flashing lights. Luna began her descent.
“Welcome to Cottonwood Campground!” Edwin shouted. He had to shout to be heard over the slapping sound that was growing louder and louder. Slap slap slap.
Slapping sound?
Luna looked around to see where the noise was coming from. She could hardly see. Not only was her vision terrible in the dark, but the lights that were shinning all around were making it difficult to see.
Edwin shouted again, “It’s a search party! There’s a helicopter just ahead. See its spotlights? They must be looking for someone!”  
Luna didn’t see. The lights were shining in her face, completely blinding her.





18. Crash

The slapping sound grew louder and louder. Luna tried to keep her wings steady, but a powerful wind was pushing against her. She couldn’t see. She couldn’t hear. She felt lost in the blinding light.
“Watch out!!!” Edwin yelled at the top of his lungs.
Hoover screeched and launched himself off of Luna’s head, flying to safety.
Luna struggled desperately to orient herself, letting out a helpless roar. But all she could focus on were the




BRIGHT,
BLINDING,
FLASHING
LIGHTS!




Then Luna crashed.
She smashed her head right into the body of the helicopter. Her scaley armor protected her, but the impact made her dizzy.
The slapping of the helicopter’s twirling blades was still deafeningly loud. And she could hear shouting coming from down below.
“What was that? In the sky! Did you see?” someone bellowed.
Her head was spinning. The helicopter was still shining one of its spotlights directly into her face. She lost control and began to spiral downwards, away from the campsite clearing and towards the thick forest. She flapped her wings frantically, but they suddenly felt awkward and clumsy. They felt too heavy. They were dragging her down.
So, she crashed again. She plummeted down into the trees. Branches snapped and scratched against her scales. Edwin held onto her neck as tightly as he could, ducking to avoid the branches all around. Finally, they slammed onto the forest floor.
For several long moments everything was still and quiet. Edwin was lying flat against Luna’s back.
Then Edwin sat up, breathing heavily. He pulled up his long sleeves and examined his arms. A few scratches, but nothing too bad.
Hoover fluttered down and landed beside them. “Wasn’t the best landing, Luna,” he called. “But it was only your second time. I’ll need to give you more lessons.”
Luna blinked slowly, lifted her head, and looked at him. “Thanks, Hoover.” She tilted her head from side to side. The dizziness was slowly fading away. “What was that thing?” she asked.
“A search and rescue helicopter,” Edwin responded. “They are searching for someone. I think they might be searching for your family, Luna.”





19. Reporter

“Hoover, you’ve got to go find out what’s happening,” Edwin whispered urgently. The three friends were huddled in the forest. As Luna was plummeting down towards the forest, Edwin had been clinging to her for dear life. Yet, he had managed to spot a group of people gathered in the clearing. They were holding flashlights.
“Me? You’re the human here! You go talk to them!” Hoover retorted. 
“Hoover,” Edwin entreated, “I really can’t afford to get involved in such a big crowd of people. Especially not with the news reporters there. Most humans don’t even believe that wizards and witches really exist! And among those who do… Well, they tend to question whether our practices are entirely… How do I say this…” Edwin smiled sheepishly, “safe.” Then he added hastily, “Wizards are very misunderstood.”
Luna was pressing herself to the ground, trying to stay hidden in the forest. She certainly didn’t want that helicopter coming down to find her. She felt crowded by the trees. She could hardly move her wings without snapping branches and rustling leaves. She looked at Hoover. “Please, Hoover. My family could be out there!”
Hoover groaned, “Fine.”
Edwin pointed Hoover in the direction of the crowd he had seen. “Over near the base of the mountain,” Edwin instructed. “That’s the campground.” Hoover took off, huffing and puffing as he flapped away.
Soon Hoover could hear voices. He stayed hidden in the trees and perched high on a branch. He looked at the group of people below.
They were gathered in a clearing. The campground. He saw several people in uniforms gathered around a massive pile of rocks. The rocks were piled against the side of the mountain. The people were picking slowly and carefully through the rocks.
A woman holding a microphone stood in front of a camera. Lights shone on her face. Hoover focused, trying to hear what she was saying.
“…there was a strange crash up above. It appears something has collided with our spotlight helicopter. We will report more details as they come. The rescue team still hasn’t been able to uncover the entrance. It appears the family was having a picnic and decided to explore the cave when the rockslide trapped them in. Rescuers estimate they have been trapped for one or two days. The cause of the rockslide is still unknown.” Her voice was professional and choppy.
Hoover turned his head, taking in the scene. He saw a blanket spread out on the ground. It still had food sitting on it.
The reporter continued, “The search and rescue party must proceed with extreme caution. Unburying the cave entrance could cause another rockslide. We can only hope that the family who is trapped inside has a supply of food and water with them.” She paused. “The campground owner reports that the names of the trapped individuals are Sam and Erin Robbins. And their three children.”
Hoover fidgeted his feather tufts nervously. He had to get back to report to Luna.





20. Frantic

Hoover landed in front of Luna and Edwin. He puffed and huffed. “Rockslide—” he started. “Trapped,” he gasped. “For days!” He swallowed. “Robbins family!”
Luna stood up, causing several branches to crack. Leaves fell off the trees around them like snow. “They’re in trouble!” she wailed frantically. She started to plow her way through the forest, cracking more branches off of trees. The whole forest seemed to shake around her with every step.
Edwin ran to stop her, arms waving madly in the air. “Luna! We must make a plan first! Luna! Wait!”
But Luna’s only focus was to go save her family. She knew that when the crowd of humans saw her, they’d let her take care of the situation. They’d follow her lead. After all, Edwin had said that all animals and humans alike revered the dragons.
She burst out of the forest and into the clearing. Everything went quiet. She heard a few people shout out.
“What was that?”
“Did you hear that?”
Then the flashlights all turned to focus on her. The lights blinded her. She was realizing more and more that dragon eyes were annoyingly sensitive, yet very ineffective at seeing in the dark.
Then her ears rang with deafening screams. It seemed all the humans were screaming at once.
“What is that?”
“There’s a monster!”
“Dragon!”
She heard a chorus of clinks as flashlights were dropped to the ground.
“Get out of here! Get to the cars!”
Luna did not feel like a dragon queen. She certainly did not feel royal.
Her scales were maddeningly itchy after scraping through all the leaves and branches. Her wings felt heavy and cumbersome. No one was happy to see her.
On the bright side, the humans had cleared away, giving Luna space to get to work. She lumbered to the rock pile. She used her massive arms to pull a large boulder out from the bottom of the pile. As she pulled it free more rocks came tumbling down to fill its place. She heard muffled voices coming from behind the rocks but couldn’t make out what was being said.
Luna yelled, “I’m coming to get you out! Don’t worry!” But, to the humans all around it sounded like a petrifying ROAAAAARRR!
The humans screamed louder. And Luna heard the muffled voices trapped behind the rocks scream as well.
She scrambled, trying to pull more rocks away from the cave entrance. She clawed the boulders. Her claws made an ear-splitting eeeeekkkkk against the stones.
The next thing she knew, a few humans were cautiously approaching her. They were holding shovels out towards her. They looked threatening.
“Get away, monster!”
“Stop that!”
“That beast will trap them in deeper!”
Rocks were sliding down, piling higher as she frantically dislodged more and more stones. She was making things worse. She turned towards the humans. They were starting to poke her with their shovels.
“Get away! Get away!”
She tilted her head up, looking at the sky through the trees. She wailed in frustration. She didn’t intend to start a forest fire…
Flames blasted out of her mouth as she wailed, making her throat burn. The flames scorched the leaves and branches above her instantly. She was so surprised that she snorted. More fire shot out of her nose, toasting several tree trunks and the pile of rocks blocking the cave.
Now the rockslide was not only trapping the Robbins, but the rocks were also burning like hot coals.
The fire was spreading. Several trees were being consumed by flames. People were shouting and screaming. She thought she heard a siren in the distance. What a mess.
Her rescue was turning out to be a complete disaster. Her heart sank. She let out a great roar of despair, this time intentionally.
ROOOOOOAAAAR!
Then things got worse. She heard Edwin calling her name in a panic. He was emerging from the forest, avoiding the flame-stricken sections of trees. “LUNA!” When he saw that she was looking at him, he pointed to the sky. “The moon!”
She looked up just as the full moon faded. The sky was turning pink and the sun was peeking over the horizon.
Then she shrunk. It happened so quickly.
But just before she shrunk, she managed to glimpse a tiny crevice…





21. Measly Again

She was a tiny gecko again. Insignificant. Helpless. Measly. She’d wasted her chance to save her family.
A huge red truck had arrived. People were holding a giant hose, spraying desperately at the fires and still shouting.
“We’ve got to cool off those rocks and get that family out of there!”
“If we spray the rocks with the hose it will just cause another slide!”
“Well we have to do something! It must be heating up in the cave!”
“Where’d the dragon go? What if it comes back?”
Luna was frozen. A tiny gecko standing alone, in the middle of the massive chaos. Chaos that she had created.
The crevice.
She had seen a crevice. A tiny crack near the top of the rock pile. A crevice that small meant nothing to a dragon. But she was not a dragon anymore.
She scurried as fast as her little legs could carry her. She approached the rockslide.
As a dragon, she hadn’t known her own strength. Simply touching the rocks caused more rocks to slide. But as a gecko, things were different.
She hopped from rock to rock. She was so light that not even the smallest of the rocks budged. There was no danger of causing more rocks to slide.
She had to jump quickly. The rocks were still hot from her fire breath. She leapt from rock to rock. As soon as she touched a rock, she propelled herself off of it before it could burn her toes too badly.
Upward. Upward. Upward.
Leap. Leap. Leap.
When she finally reached the top, she searched quickly for the crack she had seen before. It took her a few minutes, but she finally found it at the top left of the huge rock pile.
From somewhere behind her, she heard Edwin’s voice. “Luna! Come back! It’s too dangerous!”
She didn’t look back. Without hesitating and without thinking twice, she slipped herself through the crevice.





22. Cave

Luna wove her way through the stones until she came to the open cave.
Darkness.
The cave was pitch black, except for the small slit of light coming in through the crevice. Perfect. This was Luna’s element. She could see everything. Her pupils widened into big, full circles. She could see the rocky edges of the cave wall. She could see the Robbins family, huddled together on the ground.
They were sitting in a tight circle. Mrs. Robbins was clutching baby Shannon to her chest. Luna could hear Shannon whimpering softly, even though it was difficult to hear over Eliza’s sobbing. Eric was sitting quietly, staring down. Mr. Robbins was sitting between Eliza and Eric with his arms wrapped tightly around them.
Luna needed to think fast. She had to get them out. But what could she do? She was tiny and weak.
She climbed up to the ceiling of the cave, trying to get a better view of everything. She definitely wasn’t going to be able to budge any of the rocks. And she definitely wasn’t going to be able to breathe out a small fire to keep the Robbins family warm. What could she do?
She was a good climber.
She could see in the dark, which the Robbins family could not do. They either didn’t have a flashlight, or they currently had it turned off to save batteries. Or perhaps they had one, but the batteries had died long ago.
Luna decided to start with what she could do. Climb and see. So, she climbed around the entire cave, clinging to the wall. She searched high and low, all along listening to the sad sounds coming from her three favorite little humans in the world. She would rescue them. She had to.





23. Eliza

Luna didn’t know how long she’d been climbing around the cave. But she did know that her toes ached, her mouth was dry, and she was feeling dizzy with fatigue. It had been such a long journey.
She thought back to when she was still safely in her tank. With her family safely home. With her leaves that felt dead. With her knobby stick. With her fruit puree. With Eric and Eliza squishing their faces up against her glass.
Then she found something.
Towards the back of the cave there was a hidden passage close to the floor. It looked like a tunnel. It was barely visible. She hurried to it and scurried inside. She followed the tunnel.
It twisted and turned. She kept going. Until she started to see light.
Her heart raced inside of her. Was this the answer? She followed the tunnel to the end. Her pupils turned into tiny slits as she saw a bright blue and pink sky. She gasped.
Her heart raced faster. She dodged back into the tunnel. This time, she carefully measured the height of the tunnel, judging whether her humans could fit through.
She was pretty confident that Mr. Robbins could squeeze through if he really tried.
She blazed through the rest of the tunnel, arriving back at the main cave. The Robbins were still huddled together.
She scaled the cave wall, then leapt onto Mrs. Robbins shoulder.
Mrs. Robbins screamed.
Bad idea.
Baby Shannon started wailing too.
“Honey? Are you okay? What is it?” Mr. Robbins was flustered. The kids were terrified.
“Something landed on me! Maybe it was a BAT!” Mrs. Robbins squealed. She tried to calm herself, staying strong for her children. “It’s okay. It’s gone now.”
Mr. Robbins grabbed the flashlight from his pocket and shone it around the cave. The flashlight’s light was dim.
Luna needed to think this through…
She had an idea.
But she had to act fast while the flashlight was still on. She crept towards little Eliza. Eliza was an adventurous little girl. Always exploring. And a fast runner—especially for a two-year-old.
Mr. Robbins had loosened his arms around Eliza and Eric when Mrs. Robbins screamed. Luna crept closer and closer. Then she slowly stepped onto Eliza’s little foot and crawled all the way up her leg until she reached her little hand. She tickled Eliza’s hand with her tail.
Eliza got quiet. Then she giggled.
Luna jumped into the stream of light coming from the flashlight. She had to make sure Eliza saw her. Eliza did.
Then Luna bolted, making sure to stay in the dim light casted by the flashlight. Eliza saw Luna running away and hopped up to chase after her. It was a good thing Eliza was fast. She was chasing after Luna before Mr. Robbins had time to react.
Luna had to get Eliza into the tunnel before Mr. Robbins caught them.
Luna darted into the tunnel, Eliza following close behind.
“Eliza?” Mr. Robbins hollered. “Eliza!!”
Now Luna needed Mr. Robbins to follow. She needed him to bring his flashlight so that Eliza could see her. The tunnel was black and Eliza had started to whimper.
Luna heard Mrs. Robbins voice. “Where’s Eliza? Where did she go?!”
“It’s ok, Honey. Stay with Eric and Shannon. I’ll get Eliza.” He walked to the cave wall. “It looks like she crawled into this hole… I didn’t notice this was here. Eliza! Come back! Now!!”
Mr. Robbins crawled through the entrance and into the tunnel. He crawled with the flashlight in his hands, casting just enough light for Eliza to see Luna again. Luna jumped onto Eliza’s hand, tickling Eliza’s palm with her tail again. Then she darted forward, being sure to stay in the beam of the flashlight.
Eliza crawled after her. Fast. It was a good thing Eliza was so fast. Her parents always had a hard time keeping up with her. And right now that was essential for Luna’s plan.
“Eliza! Stop!” Mr. Robbins shouted down the tunnel frantically. “Danger, Eliza! Come back!”
He crawled after them, but his shoulders were broad and he was tall. He had to be methodical and careful as he crawled through the winding tunnel.
“Eliza! Come back!” It was Mrs. Robbins voice, shouting from the cave behind them.
Luna stopped, letting Eliza catch up. It was just bright enough that when Eliza caught up, she stopped, reaching for Luna. She seemed to recognize her. Then she said, “Lu-na!”
Luna tickled Eliza’s hand again and then ran. Just barely escaping before Eliza could grab her.
It shouldn’t be too much farther now. Just one more bend.
“Eliza! Stop right now! Come back to me.” It was Mr. Robbins. Luna pressed forward, looking back every few seconds to make sure Eliza was following.
Mr. Robbins was gaining on them. His voice sounded close. Too close.
“Eliza! Stop! Come to me!”
Luna looked back. Her heart sank. Mr. Robbins had reached Eliza, grabbing her in his arms.
His voice was weary and sad. “Eliza, sweetheart. You scared us.” He was starting to scoot backwards, pulling Eliza back towards the cave with him. He couldn’t turn around because the tunnel was such a tight squeeze.
They were so close. She had to get Mr. Robbins to stop. There was only one thing she could think of that would do the trick.
She scurried between Eliza’s legs, arriving near Mr. Robbins hand. The hand that was clutching the flashlight. She crawled onto the flashlight, avoiding touching his hand. She didn’t want to startle him in this tight space.
She found the switch. It took all her strength, but she pressed her weight against the switch. It worked. The flashlight turned off. She heard Mr. Robbins jump, bumping his head on the ceiling of the tunnel.
“Ouch!”
Mr. Robbins was about to flick the switch and turn the flashlight back on, when he hesitated.
“Wait a moment. What is that?” He peeked over Eliza’s shoulder. He saw a faint light ahead. “There’s a light!” he exclaimed.
Eliza said “Lu-na!” in a cheerful voice. Mr. Robbins kept looking at the light.
“Could it be? Is it a way out?” Mr. Robbins voice shook with the intensity of his hope.





24. Rescue

Luna’s work was done. She sneakily slipped herself into the loose pocket of Eliza’s baggy shorts.
The rest of what happened in the cave passed in a blur. Luna was absolutely exhausted. She rode along in Eliza’s pocket, resting her tired limbs and sore tail.
Mr. Robbins backed out of the tunnel, tugging Eliza along with him. Luna could tell they’d made it back to the main cave when she felt Eliza stand up. And she heard Mrs. Robbins’ cry of relief.
“Eliza! You’re okay! Don’t run away, Eliza. Mommy was so worried.”
Mr. Robbins hurriedly interjected. “Honey, Eliza’s found an exit. I think it might be big enough for us! I need to check it out. Can you watch Eliza?”
Mrs. Robbins gathered her three children. They huddled in the darkness. Mr. Robbins took the flashlight and went back to the tunnel.
When he came to the end of the tunnel, he stepped out into the bright sky. They would be free. They would be okay. He hurried back to his family. Then he lead them through the dark tunnel to their freedom.





25. Home

When the whole family had made it through the tunnel, they sat down to rest outside on the grass. Mr. Robbins left them and walked back towards the campsite. He found the rescue team there. The rescue team had managed to put out the forest fire. They were still trying to carefully move the rocks from blocking the cave entrance.
After leading the rescue team back to his family, everything was okay. Mr. Robbins, Mrs. Robbins, and the children were given food and water. Then they were transported back to their home in emergency vehicles. A tow truck would be sent back later to pick up their car.
Through it all Luna dozed in and out of sleep in the safety of Eliza’s front pocket. She awoke long enough to see the front door open and then shut behind them.
 
Home at last.
 
The whole Robbins family headed back to Mr. and Mrs. Robbins room, Luna riding along in the pocket.
Half-awake and half-asleep, she heard Mrs. Robbins' voice.
“That’s odd,” Mrs. Robbins said. “I don’t remember leaving this window open before we left.”
Luna stirred herself awake and peeked out of Eliza’s pocket. She looked at the window that had been her gateway into the outdoors. It had been the beginning of her grand adventure. Mrs. Robbins pulled it shut. Luna noticed that it didn’t close completely and that she didn’t lock it.
Luna snuck secretly out of Eliza’s pocket and leapt onto the nearby wall.
Nobody noticed her.
The entire Robbins family snuggled up together on Mr. and Mrs. Robbins’ large bed. Mr. and Mrs. Robbins usually sent their kids off to their own rooms and their own beds. But it was a special occasion. A time to cherish each other. It was a miracle that they had all made it through the rockslide and the time in the cave without injury.
Luna crept stealthily along the wall until she arrived back at her tank.
Getting out of her tank and climbing around the house had seemed like a huge adventure to her before. Thinking about it now made her laugh. That had been nothing compared to the rest of her adventure.
She climbed to the top of her tank. She found the hole at the back edge and squeezed through.
Then she let out a sigh of relief. It was nice to be back. She climbed down her knobby stick and brushed against her artificial leaves. She knew they were artificial now. She had seen and felt the real thing outside.
Her tank had been freshly misted. She slurped up the water droplets.
And to her surprise, she found a fresh bowl of fruit puree waiting for her. Mrs. Robbins must have mixed it up for her soon after getting home. Mrs. Robbins probably assumed Luna was hiding behind her leaves, resting.
Luna’s chest felt warm and content.

Home. Finally.

She fell asleep thinking about Hoover, the grumpy old owl who had become her friend. And Edwin, the eccentric wizard with his quirky kindness. And her family who was safely home at last.





26. Message

Luna slept the rest of the day. The Robbins did too. They only got up a few times to get drinks and snacks.
That night, Luna woke up feeling somewhat refreshed. She realized her humans might never know of her grand rescue adventure. But that was alright. For the moment, she was just happy to be home. She was excited to see Eric and Eliza’s squishy faces up against her tank. She was ready for leisurely nights and long, long rests during the day.
Besides, her humans still didn’t know about the hole at the top of her tank. And she had a feeling she had many great adventures ahead of her. But those could wait for a while.
She looked towards the window and was startled to see the silhouette of an owl.
Hoover?
She crawled out the hole, then around the wall and all the way to the window. She squeezed through the window crack.
“Hoover?” She asked, looking around.
Hoover plopped himself onto the closest branch, trying to catch his breath. “Hello, Luna,” he replied.
“Did Edwin make it back home too?”
“Yes, he’s fine. We watched you when you turned back into a gecko and went into the cave.” He paused, then said, with affection in his voice, “You really did it, Lizard.” He realized he was getting too soft, so he ruffled his feathers and cleared his throat. “Hmph! Edwin sent me with a message. He has this bizarre idea that wizards should use owls as mailmen.” Hoover shook his head back and forth. “Anyway, he sent me with a message for you.”
“What is it?” Luna peeped, staring at Hoover and soaking in the fresh nighttime breeze.
Hoover cleared his throat, then began. “He says—and this is a direct quote—Luna,” Hoover cleared his throat again. Then he raised his voice to try to mimic how Edwin’s would sound. “Luna, I owe you an apology.” Hoover paused for effect. “I convinced you that you were not strong, fast, big, or brave enough to rescue your family. But I was wrong. Now I see that your family needed you just as you are. As a crested gecko.” Hoover's voice cracked slightly. He was getting emotional, but he tried every tactic he could think of to hide it.
Luna smiled.
Then Hoover continued, “And I owe you the same apology, Luna. You really are a brave gecko. You’re a true adventurer. And even a hero.”




The End





Epilogue

Life had returned to normal in the Robbins home. Luna enjoyed getting back into her normal routine.
She found it especially amusing when Eric would tell her stories about the cave adventure. A couple of nights after returning home, he came and spent a while staring into her tank before bed. He watched Luna climb her stick. He spoke softly, as if he were telling her a secret—something for only her ears.
“We missed you, Luna. You wouldn’t believe the adventure we had,” Eric whispered with excitement in his eyes.
Luna thought to herself that she surely understood his adventure. She wished she could tell him, “You wouldn’t believe the adventure I had!”
But she knew he wouldn’t understand her the way Edwin did. So, she just kept listening.
Eric’s voice was animated. “We got stuck in a cave. It was so dark. Eliza and baby Shannon were really scared.” He paused, staring off into the distance. Then he looked back at Luna. “Then Eliza found a way out. There was a secret tunnel. It was like a miracle! It was like someone was guiding her to it.” Luna just smiled and looked back into his wide eyes.
It had been about a month since the rescue. Luna awoke from a good day of rest. Her family had gone to bed and the house was quiet. Luna licked up her fruit puree.
Moonlight streamed through the window and into her tank. She loved when she could see the moon out the window. She peered up at it. It was full.
In that instant, she felt something funny. Her throat felt warm. She cracked her mouth open. A puff of smoke escaped. Then a spark. Her body began to feel warm and tingly. Her tail started to pulse. Oh dear…she thought, as she realized what was happening.
She bolted to the hole at the top of the tank, squeezing through it just as she started to grow. She was already growing as she leapt to the window. She squeezed through it, almost breaking it as she continued to grow.
She made it outside just in time. She heard Mr. and Mrs. Robbins stirring. She wondered if she had awoken them.
She flapped her wings, rising above Cottonwood Forest. She scanned the trees below, searching for puffs of smoke coming from a cottage chimney. She had to find Edwin.




Coming Soon…

Join Luna and friends for their next great adventure.
 

Hoover’s Horn
Book two
The Cottonwood Chronicles
When Hoover experiences a magical mishap, his friends must help him get his feathers back. But there may be some minor, or very major, complications along the way…
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About the Gecko


 
Luna lives in a tank, in the Richardson home, in Utah. She enjoys going on secret adventures while her humans are asleep.
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