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			This book is dedicated to my orchid, Orca. Thank you for being a good friend to talk to!
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			Roewyn Roberts gazed in a mix of astonishment and sheer terror as the jaguar leaped out of the sunlit bushes, nearly spilling her dried mango on the seat next to her. She had seen this play many times—11, to be exact—but she was still afraid of the jaguar.
It wasn’t like Roewyn had a choice; the jaguar play was one of the many customs that her village used to educate children about the dangers of the rainforest.
Roewyn was like every 12-year-old in the Village of Verdana. She knew about the jaguar’s super stealth and the way their fur pattern made them seem invisible in the sunlight. She was horrified of their mouth full of gleaming white teeth and their powerful jaws. And Elmer Epreson, the villager that played the Jaguar in that year’s performance, had a way of capturing all of those traits in his realistic costume.  
“I know the play is scary, Lil’ R,” Roewyn’s mother explained after the show, “But the predators of the rainforest is a crucial piece of information that will be very useful during the Rainforest Survival Training that you will have to attend next week.”

Roewyn’s eyes widened when she heard about the upcoming Rainforest Survival Training. “I’m really, really excited about training in the wild! I can’t wait for the part where we leave our original site and go deeper into the rainforest, where we build shelters instead of pitch tents!”
The Rainforest Survival Training was another mandatory tradition. All of the 12-year-old villagers were obligated to attend. This year, the head counselor was Elmer Epreson.
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			The days zipped by like falcons in flight, and Roewyn and the other attendants were soon ready to leave. At home, Roewyn packed seven days worth of clothes and emergency snacks into a large backpack. Her mother insisted that she add a notebook, a pen, an empty trash bag and a signaling device. “It doesn’t hurt to be prepared,” Roewyn’s mother sang as she slipped the items into the bulging backpack. 
When Roewyn heard the Honk! of the van pulling up at her place, she dashed out of the front door, her long, reddish brown hair flowing behind her.
The van bumped through the forestry village, making frequent stops along the gravely dirt road to pick up more children. Soon the van was so crowded that the counselors had to borrow another van for the remaining kids. For the duration of the 3 hour ride through the rainforest, Roewyn grinned from ear to ear. She was going to train to survive in the dangerous rainforest and make her family proud! When the vans slowed down and the tires screeched, Roewyn was the first person to get out. She jumped out of the doorway and landed on the moist, grassy terrain. 

The next three days were mostly about getting organized. Nothing really memorable was going to happen until Day Four, when they would have to build their own shelters and find their own meals with minimal help from the counselors. 
At around evening on the fourth day, Roewyn woke up to find herself away from the group. Through squinting eyes, Roewyn noticed that her campsite was nowhere to be seen. She felt around and found her backpack, then fished out her notebook. Roewyn had used her notebook a diary to keep track of what happened every day at training. After frantically flipping for some time, she read the last full page.   

Dear Training Diary,
After the 6 hr van ride to campsite no. 2,  we built our shelters out of logs, then went on a hike to learn about which fruits to eat and which animals to stay away from (I wrote it all down in a list on p. 2).
Anyhoo, when I was sketching, I somehow took too long and lost track of the group. Now what? I am LOST. In the RAINFOREST. And I haven’t finished training! I can’t survive here! 
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			“What am I going to do?!” Roewyn panicked. 
“Well, how did you get up?” A voice answered. 
Roewyn turned around and that was when she saw it. A jaguar with a vivid watercolor painting behind the usual jaguar pattern instead of a vibrant yellow. Roewyn’s legs trembled as her head swirled with questions. Why does this jaguar look so weird? Why does it talk? Why haven’t I ran away yet? What does what it said mean? 
“I’m not your usual jaguar,” the creature confessed, “I’m Swiftail, a magical creature.” 


Roewyn didn’t seem impressed. “Prove it, Swiftail.” With a flick of her tail, Swiftail conjured a table with cushioned chairs, complete with two full meals that landed directly on beautifully decorated plates.  Roewyn’s jaw dropped in surprise. 
“Would you like mango or pear for dessert?” Swiftail smiled, waiting for Roewyn’s cry of defeat. 
“Okay, okay,” Roewyn surrendered. “You’re magical, but you’re just using this to trick me into coming inside your den and then you’re going to eat me.” 
“Then why would I wake you up?” Swiftail challenged. 
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			“You had a heatstroke or something and when I heard you collapse, I bolted out of my resting spot in the trees to make sure you were okay. If I was interested in eating you, I would have devoured you when you were unconscious, wouldn’t I?” 
“Well, thank you so much, Swiftail!” Roewyn replied gratefully. “But the people of my village warned us about jaguars.” 
“You mean these?” Swiftail asked. A shower of silvery sparkles circled the magical jaguar, and Swiftail’s fur gradually turned a bright lemon yellow. “AAAAAAUGH!” Roewyn screamed and to her surprise, Swiftail had already changed back to her usual look and was giggling like crazy. “Yeah...your village is mostly right. You hold stay away from predators. But you should be friends with the magical creatures here. We’ve been waiting for a human to finally be nice to us for ages, and they’ve never gotten as far as believing that we exist. Can you please help me?” Swiftail pleaded.  Roewyn thought for a long moment. Swiftail had woken her up and prepared a magical feast she had yet to try. And if Roewyn said yes, the jaguar might help her get back to either the village or the rest of the training group.

“Yes,” she declared, “But I’ll need you to help me get back home.” 
“Of course! But, before we leave, we must eat dinner.” Roewyn gazed up at the sky, which had turned a beautiful gradient of oranges, yellows, pinks and blues. As the two savored the delightful meal, the twinkling stars appeared one by one, and the sky slowly faded into darkness. When they were both finished eating, Swiftail’s fur glowed a blinding white, illuminating the wooden table. Shall we leave now?” She asked in her kind voice. 
“I’m ready when you are. Thank you so much!”
With that, Swiftail raised her glowing tail, and a pair of wings appeared on her sides. With a shower of sparkles, she morphed a saddle and multiple buckles to ensure Roewyn’s safety during the flight.
“I know where your village is,” Swiftail explained. “I promise I’ll get you home by sunrise. Buckle up and hold on.”
Roewyn hopped on Swiftail’s back, shoved her feet into the foot holders, clicked all of the supporting buckles and clutched the stirrups.
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			The magical jaguar took off into the night, soaring high above the towering trees, then swooping down and flying below the lowest branches. Even when Roewyn drifted off to sleep, Swiftail kept going, never stopping until she had reached the village just before dawn. When she did her final swoop and landed in the very center of the Village of Verdana, Roewyn woke up and stretched her arms. “Swiftail!” She cried, “You did it!” How can I thank you enough?”
Roewyn leaped off the saddle. “I’m going to wake up my parents and tell the whole story.” She sprinted down the dirt road. When she reached her house, she knocked on the door. Roewyn was sure that her parents were sleeping, so she reached into her backpack and pulled out her signaling device. Roewyn clicked the noise button and turned the volume to the highest level. 
When her parents heard the alarming sound, they rushed to the door. “That’s Lil’ R!” Roewyn’s mother screamed in panic, “That’s the sound her signaling device makes! She must be in trouble!”
Soon her parents were outside the house, still dressed in their pajamas.
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Soon her parents were outside the house, still dressed in their pajamas. Roewyn told them the entire story and finished with “And Swiftail the Magic Jaguar helped me the entire way home.”
When Roewyn’s father asked her to prove that Swiftail was magical, she led them to the center of the village where the jaguar was waiting patiently, and asked her to prepare breakfast for all of us. With a flick of her tail, Roewyn’s  magical friend conjured an entire feast. “Would you like mango or pear for a side?” She smiled.
Roewyn replied, “I’ll take mango.”
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			Roewyn Roberts grinned and waved to the cheering audience while Swiftail cantered across the large stage. Instead of a horrifying play about a menacing, evil jaguar, the villagers agreed on making a fun, magical play about a kind, selfless jaguar. Even though Roewyn never finished her training, she became one of the stars of the performance. She also shared her story with all of the villagers. What story am I talking about? This story. The story you just finished reading.

Epilogue 
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			            is a fifth grader. She enjoys reading, drawing, traveling and crocheting. Her favorite series to read is Explorer Academy. One day, when she’s older, she would love to go traveling to Antarctica. She hopes you enjoy this book! 
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