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Bat Rider and the Den of Baagh

 


1: Prang

 


Matthew John hopped onto Prang’s back. It
was odd to be sitting on the back of a strange bat. He gripped
Prang’s pale fur with his hands.

‘Let’s go,’ he said.

Wings beating, they left the cave where the
bat riders lived. They flew through smoke. Mount Boom rumbled.
Flaming bombs fell from the sky.

‘I knew this was a bad idea,’ said Prang.
‘Are you sure you can’t find some other bat to ride?’

‘It has to be you, Prang,’ said Matthew
John. ‘I trust you. You flew all those missions with your Wing
Commander before he retired.’

‘We attended parades and had inspections,’
said Prang. ‘The Wing Commander wore his medals.’

‘I don’t have any medals,’ said Matthew
John. ‘That’s my home down there, the house with the red roof.
Would you please land on the lawn? I want to tell my parents where
I am going. Are you any good at landing? Bulmer crashes all the
time.’

‘I know how to land,’ said Prang, and he
landed.

‘You’ve changed your bat,’ said Daddy.

‘This is Prang,’ said Matthew John. ‘Bulmer
is lost and Prang is going to help me find him.’

‘Pleased to meet you, Prang,’ said Mummy. ‘I
do hope nothing serious has happened to Bulmer.’

‘Don’t worry, Mum,’ said Matthew John. ‘He’s
probably crashed somewhere. You know Bulmer. Prang and I will find
him. Prang has flown hundreds of missions. Haven’t you, Prang?’

‘I like the marching bands best,’ said
Prang, ‘and the saluting. Would you like to see me salute?’

‘Perhaps another time,’ said Mummy. ‘I know
you must be anxious to start your mission.’

A strange wail came from the forest of
mile-high Yumi trees.

Prang’s eyes widened. ‘What was that?’ he
asked.

‘Sounds like trouble,’ said Matthew John.
‘We had better go and find out what’s wrong. See you later, Mum.
Bye, Dad.’

‘Wish we could come,’ said Daddy. Grown-ups
were too heavy to ride on the backs of bats.

‘I shall miss you both,’ said Matthew John.
‘Chocks away, Prang!’

Matthew John and Prang leapt from the ground
and flew up through swirling smoke to the top of a Yumi tree.

‘Boris,’ said Matthew John. ‘Was that you I
heard wailing? What’s up?’

‘Goats are eating my leaves,’ said Boris in
his slow, weighty voice. ‘I am a tree. I need my leaves to keep me
warm. I need my leaves to breathe.’ He scratched his long wooden
nose with a slender, woody shoot.

‘I don’t see any goats eating your leaves,’
said Matthew John, fanning the smoke with his hand and peering
about him. It was hard to see anything, to tell the truth.

A goat named Cheeky landed in front of Prang
and bared its teeth. ‘Can’t catch me! Waa!’ said Cheeky, and leapt
out of sight.

‘I must remain calm,’ said Prang to himself.
‘I must breathe deeply.’

Three more goats landed in front of Prang
and showed their teeth.

‘Can’t catch me! Waa!’ shouted the first
goat.

‘Can’t catch me! Waa!’ shouted the second
goat.

‘Can’t catch me! Waa!’ shouted the third
goat.

All three goats leapt into the smoke and
vanished.

Prang shivered his wings. This was not his
sort of mission. He heard loud munching sounds.

‘What you hear,’ said Boris, gravely, ‘is
the sound of my leaves being eaten. Is there nothing you can do,
Matthew John?’

‘I’ll ask Mr. Seeds,’ said Matthew John. ‘He
knows just about everything. He’ll know what to do about the
goats.’

 


2: The Lava Tubes of Boom

Mr. Seeds was in his kitchen. He took a Mud
Slide Ice Cream Cake out of his fridge and ladled hot chocolate
sauce over it.

‘Not bad,’ said Prang. ‘You bite through the
hot chocolate sauce into the cold vanilla ice cream. Mm! Can I have
another piece?’

Mr. Seeds gave Prang a second piece of cake.
‘They are mountain goats, and very good at leaping,’ he said. ‘They
fled from the mountain when the eruption began. They are eating the
leaves of the Yumi trees because they are hungry.’

‘Perhaps if I talked to the goats?’
suggested Matthew John.

Mr. Seeds shook his head. ‘Goats prefer
eating to talking,’ he said.

‘Is there no way to drive the goats from the
forest?’ asked Matthew John.

‘I wonder,’ said Mr. Seeds. He wheeled his
chair to the window and peered out at the rumbling mountain. ‘At
the end of Big Cat Canyon,’ he said, ‘you will find an entrance to
the Lava Tubes.’

‘The Lava Tubes?’ said Matthew John,
frowning. ‘I don’t think I’ve heard of those.’

‘The Lava Tubes of Boom,’ said Mr. Seeds,
‘are a maze of underground passages. A tigress has her den
somewhere in the Lava Tubes. Her name is Baagh. Find her, ask her
politely, and she might scare the goats out of the forest.’

‘I’ll find her,’ said Matthew John.



‘Be careful,’ said Mr. Seeds. ‘She is a
cunning tigress. Whatever you do, don’t pull her tail. Where is
your bat Bulmer today?’

‘Bulmer was last seen giving a flying lesson
to the Group Captain’s brother, Gabriel Logan,’ said Matthew John.
‘He and the boy seem to have got themselves lost.’

‘Lost, you say?’ said Mr. Seeds.

‘Prang and I are searching for them now. If
I were Group Captain, I’d be organizing a proper search, but I’m
only a Wing Commander, and my Group Captain is away serving on the
starship Artibeus. Apparently that is what happens when you become
a Group Captain. You leave the planet for a while and spend time in
space.’ Matthew John sighed. ‘Prang,’ he said. ‘Finish up that
third slice of Mud Slide Ice Cream Cake, and help me with the
dishes. We’re off to see a tigress.’

‘A tigreth?’ said Prang, with his mouth
full.

‘Goodbye, Mr. Seeds,’ said Matthew John.

‘Good luck, Matthew John,’ said Mr.
Seeds.

Matthew John mounted Prang, and they took to
the air. Matthew John called his friends on his bat rider
phone.

Within minutes, Matthew John and his
companions were flying into Big Cat Canyon. They flew in diamond
formation. Behind Matthew John and to his left, Joshua Ryan rode
his bat Smoky. Behind Matthew John and to his right, Emily
Charlotte rode her bat Vesper. Directly behind Matthew John,
Annabelle Sue rode her bat Hula.

The canyon was loud with the sound of Big
Cat River. Rocky walls tore by to their right and to their left.
Below them white water heaved and thundered.

Spray from the river wet Matthew John’s
face. ‘Wow!’ he said. ‘I wish Bulmer could see this.’ He missed
Bulmer more than he could say.

They came to a sudden turn and swooped to
follow the canyon around the sharp corner. The canyon doubled back
and they swooped the other way.

‘All this swooping is making me dizzy,’ said
Prang.

When they came to the head of the canyon,
the four bat riders landed in a dim grotto bright with the flowers
of golden currant, wild cucumber and purple nightshade.

Matthew John leapt off Prang’s back. He
snatched a pair of flying goggles from the floor of the grotto.
‘Bulmer borrowed these goggles from me this morning. He must have
dropped them here. He can’t be far away.’

Holding the goggles in one hand, Matthew
John parted the flowering vines with his other hand.

‘I think I’ve found the Lava Tubes of Boom,’
he said.

‘Let’s have a look,’ said Joshua Ryan.

They all pressed forward to see.

A lava tube stretched away into the
distance. The walls of the tube were curvy and smooth, with thick
yellow and orange veins that glowed in the dark. The tube had a
sandy floor.

‘I see four-toed paw prints in the sand,’
said Matthew John.

They heard the thunder of approaching
hooves. Dozens of goats raced towards them down the lava tube.

‘Waa! Waa! Waa!’ they cried, wide-eyed.

The goats ran past without stopping.

‘Something must have scared those goats,’
said Prang.

They watched the goats tear around a corner
and vanish from sight.

‘This is going be dangerous,’ said Vesper.
‘Don’t say I didn’t warn you.’

‘Let’s have a parade,’ said Prang,
hopefully. ‘I am sure it must be time for a parade.’

‘No parades until we find my bat Bulmer,’
said Matthew John, and led the way into the lava tube, clutching
the flying goggles.

The lava tube was too narrow for flying, so
they went on foot, heading in the direction the goats had come
from. The bats found the going difficult because their feet were
joined to their wings, and they kept slipping and sliding in the
sand.

In the lava tube ahead of them a creature
growled.

Wrrrrrrr!

 


3: Kiti

 


Kiti crouched down low, her tail quivering.
She was trying out her tunnel vision. Tunnel vision is exciting.
You look at your prey so hard you can’t see anything else. It is a
thrill. You wait and wait for your prey to run away. Then, when it
runs away, you chase after it. The cardboard box Kiti was playing
with wasn’t very good at being the prey. It did not run away. It
just sat there and did nothing.

‘Bor-ing!’

Kiti stretched herself and yawned, to make
her prey think she was too sleepy to attack.

‘Wrrrrrr!’ said Kiti, and leapt forward
suddenly, catching the box off guard. She gave the box a fierce
blow with her paw.

The box skittered sideways across the sandy
bottom of the lava tube, hit a snag in the floor and fell on its
side. That was better. Now Kiti could see inside the box. The box
was empty. She ran at the box. She leapt inside.

The box smelled of bat riders. It had little
holes in its sides. Kiti put a paw through one of the holes. She
felt about and found a scrap of cardboard. She tried to pull the
scrap of cardboard through the hole. It wouldn’t fit.

‘Purp!’ said Kiti, enjoying herself.

She pulled harder. Suddenly the box flipped
over, and her whole world went dark.

Instantly, she switched to night vision.
Night vision was even more exciting than tunnel vision. With night
vision, Kiti could see things other people could not see.

‘Purp, purp,’ said Kiti. Her voice sounded
hollow inside the upside-down box, deeper and more grown-up.

‘WRRRRRRR!’ she said, trying out her new,
echoey voice. ‘I AM YOUR WORST NIGHTMARE!’ That was spine-chilling.
That would really make her prey tremble. It was fun being a
tigress, even if you were a very small tigress trapped inside a
cardboard box. Just wait until her mother came back! She’d show
her! Her mother would come back to the den and think: ‘Oh! Where is
my cub? And what is this cardboard box doing here?’ and all the
time Kiti would be hiding inside the box, and being very quiet and
saying nothing, and then suddenly Kiti would surprise her mother.
‘WRRRRRR!’ she would say. Perhaps that was her mother coming now?
Kiti strained to hear.

 


4: The Den of Baagh

 


The lava tube was bigger. There was almost
enough room to fly now, but a sour smell in the air discouraged
them.

‘I AM YOUR WORST NIGHTMARE!’ said a strange,
muffled voice.

‘I told you we’d meet something awful,’ said
Emily Charlotte’s bat Vesper.

‘We come in peace!’ said Matthew John
loudly. ‘We have a message for Baagh.’

‘I AM DEATH ON FOUR LEGS!’ was the
reply.

Matthew John whispered to his companions. ‘I
think the voice is coming from that den on the far side of the
river of flowing lava.’ He pulled his goggles down over his eyes.
‘I can see tiger paw prints leading in and out of the den, but I
can’t see the tiger. Wait! I see something now. It looks like… a
cardboard box.’

‘A cardboard box?’ said Annabelle Sue,
drumming her fingers on her thighs. ‘Who cares about a cardboard
box?’

‘The box is walking,’ said Matthew John.

‘Don’t be silly,’ said Annabelle Sue. ‘Boxes
don’t walk.’

‘This one does,’ said Matthew John. ‘Now the
box is running. It has four legs. It’s charging across the den. It
going to hit the wall…’

‘I AM YOUR… OW!’ said the voice from the
box.

‘The box hit the wall,’ said Matthew John,
‘and now the box is turning around. It is charging off in the
opposite direction. It’s going to hit the other wall.’

‘I AM DEATH ON… OOF!’ said the voice from
the box.

‘It hit the other wall,’ said Matthew John.
He raised his voice. ‘Stay where you are, Death-on-Four-Legs! We’ll
come and help you.’

The box went crazy. It spun around and
charged off again.

‘Look out!’ shouted Matthew John. ‘You’re
heading for the mouth of the den.’

‘WRRRRRR!’ said the box.

‘Stop!’ shouted Matthew John. ‘You’ll fall
over the cliff!’

‘I AM… AAAAAH!’

‘The box has fallen over the cliff,’ said
Matthew John.

‘The box has landed on a ledge,’ said Emily
Charlotte.

‘I don’t need my goggles any more,’ said
Matthew John, removing them from his eyes. ‘I can see the box by
the glow of the red-hot lava river. The box has tipped over on its
side, and a creature is crawling out.’

‘It’s a tiger cub,’ said Prang.

‘Oh, she’s so cute!’ said Emily Charlotte.
‘Just look at her! A pretty little tiger club with yellow and black
stripes! I can see her pink tongue. I love her to pieces.’ She
cupped her hands around her mouth. ‘What’s your name, little
cub?’

The tiger cub looked at her scornfully. ‘You
wait until I get my teeth. I won’t be your little tiger cub then.
I’ll be Kiti the Terrible. I’ll have you for breakfast.’

‘Way to go, Kiti,’ said Annabelle Sue. ‘Tell
it like it is. Now hurry back into your den. I can see a fresh wave
of lava coming, and you’re not safe on that ledge.’

‘Wrrrrr!’ Kiti took an angry swipe at the
cardboard box.

The box tumbled into the river of lava.

‘I don’t think Kiti understands that she’s
in danger,’ said Annabelle Sue’s bat Hula. ‘She’s going to be swept
away by the lava.’

Emily Charlotte gasped. ‘She’s jumped into
the box. She’s floating down the lava river. The box is starting to
burn. What can we can do?’

‘We can rescue her,’ said Matthew John,
leaping on Prang’s back. ‘Prang, fly that tiger cub to safety.’

‘Me?’ said Prang, startled. ‘Me? Be a hero?
Yes, sir.’ He came to attention, clicked his heels together,
saluted smartly, and launched himself into space.

The fresh wave of lava arrived as he took
off. Prang was caught in an updraft and thrown against the wall of
the lava tube. The other bat riders and their bats backed away from
the searing heat.

Prang tumbled down among them, his wings
singed and smarting. ‘Ouch!’ he said. ‘I don’t think I’m very good
at being a hero.’

Matthew John fell off Prang’s back. He
bumped his knee. He rubbed the sore place as he scrambled to his
feet. He looked about him in dismay.

There was no sign of Kiti.

Emily Charlotte covered her face with her
hands. ‘The poor little tiger cub,’ she whispered. ‘Gone. Just like
that.’

‘You did your best, Prang,’ said Matthew
John. ‘How do you feel? Are you badly hurt?’

‘I’m okay,’ said Prang. ‘As I hit the wall,
I thought I saw another bat through the smoke, and I thought I
heard the other bat say “Chocks away!” What does “Chocks away!”
mean?’

‘It means nothing,’ said Annabelle Sue.
‘There was no other bat. You hit your head, that’s all. You were
dreaming.’

‘Listen!’ said Vesper. ‘Somebody’s coming. I
bet we’re in for a really nasty surprise.’

 


5: Baagh

 


The tigress Baagh ran as fast as she could
through the Lava Tubes of Boom. When hunting, she could run at 35
miles an hour, but in an emergency she could run faster, and this
was an emergency. She sensed that her cub was in danger. She tore
through the tunnel at 50 miles an hour, her powerful legs moving
with such speed and grace she seemed to float from pace to pace.
She had left her daughter Kiti alone in their den with a cardboard
box to play with. The air in Baagh’s throat tasted of smoke, and
she could smell burning lava. Would she be in time to save her cub?
She shouted her own name out loud to let Kiti know she was
coming.

‘Baagh!’ hollered the tigress. ‘Baagh!’

Her cries shook the mountain.

Away in the forest, the goats stopped
munching on the leaves of the Yumi trees and stared at one
another.

In the caves where the bat riders lived, the
boys and girls of Numbers Four and Five squadrons, asleep in their
hammocks, woke with a start and wondered where their Wing Commander
was, and what kind of strange beast was crying out from the
mountain’s heart.

Baagh charged on down the tunnel. The
striped walls of the lava tube glowed brighter and brighter. Soon
the heat became terrific. She dug her claws into the sand and
skidded to a stop. She peered through a hole in the floor.

‘Kiti?’ she said. Looking down into her den,
Baagh saw only bubbling hot lava. She stood very still, her mind
racing. The lava had melted the rocks. Her daughter was no more.
She had come too late to save her.
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