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Bat Rider and the Pit of Mormoops
1: Addison Carter
Addison Carter, the captain of the Artibeus, held out his glass for more of Mr. Seeds’s dandelion wine. ‘Bats!’ he said, and aimed a kick at Bulmer.
Bulmer hopped out of the way in a hurry, flapping his wings to keep his balance.
‘Don’t you treat Bulmer like that!’ said Matthew John, jumping to his feet.
Addison Carter leaned back in his chair and narrowed his eyes. ‘If you want to join my ship, lad, you’ll leave that flea-ridden pet of yours behind.’
‘Bulmer doesn’t have fleas,’ said Matthew John. ‘At least I don’t think he does, and he’s not a pet.’ He would have said more but Mr. Seeds put a hand on his arm.
‘I’m sorry you lost Misty, Addison Carter,’ said Mr. Seeds.
‘I didn’t lose Misty. She flew off and abandoned me, the stupid no-good bat,’ said the captain, downing his wine. ‘Bats can’t be trusted.’
‘Do you have any bats on board?’ asked Matthew John.
‘I have one bat in my ship. His name is Crystal. He’s my navigator. I couldn’t manage the hyperspace jumps without him,’ said Addison Carter, ‘but I keep him chained to the deck in the navigation wind tunnel, and I don’t let him fly.’
‘That’s horrible,’ said Matthew John.
‘Crystal does jumps?’ asked Bulmer, puzzled.
‘And I don’t let him speak, not unless he is spoken to,’ said the captain, putting down his empty glass with a bang and rising to his feet. ‘Well, boy, are you coming aboard? I hear the docking clamps engaging.’
‘I suppose I am,’ said Matthew John. ‘Goodbye, Bulmer.’ He gave his bat a fierce hug.
‘Bye-bye,’ said Bulmer. ‘I’ll miss you, Matthew John.’
‘Thanks for coming to see me off,’ said Matthew John.
The airlock doors hissed open.
‘Enjoy your time in space,’ said Mr. Seeds. ‘Keep away from the Dinosaur Deck.’
Matthew John’s mother ran a comb through his hair. ‘I’ve put a bar of chocolate in your pocket,’ she said.
His father shook his hand. ‘The best of luck with your tour of duty, Matthew John.’
‘Thanks, Dad. Thanks, Mum.’ Out of the corner of his eye Matthew John could see his friends saying goodbye to their parents. He spun on his heel and strode down the ramp into the starship. His friends followed him. Neither he nor any of his fellow bat riders looked back at the bats they were leaving behind. They could not bear to. They were used to having their bats with them wherever they went.
The bats watched their riders depart and talked quietly among themselves.
‘I wish I could go on the starship with Matthew John,’ said Bulmer.
‘Me, too,’ said Smoky. ‘I wish I could go with Joshua Ryan.’
Hula nodded. She was going to miss her own rider, Annabelle Sue. But what could they do? Their riders had to join the ship and the ship’s captain would not allow bats to go with them.
‘If we did board the ship, we’d get into trouble,’ said Emily Charlotte’s bat Vesper.
‘I wouldn’t mind if we did,’ said Hula. ‘I like trouble.’
‘Let’s play Tag,’ said Kiti, the young tiger cub who liked to play with the bats. She jumped on top of an empty cardboard box. ‘I’m It.’
Smoky made a grab for Kiti and missed.
Smoky and Kiti tumbled inside the box.
‘Purp,’ said Kiti. This was a good game. She could move faster than the bats, whose legs were joined to their wings. She scrambled up the inside wall of the box, using her tiny claws to grip the cardboard.
Vesper and Hula spread their wings and flew to the rim of the box to tag her.
‘Purp! Purp!’ said Kiti, letting go with one paw to bat at them.
‘Don’t worry, Kiti, I’ll save you,’ said Bulmer, who did not know how to play Tag. ‘Here I come.’
Bulmer’s sudden arrival knocked Vesper and Hula into the box. Kiti lost her grip and fell, too. Bulmer landed on top of her.
‘Uh. Sorry,’ said Bulmer. ‘I guess I shouldn’t have done that.’
The four bats and the tiger cub lay in a heap inside the box.
‘Mmmph humph,’ said Smoky, who was at the bottom of the heap, and found it hard to speak.
The box was a modern programmed container. The box could understand and speak one hundred and seventeen languages. The box knew that in the language of the Purple-toed Sloths of Epsilon Erandi, ‘Mmmph humph’ meant ‘This box is now full and should go on board the ship.’
‘Goomph whoof phumph Artibeus,’ the box replied in the same language. This meant ‘I have activated my anti-gravity unit and I am floating through the airlock of the Artibeus.’
So that was how Kiti the tiger cub and the four bats joined the ship without anybody knowing. Neither the officers nor the men of the Artibeus saw anything unusual in a box floating into the ship at the last moment. Boxes did that. Boxes had minds of their own.
There was a thump as the docking clamps let go. Matthew John and his friends pressed their noses to the transparent viewport and watched the shuttle float away into the darkness of space, ferrying Mr. Seeds and their parents back to the planet of the mile-high Yumi trees.
‘I hope they get home safely,’ said Emily Charlotte.
The first officer ran up to the captain, came to attention, and saluted. ‘Sir! We have just received an urgent signal asking for our help. The signal originated in the system of Sol Niger.’
‘The Black Sun?’ said Addison Carter. ‘That’s where I lost my Misty. Start up the wind tunnel. Crystal, lay in a course!
‘Not more hyperspace! I can’t stand it any more! It’s driving me mad,’ said Crystal the bat navigator, rattling his chain. ‘Please, captain. Don’t make me.’
‘Stop whining, you good-for-nothing bat!’ said Addison Carter. ‘Warp speed!’
The Artibeus leapt for the stars.
2: Collision stations!
The Artibeus dropped out of warp in the Sol Niger system. Hundreds of planets whizzed around a dark star that spun so fast that it made Matthew John dizzy to look at it. Hundreds of thousands of asteroids smashed into the ship’s force screens, exploding like fireworks. Matthew John, who had been given the task of watering the Yumi trees on the ship’s bridge, found the ship shaking so badly that he could not hold his watering can steady. By mistake, he watered the captain’s feet.
‘Fool!’ said Addison Carter, pushing Matthew John to one side as he strode to the navigation wind tunnel. ‘What have you done this time, Crystal? Have you forgotten how to use your ears? Have you forgotten how to navigate?’
‘It’s the chain, sir,’ said Crystal. ‘I need to be free to fly so I can see where we are going in hyperspace. I can’t work properly padlocked to the deck.’
‘Don’t you try that on me, you pitiful excuse for a bat,’ said Addison Carter. ‘If I free you from your chain, you’ll fly away just like my Misty did. I won’t risk it.’
Crystal’s ears pricked up. ‘Something’s coming, captain,’ he said.
‘What do you mean?’ asked Addison Carter.
Crystal closed his eyes and listened to echoes in hyperspace. ‘Something really big is rushing towards us.’
‘Collision stations! More power to the force screens!’ said Addison Carter.
‘Too late, captain,’ said Crystal.
Something hit the Artibeus with a big thump.
‘Emergency!’ said the ship’s computer. ‘Hull breach on the Dinosaur Deck.’
A mysterious hooded and cloaked figure appeared on the bridge, clutching a glowing stone in its claws.
‘Who the devil are you?’ said Addison Carter. ‘What are you doing on my ship?’
‘We are the Mormoops,’ said the cloaked figure. ‘We have come for you, captain.’
Matthew John threw his watering can at the cloaked figure. The watering can knocked the glowing stone from the figure’s grasp. The stone hit the deck with a flash of purple light, and rolled towards Matthew John’s feet. He picked it up. The stone was smooth, and sizzled with power. Hairs rose on the back of Matthew John’s neck.
‘Give me back that stone!’ said the cloaked figure.
‘Come and get it, Mormoops,’ said Matthew John, and pressed a button on the armrest of the captain’s chair.
The trap doors to the Emergency Gravity Tube hissed open, and Matthew John, his friends, and the captain dived into the tube.
‘You cannot escape me!’ said the cloaked figure, and dived after them.
3: The Dinosaur Deck
Matthew John, his friends and his captain spread their arms and legs wide as they plummeted down the gravity tube. They plunged through the lower decks of the Artibeus. White-painted signs flashed past them: CREW QUARTERS, STEERAGE, and LOADING BAYS. They flew past ELECTRICAL ENGINEERING. Men in coveralls looked up from their work to watch them go by.
Wind ruffled Matthew John’s hair. He looked over his shoulder and saw the cloaked figure swooping after them, head bent forwards and downwards like a bird of prey. The figure seemed to have two long, thin legs.
‘I want that stone back!’ shouted the cloaked figure.
A sign read DINOSAUR DECK.
Matthew John shouted ‘Exit!’
‘Deck Seventy-Two,’ said the computer. ‘Natural History. Late Cretaceous. Order Dinosauria.’
Matthew John landed on the tail of a plant-eating dinosaur named Bronto.
He, his friends, and the captain ran as fast as they could up Bronto’s long bumpy back. They climbed up Bronto’s long neck. Panting for breath, they headed for Bronto’s small head. They had come a long way. Bronto was a large dinosaur.
Soon Matthew John could hear the plant-eating dinosaur’s jaws munching on the leaves of a Yumi tree.
‘I have caught you!’ said the cloaked figure with the long, spindly legs, swooping down out of the gravity tube, wings spread wide.
‘That’s what you think!’ said Matthew John. ‘Look over your shoulder!’
A meat-eating dinosaur burst out of the forest. It was as tall as a house, with a huge face and a big, gaping mouth. The monster gave a mighty roar that shook the trees, and lunged toward the cloaked figure.
The cloaked figure swerved to escape the meat-eating dinosaur, bounced off a tree trunk, and tumbled down among the bushes.
Matthew John dashed out across the broad, flat expanse of the plant-eating dinosaur’s head. His friends and the captain followed him.
Bronto paid no attention. He was not a bright dinosaur. He had a very small brain in his head and another very small brain near his tail. Both brains were thinking about how nice the leaves tasted. A moment ago, Bronto’s eyes had been surprised to see a meat-eating dinosaur leap out of the forest, and had sent an urgent message about this to the brain near his tail. The urgent message said: ‘A meat-eating dinosaur has leapt out of the forest!’ Unfortunately this urgent message had to travel all the way from one end of Bronto to the other. The message had not yet arrived, and so Bronto had no idea that he was in danger, and went on happily munching away at the leaves.
Matthew John slipped the glowing stone into his pocket, reached up above his head with both hands and opened a panel in the deckhead. He hauled himself up into one of the ship’s air ducts and then reached down to help his friends and his captain join him there.
The meat-eating dinosaur spotted them. It was hungry. It thundered towards them, smashing aside trees.
Addison Carter was barely inside the duct when the meat-eating dinosaur shattered the panel and reached into the duct with its front legs, scrabbling about and trying to grab the bat riders. Luckily the dinosaur had only two claws on each hand.
‘Run!’ said Matthew John. ‘Keep your heads down!’
Matthew John, his friends and the captain ran as fast as they could along the air duct. Matthew John looked back to see if they were being followed, but it was too dark to be sure. The meat-eating dinosaur roared again, and Matthew John felt the air duct shake. The meat-eating dinosaur was coming after them!
‘You have a plan for retaking the ship?’ asked Annabelle Sue as they ran.
‘I’m thinking one up,’ said Matthew John. ‘What’s that smell?’
‘Peanut Butter Banana Wheels,’ said Annabelle Sue.
‘The ship’s galley! Quick! Help me with this panel. The smells will distract the dinosaur.’
Matthew John slid a panel aside and jumped feet first into the galley. The galley was where the meals were prepared for the officers and crew of the Artibeus. It was a huge kitchen filled with quivering desserts and wonderful aromas.
Matthew John and Annabelle Sue landed in an Almond Pie sprinkled with sugar.
Emily Charlotte and Joshua Ryan landed in a Chocolate Voodoo Bombshell.
Captain Addison Carter landed in a Tuxedo Truffle Torte.
The chef was a pot-bellied man wearing a white chef’s hat. ‘Vot haf you done? You have ruined my Tarta de Santiago!’ he said, rushing at Annabelle Sue and waving a wooden spoon.
‘Daddy!’ said Annabelle Sue. ‘Stop! It’s me!’
‘My little cupcake!’ said Chef Wandor, throwing down the spoon and giving his daughter a sticky hug. ‘My Annabelle Sue! We are together again. You have dropped into the galley to see your Pappa!’
‘We’re in trouble,’ said Annabelle Sue. ‘Daddy, what are you doing here on board the Artibeus?’
‘Your Mamma is running the restaurant. I am here to see that nothing happens to Daddy’s little girl in space. How are things going with you? What sort of trouble are you in today?’
‘Oh, the usual kind,’ Annabelle Sue replied. ‘The ship’s been taken over by a strange figure wearing a cloak and I’m being chased by a meat-eating dinosaur.’
‘Never fear, my brave little strawberry tart!’ said the chef. ‘If that dinosaur puts its nose into my galley, then I shall turn it into a dish fit for kings.’
‘Save some for me,’ said Annabelle Sue, licking the almond sugar off her fingers. ‘Listen. I have to run. Right now we’re really busy. Sorry we can’t stay! See you! Bye!’
‘A presto!’ said her father, and waved goodbye as his daughter ran out of the galley with her friends and the ship’s captain.
Moments later the meat-eating dinosaur came crashing through the deckhead and landed in the middle of the galley, sending Chef Wandor’s pots and pans flying.
‘WHERE’S… MY… PREY?’ bellowed the slavering beast in a voice like thunder.
‘Your prey is in here,’ said Chef Wandor, and swung open the door to his largest oven.
‘RRR!’ roared the meat-eating dinosaur, and dashed inside the oven. The dinosaur hit the far wall of the oven and stunned itself.
Chef Wandor closed the oven door. A dreamy look came into his eyes. He kissed his fingers. ‘Vol-au-vents Tyrannosaurus,’ he said to himself, ‘in a sauce Royale. I shall be famous. Wandor the Wonderful, they will call me. I shall be the greatest chef in the universe, and all thanks to my Annabelle Sue.’
4: The Pit of Mormoops
Matthew John, his friends, and the captain ran along the Galley Deck until they came to a mass of twisted metal where an asteroid had slammed into the Artibeus, making a hole in the ship’s side. An emergency force field flickered, keeping out the coldness of space.
‘That asteroid looks hollow,’ said Joshua Ryan.
‘Hollow?’ said Matthew John.
They hurried to the asteroid. A fold of skin gaped to greet them.
‘I don’t think this is an asteroid at all,’ said Addison Carter.
‘Let’s see what it looks like inside,’ said Matthew John, and led the way in through the hole in the skin.
‘It’s beautiful,’ said Emily Charlotte, gazing around her in wonder. ‘Look at those lovely red veins radiating from that central hub, those crimson tendrils, and that great bell pulsing with life.’
‘I can hear something,’ said Annabelle Sue, and set off down a ribbed corridor to investigate. She brushed her fingers on the pink tendrils that lined the passage. The tendrils she touched shivered and withdrew a little. They were tickly.
Emily Charlotte followed close behind. ‘The air feels hot and clammy,’ she said.
The sound grew louder: Hoomp-diddy, hoomp-diddy.
‘The floor is sloping down,’ said Annabelle Sue, feeling her way forwards in the dim light. ‘The slope is becoming steeper.’
‘Don’t fall,’ said Matthew John. ‘Be careful.’
‘I AM being care – ’ said Annabelle Sue. ‘Uh-oh! I’m sliding.’
Matthew John flung himself forward. He grabbed Annabelle Sue by the arm. ‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘I’ve got you.’
‘Who’s got you?’ said Annabelle Sue, as she and Matthew John began to slide together down the slope, holding onto one another’s arms.
‘Help!’ said Matthew John. ‘Annabelle Sue and I are slipping into some kind of pit. Keep back, Emily Charlotte! Don’t try to help us, Joshua Ryan!’
‘If they won’t help you, I will,’ said Addison Carter, and he pushed his way forward, knocking Emily Charlotte and Joshua Ryan off balance.
All four bat riders and their captain slid helplessly down into the pit.
HOOMP-DIDDY! HOOMP-DIDDY!
Down, down, down they slid. They could not stop themselves.
HOOMP-DIDDY! HOOMP-DIDDY!
They slid to a halt at the bottom.
The sound stopped.
All was silent.
Matthew John was the first back on his feet. ‘We must climb back up and out of this,’ he said, and tried his best to climb out of the pit, but found that he could not. All of the tendrils that had helped him slide down now prevented him from climbing up. ‘It’s a trap,’ he said. ‘We are stuck down here.’
‘I wonder where “here” is,’ said Annabelle Sue, peering about her in the gloom.
As if in answer to her question, a dim red radiance filled the bottom of the pit.
‘We are trapped inside a living space vessel,’ said Addison Carter, staring about him in amazement. ‘Look over here. This must be the control console used to fly the ship. It has two seats fixed to the deck in front of it. This must be a ship designed for two. But there is something funny about the seats.’ He walked over to look more closely. He whistled. ‘That’s odd,’ he said. ‘One chair is designed for a human to sit in and the other chair is designed for a bat to hang upside down in. I wish Misty were here. She’s love to hang out in a chair like this.’
‘So would Bulmer,’ said Matthew John, walking over to join the captain. He ran his hands over the smooth upholstery of the bat chair. He dug into his pocket. ‘Have some of my chocolate,’ he said, passing bits around. ‘I’m afraid the hot rock has melted it a little.’
‘It tastes all right,’ said Emily Charlotte. ‘Thanks.’
‘I’ll save this last piece for Bulmer,’ said Matthew John, and wrapped the morsel in its silver paper. He slipped it into his other pocket, the one that did not have the hot rock in it.
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