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BOMBASTIC DELIGHTS
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It was almost the end of the school year, and Marnie Midnight was SO excited she thought she might POP … because this meant it was time for the Minibeast Academy first-year camping trip!

As Marnie stuffed the last of her camping snacks into her backpack (including her favourite extra-scented petal puffs), she heard an um-num-num-num sound coming from inside.

‘Oh, there you are, Num-Num!’ Marnie said with a chuckle, lifting out a small green seed with two tiny dot eyes.

As of a few months ago, Marnie was the proud owner of Num-Num, a pet seed who was always hungry. Num-Num was the result of a moon magic spell-gone-wrong, but now Marnie couldn’t imagine life without her new friend!

Marnie had introduced Num-Num to her family, much to her little brother Milo’s delight. Both were as mischievous and hungry as the other! And her mum and dad had welcomed the new seed pet with open arms and wings.

‘I’ve never been camping before and I’m so happy you get to come with me!’ said Marnie, giving the little seed a big hug.

Num-Num gurgled and proceeded to crunch on something that sounded like it shouldn’t be munched on.

Suddenly, a face appeared from the bed burrow above. It was one of Marnie’s best friends, Floyd Flombiddium.

‘My pearl necklace seems to have disappeared … again,’ he said crossly.

Floyd and Marnie had been friends since the very start of school. He was known as the bee-who-was-actually-an-A, for he was sixty per cent bee, thirty-nine per cent ladybird and one per cent wasp (although he preferred not to talk about THAT part). But it was no secret that Floyd had fashion and flair, and he never went ANYWHERE without his pearl necklace.

Floyd looked directly at Num-Num, then narrowed his eyes. ‘Come here, you tiny terror … I know you have it,’ he said, climbing down into the bed burrow and holding out his hands.

Num-Num smiled, revealing two sharp fangs, then opened its mouth wider to allow a set of white pearls to slowly slide into view, accompanied by a long trail of seed slobber.

‘Eww.’ Floyd grimaced, picking up his necklace, desperately trying to shake it dry.

Marnie couldn’t help chuckling. ‘Sorry, Floyd,’ she said. ‘Teaching Num-Num what is and isn’t food has been trickier than I thought. Your pearls are a particular favourite. As well as Star’s spoon. I think it’s Num-Num’s weird way of showing affection.’

Right on cue, Star Vonstrosity, a tiny ant with a very big spoon, swung herself into Marnie’s bed burrow.

Star was Marnie’s other best friend and she was also the bravest, strongest ant Marnie had ever met, not to mention a princess of the Seven Ant Hills. One day she would be queen … a queen NOT to be messed with. She stood tall, spoon in hand as Num-Num promptly tried to eat the spoon, gnawing at the shiny silver like a teething baby.

‘Are we all ready for some CAMPING FUN?!’ said Star, fist-punching the air and accidentally knocking off Floyd’s leaf hat.

‘I can’t wait!’ sang Marnie. ‘Exploring the meadow and sleeping in flowers under the moon and stars is going to be so much fun!’

‘Camping, shmamping,’ Floyd sighed. ‘I’m going to be completely and utterly out of my comfort zone. Sleeping outside, exposed to the elements, and surrounded by all kinds of creepy-crawlies.’ He shuddered.

‘You’re always surrounded by creepy-crawlies,’ said Star flatly. ‘Because you ARE one.’

Floyd clutched his pearls in horror. ‘There is nothing creepy or crawly about me! I am but a bombus of bombastic delights, far more suited to warm hives or cosy bed burrows.’ He paused for a second and smiled to himself. ‘Now THAT is a great name for my autobiography … A Bombus of Bombastic Delights.’
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‘Since when are you writing an autobiography?’ asked Star.

‘Since right now,’ said Floyd, whipping out a notebook and pen from under his leaf hat. Marnie wondered how many other things Floyd had stashed inside that hat of his.

‘SNAAAAAAAP, SNAP, SNAP, SNAP!’ snapped the school snapdragon. Num-Num squeaked in alarm at the shrill sound, before hiding under Marnie’s wing.

‘I do believe that’s our cue to leave,’ said Star, clapping her hands together.
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The first-year bugs gathered at the Minibeast Academy entrance, their backpacks and satchels filled to the brim with camping gear, including leaf sleeping bags, wing soap, plasters and, of course, plenty of snacks! Marnie had made sure to pack her cosiest petal blanket, just in case it got cold overnight, and an extra little leaf for Num-Num to sleep underneath.

A tall moth called Mr Atlas was waiting for the bugs, his large turquoise wings shimmering in the mid-afternoon sun. As each student arrived, he ticked off their names on a long leaf scroll.

‘Webella Racnid, Meggitt Phillips, Gilbert Gubble … all here. Marabella, Morbidilla and Melanchollia Tragique … excellent, excellent. Oh yes, I see you, Lillabet Clump … Marnie Midnight, Floyd Flombiddium, Star Vonstrosity … glad to see you ready to rumble …’ The teacher carried on checking through his list until every bug was accounted for. ‘Thelma Flitt, Louise Skipper, Veronica Spottage …’

‘It’s pronounced Spottar-SHAY,’ said Veronica with a flap of her giant yellow-and-purple wings.

Marnie rolled her eyes. Veronica – one of the renowned Betterflies gang – could be rather tricky at times, and Marnie really hoped she wouldn’t cause any trouble on this otherwise very exciting trip!

‘Claudia Stemwalker and Fonwell Jerp …’ Mr Atlas continued, ignoring Veronica’s remark. ‘Oh, and Ron the Eighth – where’s Ron? Is he camouflaged again?’

‘I did NOT know that was his full name,’ Marnie whispered to Floyd.

‘Since when did Ron become an eighth?’ Floyd replied.

‘I’m right here!’ said a voice. A small round bug with four heads, a stripy tail and too many bobbly bits to count emerged from seemingly nowhere, then beeped. The beeping was also a new thing. Nobody knew what kind of bug Ron was; he was forever evolving – his most recent development being the ability to camouflage without realising it. For the last few weeks, teachers kept thinking he was missing from class when he’d been sitting at his desk all along!

‘Good. Everyone’s here,’ the teacher announced with a sigh of relief, before rolling up his scroll.

Mr Atlas was Marnie’s form tutor and her Predator Studies teacher. When Marnie had first started at Minibeast Academy, Mr Atlas had been grumpy and mean. But after Marnie helped to find his long-lost sister, Lunora Wingheart (who also happened to be Marnie’s hero), Mr Atlas had transformed into a completely different moth. In fact, he had become one of Marnie’s favourite teachers – although he would never quite get to the top spot now that Lunora worked at Minibeast Academy too. Lunora was an expert on all things moon magic. She’d even flown to the moon to find the forgotten Book of Moon Spells and she was now teaching moon magic to the minibeast world!
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Lunora ran the weekly New Moon Club where the bugs could learn everything there was to know about the moon and master the art of moon magic. Since Marnie adored anything to do with the moon and its magic, this was her FAVOURITE night of the week.

‘It’s time to set off on our annual first-year camping trip!’ Mr Atlas called, snapping Marnie out of her moon-magic-filled thoughts.

The young minibeasts cheered and Num-Num squeaked in delight.

‘However, there are a few rules to run through before we go,’ the teacher continued. There was a low groan from the young bugs. ‘I know, I know,’ Mr Atlas said. ‘Rules can be a bit boooring BUT they’re important! We thought we’d lost Belinda Carbunkle last year, and her parents were not happy. I was THIS close to getting tied up in their family web forever!’ He cleared his throat. ‘So, while we are in the Thimbledown Meadow, please do not leave the group or go wandering off. Minibeasts with wings, I ask that you do not attempt any form of flying unless completely necessary. The weather is unpredictable and one slight breeze for a human is one giant gust for a bug.’
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The students all nodded obediently. ‘But …’ Mr Atlas continued with a big smile, ‘there is just one rule to rule them ALL …’ A low hum of anticipation filled the air before the moth teacher spread out his large wings and gave a huge grin. ‘To have FUN!’
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NEXT-DOOR’S PROBLEM
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The excitable students followed Mr Atlas along the toadstool-lined bridge that crossed over the school’s pond perimeter. The group was a mishmash of limbs, antennae, luggage and laughter as the minibeasts approached the Snail Rail platform.

Marnie remembered the first time she had walked along this platform on her very first day at Minibeast Academy. She’d been excited and nervous all at the same time! Marnie had met Floyd on the journey to school, and had spotted Star as soon as they got off the train, carrying her humungous backpack as if it weighed nothing at all! Little did Marnie know then that they’d become her two best friends in the entire world.

Every single bug Marnie had met since her first day was different and interesting, and she got along with everyone … well, mostly everyone.

At the start of the school year, Veronica had been pretty mean to Marnie: teasing her for believing in moon magic and her love of all things moon-related.

But since their super-scary adventure at the Wicked Web of the West, Veronica seemed to be trying to be nicer (most of the time) … although their relationship was still a little prickly.

Just then, a huge, smartly dressed snail with ten colourful shell carriages sitting upon his long, slimy body pulled up at the platform.

‘Please keep all your limbs safely inside your carriages!’ Mr Atlas called as the students clambered on to the Snail Rail. ‘We lost two heads, seven antennae and six legs last year on our way to camp,’ he continued with a sigh. ‘And let me tell you, decapitated heads are an absolute NIGHTMARE to scrape off, so please be mindful and keep your body parts firmly ON your bodies. Thank you.’

Marnie, Floyd and Star scrambled into a shell carriage together and got straight to work chomping their way through a large bag of petal puffs.

‘TOOOT TOOOOOT!’ Mr Atlas bellowed enthusiastically. ‘Off we GOOOOOO!’

There was a jolt and then the Snail Rail slid off at super speed into the underground tunnels.

Marnie LOVED travelling by Snail Rail, it was one of the best ways to get around. Travelling underground meant there was no risk of getting stepped on by a human, or eaten by a predator – plus, it gave the minibeasts’ wings and legs a nice rest.

When not whizzing around underground transporting passengers, the Snail Rail snails spent their time above ground, charging up in the sunlight. They moved incredibly slowly up there to preserve energy, giving humans the misconception that these shelled creatures were slow all the time.

Floyd had already finished a big bag of petal puffs and had moved on to his secret stash of cheese and onion crisp crumbs that he kept hidden under his leaf hat (partly for convenience, but mostly to keep the crumbs away from Num-Num’s prying eyes). Luckily for Floyd, the little seed had fallen into a deep slumber, snoring softly on Marnie’s lap.
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