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Matthew John wants to be a bat rider.

If he finds the cave where the bats live,
will his dream come true?

Or will he meet Oomba the lion? Gripping
suspense.
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Bat Rider and the Cave of Oomba

 


1: Matthew John

 


Matthew John was finishing his breakfast
when his mother said ‘Go out and play with the other boys and
girls.’

‘They won’t play with me,’ said Matthew
John, with his mouth full. ‘I am too small.’

‘No you’re not,’ said his Mummy. ‘Out you
go, Matthew John!’

Matthew John swallowed his last mouthful and
ran out of his home.

Another boy his own age saw him.

‘You can’t play with us,’ said Joshua
Ryan.

‘Why not?’ said Matthew John.

‘You’re too small,’ said Joshua Ryan.

‘I am not small,’ said Matthew John.

‘You are,’ said Joshua Ryan. ‘You’re the
smallest boy I’ve ever seen.’

‘I am not,’ said Matthew John. ‘I’m going to
be a bat rider.’

‘You?’ said Joshua Ryan. ‘A bat rider? No
bat would choose you.’

Joshua Ryan’s sister Emily Charlotte clung
to Joshua Ryan’s back, pretending to be a bat rider. ‘Turn left!’
she said to her brother. The other boys and girls began to play Bat
Rider, too. Matthew John watched them. He heard them shout ‘Eep!
Eep!’ as they ran down the street and round a corner. Matthew John
was left all alone. He felt sad. He wanted to play. ‘I wish I
wasn’t so small,’ he said to himself. He scratched an itchy place
on his ankle.

He went to the Look Out Place and looked up.
His heart leaped. He could see the giant bats up in the sky. The
giant bats were flapping their great big wings. The bats were
heading for the cave. Matthew John had never been to the cave.
Matthew John knew that the bats and their riders had been out all
night, gathering fruit. Every bat had a boy or girl riding on his
or her back. Matthew John wished he could be up there with them,
riding on the back of his own bat. He wanted so much to be a bat
rider, but only a few, lucky children were chosen by the bats to
ride on their backs and help harvest the Yumi fruit. He sighed.

Matthew John walked back to his house.
‘Daddy, what should I do? Nobody will play with me. I’m too
small.’

Daddy said dreamily ‘Think tall and you
won’t feel small.’

‘Oh, Daddy, you’re so silly,’ said Matthew
John. ‘Mum, what should I do? I want to be a bat rider.’

‘Go and ask Mr. Seeds,’ said Mummy. ‘He’s
the wisest man in the village. I’ll give you loaf of freshly baked
bread for him. Put on your backpack. You can carry the loaf in
that.’

Matthew John fetched his backpack from his
room. He put his arms through the straps and settled the pack on
his back.

His mother put the loaf inside the pack.
‘You know where to find Mr. Seeds?’ she said.

‘The house in the Sleepy Field?’

‘That’s where he lives. See you later.’

‘See you later,’ said Matthew John, and ran
out of the house, the pack with the loaf inside bumping on his
back.

The Sleepy Field was filled with flowers
that made Matthew John feel sleepy. Matthew John tiptoed through
the field. He held his nose. ‘Bodder dese stupid flaurs,’ he said.
‘I dink I’m going to sneeze.’ He sneezed. ‘Achoo!’ He sneezed
again. ‘Achoo! Achoo!’ He knocked on the door of Mr. Seeds’s
house.

‘Who’s that?’ said a voice.

‘It’s me, Matthew John,’ he said. ‘Hurry up
and open the door. These flowers are making me sneeze.’

The door opened.

‘The flowers are supposed to make you
sleep,’ said Mr. Seeds.

‘They make me sneeze,’ said Matthew John,
and sneezed again. ‘Achoo!’



Mr. Seeds smiled. ‘You had better come in,’
he said.

 


2: Mr. Seeds

 


Matthew John wriggled out of the straps of
his backpack, pulled out the loaf and gave it to Mr. Seeds. ‘This
is from my mother,’ he said.

‘I’ll make us some sandwiches,’ said Mr.
Seeds. He wheeled his wheelchair to the kitchen and made sandwiches
for them both. He made Matthew John a milkshake. They sat side by
side at Mr. Seeds’s kitchen table. Matthew John sat on a kitchen
stool. Mr. Seeds sat in his wheelchair. They ate their sandwiches.
The sandwiches tasted of boiled egg and mayonnaise.

‘What’s the matter, Matthew John?’ said Mr.
Seeds.

‘I want to be a bat rider,’ said Matthew
John. He sucked at his milkshake through a straw. It was a peach
milkshake, his favorite.

‘You want to be a bat rider,’ said Mr.
Seeds, ‘but the other boys and girls say you are too small?’

Matthew John nodded, wondering how Mr. Seeds
knew so much. He bit his lip.

Mr. Seeds cocked his head to one side and
looked at Matthew John. ‘What are you frightened of, Matthew
John?’

‘I’m not frightened.’

‘Everybody is frightened of something,’ said
Mr. Seeds gently.

Matthew John looked down at his milkshake,
admiring the bubbly froth. There was something that frightened him.
He was frightened of the dark. But he did not want to tell Mr.
Seeds about that. ‘How can I be a bat rider?’ he said in a small
voice. ‘Can you help me?’

‘A bat rider must be brave, kind and
helpful,’ said Mr. Seeds. ‘Are you brave?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Are you kind?’

‘Sometimes. I think.’

‘Are you helpful?’

‘I help Mummy wash the dishes.’

‘When you have finished your milkshake,’
said Mr. Seeds. ‘I’ll tell you what you have to do to be a bat
rider.’

Matthew John sucked up the last of the
milkshake, and gazed hopefully at Mr. Seeds. Would Mr. Seeds make
his dream come true? Would Mr. Seeds help him become a bat rider?
Matthew John hoped so. Matthew John stared into Mr. Seeds’s eyes
and waited.

‘Follow Oomba’s paw prints to the cave,’
said Mr. Seeds.

‘Who is Oomba?’ said Matthew John.

‘Oomba,’ said Mr. Seeds, ‘is a lion. He is
very big lion. You do not want to meet Oomba.’

‘Does Oomba make a sound?’

‘He goes ‘Oomba! Oomba! His footprints have
six toes.’ Mr. Seeds wheeled his chair into a back room and came
back with a jar of ointment. ‘This is Make-You-Better butter,’ he
said. ‘Put your backpack on again and I’ll put the jar inside your
pack. I made the Make-You-Better butter myself. It is a good
ointment for treating sprains and wounds.’

‘Thank you, Mr. Seeds,’ said Matthew John,
wriggling into the straps and settling his pack on his back once
more. He felt Mr. Seeds put the jar of ointment inside the pack. He
felt the weight of the jar pull the straps tight about his
shoulders.

‘When you reach the cave, go inside,’ said
Mr. Seeds.

‘Is it dark inside the cave?’ said Matthew
John, straightening his back and lifting his chin.

‘Yes,’ said Mr. Seeds. He looked concerned.
‘Is that what you fear, Matthew John? The dark?’

‘Yes,’ mumbled Matthew John.

‘Don’t worry,’ said the Mr. Seeds. ‘Lots of
people fear the dark.’ Mr. Seeds pressed his fingertips to his
forehead. ‘Do you know that bats can see in the dark by
listening?’

‘By listening?’ said Matthew John,
surprised.

‘That’s why bats go "Eep! Eep!"‘ said Mr.
Seeds. ‘They listen for the echoes of their cries. One kind of echo
means a tree. Another kind of echo means a fruit. The bat can tell
which.’

‘Bats must be clever if they can see with
their ears,’ said Matthew John.

‘They are clever,’ said Mr. Seeds. ‘They can
talk to their riders.’

‘They can?’

‘Yes,’ said Mr. Seeds. ‘Are you ready to
begin your adventure?’

‘Just a minute,’ said Matthew John. He
carried his empty milkshake glass to the sink. He rinsed the glass
clean. His Mummy had taught him to be tidy.

‘Thank you,’ said Mr. Seeds. ‘Are you ready
now?’

Matthew John dried his hands on a towel and
nodded. ‘I’m ready,’ he said.

‘You had better leave this way,’ said Mr.
Seeds, wheeling his chair to the back door of his house.

‘I see the paw prints of Oomba,’ said
Matthew John, stepping out into Mr. Seeds’s back garden and
pointing at the cat prints in the damp ground. ‘His prints are
awfully big.’

‘Follow his paw prints to the cave,’ said
Mr. Seeds. ‘Good luck, Matthew John.’

‘Thank you, Mr. Seeds,’ said Matthew John.
The trail of the six-toed paw prints led him out through the gate
at the bottom of Mr. Seeds’s garden and in among the Yumi trees.
Matthew John was excited. His adventure had begun. He would be
brave. He would be kind. He would show Joshua Ryan and Emily
Charlotte that being small did not mean you could not be a bat
rider. He broke into a run. He felt his pack with the jar of
Make-You-Better butter inside it bump against his back as he raced
for the cave.

 


3: The Cave

 


Matthew John paused at the mouth of the cave
to catch his breath. He had never visited the cave. It looked very
dark in there. He was not sure he wanted to go in. Maybe being a
bat rider was not such a good idea. Maybe he should run back to Mr.
Seeds and tell him he had changed his mind. ‘I’ll just go a little
way inside,’ he told himself. He stepped into the darkness. The
cave was beautiful. He looked up. His jaw dropped. Glowworms shone
overhead like stars in the sky. Fireflies drifted through the
darkness, winking on and off. Slender spires of rock rose from the
floor, glittering with shiny crystals. Fluted curtains of green,
blue and pink stone decorated the walls. Water fell tinkling into a
pool. Blindfishes darted in the pool. The blindfish had no eyes.
Fishes that live in caves do not need eyes. Matthew John watched
one blindfish leap into the air with a flash of silvery scales, and
then splash back into the water. The splash echoed in the
darkness.

Matthew John was entranced. What a lovely
place this cave is, he thought. But where are the bats, and where
are the boys and girls who ride on the backs of the bats?

Matthew John followed an underground river
deep into the mountain. The daylight from the cave entrance faded
behind him. The darkness thickened. He felt his way cautiously
forward and found himself entering a great hall with walls and
floor covered in moss that glowed pale blue. The moss felt springy
under his gym shoes. He left dark footprints behind him in the moss
as he crossed the hall. He noticed other, bigger footprints in the
moss, footprints with six toes. He heard a sound of breathing. The
hairs on the back of his neck rose. His legs felt wobbly. Where was
that sound coming from? Who was breathing? He raised his eyes. By
the light of the glowing moss he saw the bat riders. Dozens of boys
and girls were fast asleep. They slept in rows of hanging beds that
were slung from the ceiling. The beds were accessed from hanging
walkways. Both the beds and the walkways were woven from the tough
bark of the Yumi tree. One boy snored and rolled over in his sleep.
His hanging bed swayed, and sent the other beds swinging. So that
is how a bat rider sleeps through the day, Matthew John thought,
after a long night riding on his bat’s back and harvesting fruit.
Matthew John was envious. He wished he were up there sleeping in
his own hanging bed, with his own bat on call. Speaking of which,
where were the riders’ bats?

Matthew John walked under an arch of stone
into another chamber. The moss in this chamber was a glimmering
lemon yellow, and by its light Matthew John saw the bats.

Wow, he thought. They sleep upside down.

The bats hung from nooks and crannies in the
ceiling, their feet locked in position to hold them safely dangling
while they slept. They were big. Each bat had folded its wings
about its body, which was sensible, for it was chilly in the cave,
even in the heat of the day.

Matthew John heard a faint sound somewhere
in the cave and stood still, his heart racing. Some creature was
moving in the darkness. Matthew John could hear the creature coming
closer. He looked over his shoulder and saw two eyes shining in the
dark.

 


4: Bulmer

 


‘Who are you?’ said Matthew John.

‘I’m Bulmer. Number Five Squadron. What’s
your outfit?’

‘My outfit?’ said Matthew John, puzzled.

‘Who do you fly with?’ said Bulmer. ‘Wait a
minute. What’s happened to your wings?’

‘I don’t have wings,’ said Matthew John.

‘No wings?’ said Bulmer, shocked. ‘What kind
of a bat has no wings?’

‘I’m not a bat.’

‘You’re not a bat? What are you?’

‘I’m a boy.’

‘A boy?’ Bulmer hopped closer to have a
look. ‘So you are. A boy. You must be a bat rider?’

‘Not yet,’ said Matthew John. ‘But I do want
to be a bat rider. I’ve always wanted to be a rider,’ he added
hopefully, watching Bulmer stretch his huge velvety, bony wings. He
saw Bulmer wince. ‘What’s the matter?’

‘My left wing hurts,’ said Bulmer.

Matthew John wriggled out of the straps of
his pack and unscrewed the lid from the jar of Make-You-Better
butter that Mr. Seeds had given him. ‘I brought this medicine. I
don’t know if it will do any good.’

‘Slather it on,’ said Bulmer. ‘My squadron
needs me.’

Matthew John scooped a handful of the butter
from the jar and began to rub it gently on Bulmer’s sore wing. ‘My
name’s Matthew John. How did you hurt yourself, Bulmer?’

‘I forgot to lock my feet,’ said Bulmer. ‘A
little more to the right, please. Up a bit. There. That’s where it
hurts. Ow!’ He sucked in his breath.

‘Sorry,’ said Matthew John. ‘I’ll try to be
more gentle. This is my first time being a nurse. Did you say you
forgot to lock your feet? How do you lock your feet?’

‘I’m not sure,’ Bulmer sighed. ‘All the
other bats know how to lock their feet. They dangle upside down
from the roof of the cave, and lock their feet before they go to
sleep. This was my first night on my own. I tried to lock my feet.
I’m sure I heard my bones click. But I must have done something
wrong, for a soon as I fell asleep, my feet relaxed and then down I
came. Bump! I hit the cave floor hard and my wing is hurting. I’m
going to be the laughingstock of the squadron when they wake.
They’ll point at me. "Look at the bat who couldn’t lock his feet!"
they’ll say. "Bulmer the drop-out!" That’s what they’ll call
me.’

‘We’ll fix your wing before they wake, and
they’ll never know,’ said Matthew John, digging the last of the
Make-You-Better butter from the jar and rubbing it carefully into
Bulmer’s warm brown skin. ‘There. How do you feel now?’ He screwed
the top back on, put the empty jar in his pack, and replaced the
backpack on his shoulders.

Bulmer tried stretching his wing. ‘It’s not
sore any more,’ he said.

‘Will you be able to fly?’

‘I don’t know,’ said Bulmer.

‘You don’t know?’

‘Well, I haven’t actually done any flying,’
said Bulmer. ‘Not yet. To tell you the truth, Matthew John, the
whole idea of swooping about in all that empty space gives me the
creeps.’

‘You’re afraid to fly?’ said Matthew John.
‘But you’re a bat.’

Bulmer swallowed. ‘Yes.’

‘Don’t worry,’ said Matthew John, trying to
sound as reassuring as Mr. Seeds. ‘Lots of people fear to fly. Oh
dear, I dink I’m gowin da thneeze.’ Matthew John took a
handkerchief from his pocket. ‘Excuthe me. Muth be that
Make-You-Bether buther. It may be making you bether, but it’s
making me - ‘

Matthew John blew his nose loudly. The sound
of his sneeze echoed through the cave.

Bulmer grasped Matthew John’s arm with the
claw of the thumb of his right wing. ‘I think something is
coming.’

Matthew John froze, listening. From
somewhere in the deep dark depths of the cave a beast gave
voice.
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