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The bat rider Matthew John wants to be
Squadron Leader.

He volunteers to ride his bat into a raging
storm on a rescue mission.

What awaits him in the Back of Beyond?
Nail-biting thrills!
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Bat Rider and the Back of Beyond

 


1: Joining the Squadron

 


Bulmer swooped down toward the place where
the bats lived. ‘Don’t worry, kid,’ he said. ‘I can do this. Piece
of cake.’

‘Who’s worried?’ said Matthew John, and
wrapped his arms more tightly around Bulmer’s neck, hoping for the
best. Bulmer was the best bat in the whole world. Bulmer could
swoop through the air. Bulmer could fly upside down. Bulmer could
loop the loop. But Bulmer was not so hot when it came to landings.
They had already had one crash landing, in a pond. Matthew John did
not want another.

They flew into the dark cave. Matthew John
could not see well in the dark but Bulmer could. Bats can see with
their ears better than they can see with their eyes.

‘Eep! Eep!’ said Bulmer, listening for the
echoes of his cries bouncing back from the cave walls.

‘Don’t forget to lock your feet,’ said
Matthew John.

‘Hang on!’ said Bulmer.

Matthew John hung on.

Bulmer zoomed up towards the cave ceiling,
his wings beating fast as he turned over in the air and stuck out
his legs. He hooked the claws of his feet onto the edge of a
ledge.

Matthew John found himself upside down. His
tummy felt funny. He heard two bony clicks. Bulmer had remembered
to lock his feet.

Bulmer relaxed, hanging by his feet. He
folded his wings away like umbrellas. ‘We’ve landed,’ he said. ‘You
may let go of my neck now, Matthew John.’

Matthew John was not sure that he wanted to
let go. It was dark. He couldn’t see. He was hugging a bat that was
hanging from the ceiling of a cave. It must be a long drop down to
the rock floor below. ‘I’ll fall,’ he said.

‘You’ll fall into your hammock,’ said
Bulmer. ‘Trust me.’

Matthew John let go. He fell into his
hammock. The hammock felt soft, and swung gently to and fro. This
is what it is like being a bat rider, thought Matthew John. I am
swinging in my hammock. I have joined Number Five Squadron. He
frowned. ‘Bulmer?’

‘Uh-huh.’

‘Who is in charge of the Squadron? Who is
the boss?’

‘The Squadron Leader is the boss.’

‘I wish I were Squadron Leader.’

‘Your fellow bat riders might think you too
small to be Squadron Leader,’ said Bulmer.

‘Being small didn’t stop me from becoming a
bat rider. Why should it stop me from becoming a Squadron Leader?
Bulmer, why don’t grown-ups ride bats?’

‘Grown-ups are too heavy. We can’t lift them
into the air. Our wings aren’t strong enough.’

‘I’m glad I’m a bat rider,’ said Matthew
John. ‘My friends Joshua Ryan and Emily Charlotte want to be bat
riders, too. I do hope their wish comes true.’ He closed his eyes
and dreamed of being Squadron Leader and leading a whole bunch of
bats on an important mission to save the world.

‘Bat Alert!’ said a squeaky voice. ‘All
riders report to the Briefing Room.’

Matthew John woke from his dream with a
start. ‘All riders do what?’ he said.

‘They have sounded the Bat Alert. There’s
some kind of flap on,’ said Bulmer. ‘You have to go up into the
loft with the other riders.’

Matthew John sat up in his hammock and
looked about him. Lanterns had been lit. Boys and girls were
climbing up knotted ropes that dangled through holes in the
ceiling. A red BAT ALERT lamp was flashing.

‘You had better climb up your rope,’ said
Bulmer.

‘I have my own rope?’ said Matthew John.
‘Good. But why don’t we fly up there together?’

‘It’s a briefing for riders only,’ said
Bulmer. ‘I just hang about down here until you come back and tell
me what our mission is.’

‘Right.’ Matthew John climbed up the rope.
He followed the other young people into the loft. The Briefing Room
was a cavern shaped like a theatre. Matthew John took a seat on a
curved bench among the audience. He saw his two friends coming.

‘May we join you?’ said Joshua Ryan.

‘We’re bat riders, too,’ said Emily
Charlotte. ‘We just joined.’

Matthew John was delighted to see them both.
‘Sit here beside me,’ he said. ‘I’m so glad you are bat riders. How
did you find your way to the cave?’

‘We followed your footprints,’ said Joshua
Ryan. ‘ My bat’s name is Smoky. He’s waiting for me down
below.’

‘My bat’s name is Vesper,’ said Emily
Charlotte. ‘She’s waiting for me, too.’

‘Welcome to the squadron,’ said Matthew
John. ‘I can’t wait to meet your bats. I wonder what the fuss is
about. That must be the Squadron Leader on the stage. Why is she so
upset?’

Emily Charlotte lowered her voice. ‘We
brought her an urgent message from Chef Wandor.’

‘Who is Chef Wandor?’

‘He’s famous for his Yumi pies. He runs a
restaurant.’

‘What was the message about?’

‘It was about the Chef’s daughter. I think
she’s lost in the storm.’

‘The storm?’ said Matthew John, frowning. He
had not heard anything about a storm. How long had he slept?

‘The storm began an hour ago,’ said Joshua
Ryan, ‘with thunder and lightning. We were pretty scared coming
through the wood. All the Yumi trees were groaning and tossing
their heads.’

‘Ssh!’ said Emily Charlotte. ‘The Squadron
Leader is about to speak.’

The Squadron Leader was a stout teenager
with brown hair and green eyes. She raised her arms and waited for
silence. ‘I have grave news,’ she said. ‘Chef Wandor’s daughter
Annabelle Sue is lost in the Back of Beyond. I need three
volunteers to fly a special mission to find her.’

Matthew John exchanged glances with Joshua
Ryan and Emily Charlotte. Annabelle Sue was their classmate at
school. They rose to their feet.

‘We volunteer!’ they said.

‘Thank you,’ said the Squadron Leader. ‘You
may begin your search for Annabelle Sue as soon as the storm blows
over.’

‘We can’t wait until then,’ said Matthew
John. ‘Annabelle Sue may be in trouble. We must leave now and brave
the storm. Will you come with us, Squadron Leader?’

‘I can’t,’ said the Squadron Leader. ‘I have
grown so stout that I have become heavy for my bat Hula to bear. We
would only slow you down.’



‘Then we shall go by ourselves,’ said
Matthew John, and he turned to his friends. ‘Joshua Ryan and Emily
Charlotte, are you ready?’

‘Ready,’ said Joshua Ryan.

‘Ready,’ said Emily Charlotte.

‘Let’s go!’ said Matthew John.

Matthew John, Joshua Ryan and Emily
Charlotte ran for their ropes, shinnied down, leaped on the backs
of their bats and took to the air.

‘Follow me!’ cried Matthew John.

The three bat riders flew out of the cave
and into the storm.

 


2: Chef Wandor

 


The wind was strong and carried them along.
They were blown through the air. They passed over the street where
they lived.

Matthew John waved to his Mummy and Daddy.
His parents waved back. His Mummy looked worried to see her son
riding his bat in such fierce weather.

‘I’ll be all right,’ he shouted. ‘Take
shelter inside the house. The wind is blowing things about.’

Joshua Ryan waved to his own parents, and
Emily Charlotte waved to hers.

They were blown over the Sleepy Field, and
saw Mr. Seeds out in his garden tying his plants to sticks so they
would not be knocked down by the wind.

Mr. Seeds looked up at them. ‘Watch out for
the bees!’ he shouted.

‘Watch out for the what?’ shouted Matthew
John. Mr. Seeds was a good friend who had helped him become a bat
rider. Mr. Seeds was also a wise man and Matthew John took his
advice seriously.

‘The bees!’ hollered Mr. Seeds.

‘Did he say cheese?’ said Matthew John to
himself, puzzled. ‘Watch out for the cheese? I wonder why he said
that. How can cheese be dangerous?’

The wind blew the three bat riders out over
the ocean.

‘We’ll be drowned,’ said Emily Charlotte’s
bat Vesper.

‘Vesper says we’ll be drowned,’ said Emily
Charlotte.

Matthew John put up a hand to keep the wind
out of his eyes. Was that an island on the horizon? The gale was
blowing them towards it. ‘Joshua Ryan! Emily Charlotte!’ he said.
‘Head for the island.’

As they skimmed low over the island beach,
Matthew John caught sight of an animal wading ashore. The animal
was large and fierce with a mane of golden hair and a tail that
stuck out straight behind. The animal looked familiar, but Matthew
John had other things to think about. He spotted a sign that read
JELLY BELLY RESTAURANT.

‘What a name for a restaurant!’ said Joshua
Ryan’s bat Smoky.

‘Are we going to land?’ asked Joshua
Ryan.

‘Yes,’ said Matthew John.

‘I’ll try to hit something soft,’ said
Bulmer.

Matthew John and Bulmer hurtled into the
restaurant and rushed toward a sponge cake decorated with whipped
cream and raspberries.

‘Hang on!’ said Bulmer.

Matthew John and Bulmer crashed into the
dessert. Sponge cake and raspberries exploded in all directions.
Matthew John tried to speak, but his mouth was full of whipped
cream. He pulled a raspberry from his hair and popped the raspberry
in his mouth to join the cream. He swallowed. Mmm! The raspberry
and the cream went well together. He scooped a handful of
raspberries away from his bat’s eyes. ‘Are you okay, Bulmer?’

‘I’m in heaven,’ said Bulmer, licking cream
from one of his wings with his purple tongue.

‘Joshua Ryan and Smoky? Are you still in one
piece?’

‘We soft-landed in a lemon meringue pie,’
said Joshua Ryan.

‘It was a beautiful experience,’ said
Smoky.

‘Emily Charlotte and Vesper?’ said Matthew
John.

‘We’re digging ourselves out of a chocolate
mousse,’ said Emily Charlotte.

‘Here comes the chef,’ said Vesper,
gloomily. ‘He looks upset. I expect we’re in trouble.’

A grown-up with a big tummy wearing a tall
white hat waddled towards them. He waved a long wooden spoon at
them. ‘Imbeciles!’ he shouted. ‘What is this that you do? You spoil
my Raspberry Surprise. You make hole in my Vanilla Cream Pie. You
squash my Chocolate Dream.’

‘We didn’t mean to,’ said Matthew John. ‘We
are very sorry. It was the wind. We had to land in a hurry.’

‘I am the great Wandor,’ said the chef,
beating his hand with his spoon, ‘and this is a restaurant, not a
playground. Kitchen duty for you three. I make you wash dishes. I
put your bats in pantry. I grill your bats. I serve your bats with
roasted walnuts.’

‘Chef Wandor,’ said Matthew John. ‘You are
not allowed to cook our bats. We are bat riders on a mission. We
have come help you find your daughter. You sent a message to our
Squadron Leader.’

Chef Wandor threw his spoon to the ground,
and buried his face in his hands. His shoulders shook. ‘Our only
daughter, Annabelle Sue,’ he said. ‘She went to look for truffles
and fell into Back of Beyond. Her mother will never forgive
me.’

Matthew John patted the chef on the back.
‘Don’t worry. We’ll find your Annabelle Sue for you. We’ll bring
her home safe and sound. You’ll see.’

Chef Wandor spread his fingers and looked
between them at Matthew John. ‘You bring back my little girl?’ he
said.

Matthew John looked at Joshua Ryan and Emily
Charlotte.

They nodded.

‘Yes, we shall bring her home,’ said Matthew
John, looking the chef straight in the eye. ‘Just tell us where to
look. Where is this Back of Beyond?’

‘Come,’ said Chef Wandor. ‘I show you.’

The chef picked up his spoon and led the
three bat riders down a path that wound its way through his
restaurant garden. A gust of wind nearly knocked them down. Bulmer,
Smoky and Vesper humped along as best they could.

They opened an iron gate and stepped into a
forest of groaning Yumi trees. The trees swayed from side to side,
buffeted by the storm. Their roots heaved and strained. A flash of
light lit the forest. The sky crashed and rumbled.

‘Here is place where Annabelle Sue fell,’
said Chef Wandor. He pointed with his spoon at a gap between the
tree roots. ‘I try to go after her, but I am too big. I can’t
squeeze through hole.’

‘Where does the hole lead to?’

‘Hole lead to Back of Beyond.’ The chef
looked as if he might burst into tears again at any moment.

‘What is Annabelle Sue’s favourite dessert?’
said Emily Charlotte.

‘Yumi Pie,’ said the chef. ‘She love my Yumi
Pie.’

‘Go and bake a Yumi Pie for her,’ said Emily
Charlotte, ‘while we fetch her home to eat it.’

Chef Wandor’s face lit up. ‘You find my
girl. I bake pie.’ He hurried off, heading back towards the Jelly
Belly Restaurant.

‘I hope we can find his daughter,’ said
Joshua Ryan.

‘We have to,’ said Emily Charlotte.

‘We shall,’ said Matthew John, jumping on
Bulmer’s back. ‘Down the hole, Bulmer! And remember what Mr. Seeds
told us. Watch out for dangerous cheese.’

Bulmer hobbled to the edge of the hole.
‘One, two, three, and here we go!’ He flopped over the edge.

Matthew John and Bulmer vanished into the
Back of Beyond. The others followed.

 


3: The Back of Beyond

 


Their arms wrapped tightly around the necks
of their bats, Matthew John, Joshua Ryan and Emily Charlotte
swooped through the Back of Beyond. The Back of Beyond was an
underground maze of twisting tree roots and tumbling waterfalls,
lit by glowing blue mosses and shining moonflowers.

‘Look!’ said Emily Charlotte, picking up a
yellow hair ribbon draped over a toadstool. ‘This belongs to
Annabelle Sue. I’m sure it does. She likes yellow.’

‘She must have come this way,’ said Matthew
John, ‘and dropped her ribbon.’

They hovered for a moment, enjoying the
scents of jasmine and thyme. The glade was loud with a buzzing
sound.

Matthew John took a careful look around,
wondering where the buzzing was coming from. Mr. Seeds had warned
him to watch out for cheese. ‘I don’t see any cheese,’ he said.
‘That sound must be coming from the bees.’

The bees had black and yellow stripes. They
were busy collecting nectar from flowers to take back to their nest
to make honey. Their nest hung from a tree.

‘I smell honey,’ said Bulmer, and stuck his
tongue into the bees’ nest to see if he could find some.

‘Bulmer, are you out of your mind?’ said
Matthew John.

‘I like honey,’ said Bulmer.

The buzzing grew much louder.

‘Ow!’ said Bulmer, back winging.

‘What’s the matter?’

‘A bee thtung my tongue,’ said Bulmer.

‘Serve you right,’ said Matthew John.

‘My tongue ith swelling up. It feelth like a
thponge.’

Angry bees darkened the air. The bees did
not like having their honey stolen.

‘Quick,’ said Matthew John. ‘Head for the
waterfall.’

The three bat riders put their bats into a
steep dive. They headed for the falls far below.

Six thousand furious bees dived after them.
The drone became a roar.

The roar swelled.

‘We’ll be stung to pieces,’ said Vesper.

Risking a quick glance over his shoulder,
Matthew John saw that the swarm of bees was gaining on them
rapidly.

‘Faster, Bulmer,’ he said. ‘You don’t want
to be stung again.’

‘I thould thay not,’ said Bulmer.

The din of the bees became louder. The bees
came nearer.

‘We’re not going to make it,’ said Emily
Charlotte.

‘Yes we are,’ said Matthew John.

The three bat riders flew their bats through
the falling curtain of water.

The bees were baffled by the waterfall, and
returned to their nest.

‘Thupid beeth,’ said Bulmer. ‘My tongue
hurth.’

The bat riders looked about them. A
shimmering wall of water lay behind them, and a strange cave lay
before them.

‘This is awesome,’ said Smoky.

They had entered a grotto in which a
thousand mushrooms shone like blue-white stars.

Suddenly, without warning, all three bats
stopped flying in midair. Bells jangled.

‘Whath thith?’ said Bulmer. ‘Why can’t I
move my wingth?’

Matthew John put out a hand and felt the
strands of a net. The net had been strung from one side of the cave
to the other. The strands felt soft, and smelled of Yumi fruit.
‘We’re caught in an invisible net,’ he said.

‘Who set this net?’ mused Joshua Ryan.

They heard someone coming. The footfalls
grew louder.

‘Ssh!’ said Emily Charlotte. She whispered
in her bat’s ear. ‘Vesper, keep still! You’ll tangle yourself.’

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/20977
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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