A Matthew John Adventure
Anthony Barton
Matthew John wants to be Wing Commander.
To save the planet of the Yumi trees, he must fly a dangerous
mission to the moon. A hair-raising adventure!
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1: The Queen Bee
The queen bee stared at Matthew John. ‘Your bat Bulmer helped himself to my honey?’ she said. ‘What was he thinking?’
‘I’m afraid Bulmer doesn’t think much,’ said Matthew John, rubbing the back of his neck. ‘Most of the time, he just does whatever comes into his head.’
‘That’s no excuse, squadron leader,’ said the queen. ‘As a punishment, I shall tell my bees not to visit your Yumi trees. Put one hand on your chest, the other hand behind your back, and bow.’
‘Yes, your Majesty,’ said Matthew John. He stood and bowed respectfully to the queen.
‘How did I do?’ asked Matthew John, after the queen had gone.
‘Good thing she didn’t see me up here hanging by my feet from the ceiling,’ said Bulmer.
‘Next time you want to eat something, Bulmer, ask me first.’
‘I’ll try to remember,’ said Bulmer, and dropped down to join Matthew John at the edge of the ledge overlooking the cavern where the bats and their riders lived.
‘Want to go for a spin?’ asked Bulmer.
‘Yes,’ said Matthew John.
Matthew John climbed onto Bulmer’s back and wrapped his arms round Bulmer’s neck. Bulmer’s brown fur felt warm, soft and comfortable. Bulmer was Matthew John’s best friend.
‘Let’s go and pick some Yumi fruit,’ said Matthew John.
‘Whooee!’ said Bulmer, and flopped over the edge. He spread his leathery wings. He swooped through the cave. He made the hammocks of the other bat riders swing. ‘Let’s do a tail slide,’ he said.
‘Do a what?’ asked Matthew John.
‘I’ll show you,’ said Bulmer, and flew straight up towards the cave ceiling. He stalled, and then fell backward. He turned head over tail.
‘Yikes!’ cried Matthew John.
Bulmer spread his wings wide. He pulled out of his dive. He flew low over the floor. A group of baby bats, playing in the glowing moss, squeaked and fled.
‘What are you doing?’ said Matthew John.
‘I’m doing whatever comes into my head,’ said Bulmer.
‘You overheard what I said,’ said Matthew John.
‘I have big ears,’ said Bulmer.
‘I love you, Bulmer,’ said Matthew John. ‘You’re the best bat on the planet.’
‘I love you too, Matthew John,’ said Bulmer. ‘How about a barrel roll?’
‘We had better pick some Yumi fruit.’
‘Okay,’ said Bulmer. ‘Here we go!’
They zoomed out of the cave. They flew up to the top of a mile-high Yumi tree. They sailed into a treetop garden and crashed into a pond.
‘Oops,’ said Bulmer. ‘Sorry about that. Lucky I missed the swans.’
The swans grabbed Matthew John’s shirt and Bulmer’s wings with their beaks, and dragged the pair ashore. They were used to rescuing Matthew John and Bulmer, for they had done it many times before.
‘Thanks,’ said Bulmer.
Matthew John shook himself and sent water flying. ‘We’ve come to pick some Yumi fruit to give to Mr. Seeds.’
‘There are no fruit to pick,’ said the mother swan.
‘No Yumi fruit, no Yumi fruit, no Yumi fruit,’ said the baby swans.
Matthew John frowned. ‘There are always Yumi fruit,’ he said.
‘Not any more, not any more, not any more,’ said the baby swans.
The tree spoke in a deep, slow voice. ‘I’m afraid the little swans are right,’ he said, wiping his eye with a twiggy hand. ‘Without the help of the bees,’ he went on, ‘my flowers can’t turn into fruit. Without fruit, there won’t be any more Yumi trees. That is the truth, or my name is not Boris.’
‘Cheer up, Boris,’ said Matthew John. He patted the tree’s trunk. ‘I’ll find a way to turn your flowers into fruit. I’ll call my boss.’ He reached in his pocket for his bat rider phone. ‘Wing commander?’ he said into the phone.
‘Who are you?’ said the wing commander.
‘My name is Matthew John. I’m the new squadron leader in charge of Number Five Squadron. The bees won’t change the flowers into fruit, wing commander. There will be no more Yumi fruit.’
‘We are doomed,’ said the wing commander. ‘Bat riders are supposed to harvest the Yumi fruit. Without Yumi fruit, there will be no more Yumi trees. This is a crisis, and I can’t think what to do. I give up. I quit. I am no longer your wing commander. Goodbye.’
The phone went dead.
Matthew John shook his head. He put his phone back in his pocket. ‘I wish I were wing commander,’ he said, ‘I wouldn’t give up so easily, but I’m only a squadron leader. There must be some way to save our planet. I’ll go and see Mr. Seeds. Mr. Seeds is the wisest man I know.’
2: Mission to the Moon
‘No bees?’ said Mr. Seeds.
‘What should we do?’ asked Matthew John.
Mr. Seeds poured grape juice onto a scoop of ice cream in his blender. He pushed the LIQUIFY button. He poured the frothy mixture into two glasses. ‘Try this. It’s called a purple cow ice cream soda. Help yourself to straws.’
‘It’s yummy,’ said Matthew John, sucking it up.
‘It makes me sneeze,’ said Bulmer. ‘Achoo!’
‘You should go and talk to the moon moths,’ said Mr. Seeds. ‘The moon moths can turn flowers into fruit.’
There was a long silence while they enjoyed their purple cow ice cream sodas.
Matthew John sucked up the last of his drink. He washed out his own glass and Bulmer’s glass under the tap in the kitchen sink, and put the straws in the recycling bin.
‘I’ve never met any moon moths,’ he said. ‘Where do they live?’
‘The moon moths live on the moon,’ said Mr. Seeds. ‘You must go to the moon if you want to find them. Be careful. Don’t eat the moon pies. Moon pies make you forgetful.’
‘What does forgetful mean?’
‘You can’t remember things.’
‘How do we get to the moon?’
‘You fly as fast as you can.’
‘Thank you, Mr. Seeds,’ said Matthew John.
‘Good luck, Matthew John,’ said Mr. Seeds.
Matthew John and Bulmer went out into the garden.
Matthew John climbed onto Bulmer’s back. He used his bat rider phone to speak with his friends Joshua Ryan, Emily Charlotte and Annabelle Sue.
‘We’re off to the moon,’ he said. ‘Want to come?’
‘Yes, please,’ said Joshua Ryan. ‘My bat Smoky wants to go to the moon.’
‘We’ll come,’ said Emily Charlotte. ‘My bat Vesper says it will be dangerous.’
‘My bat Hula loves danger,’ said Annabelle Sue, ‘and so do I.’
‘Meet me at my house in five minutes,’ said Matthew John, ‘and don’t forget to tell your parents where you are going.’
Bulmer flew Matthew John home.
Matthew John’s mother looked worried. ‘Are you sure it’s safe to go on a moon mission?’ she asked.
‘Mr. Seeds says we must. He says we have to ask the moon moths for help.’
‘I wish you well,’ said Daddy. ‘Your mother and I would come with you if we could.’
‘I wish it were possible,’ said Matthew John, ‘but you are too big and heavy to ride on the backs of bats.’
‘I know,’ said Daddy sadly.
Matthew John pumped his fist at the sky. ‘To the moon!’ he cried.
The four riders rode their bats high up into the sky.
‘Mr. Seeds says we mustn’t eat the moon pies,’ said Matthew John. ‘Is everybody ready?’
‘Ready,’ said Joshua Ryan.
‘Ready,’ said Emily Charlotte.
‘Ready,’ said Annabelle Sue.
‘Go!’
They tore through the air, beating their wings as fast as they could.
‘Eep! Eep!’ cried Bulmer.
Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang!
They burst through the sound barrier.
‘I see stars!’ said Emily Charlotte.
‘My nose is heating up,’ said Bulmer.
‘My nose is smoking,’ said Smoky.
‘It’s the friction,’ said Vesper. ‘We are burning up in the moon’s atmosphere. I expect we’ll explode.’
‘I see the moon!’ said Joshua Ryan, excitedly.
‘Zigzag!’ said Matthew John. ‘Try to slow down.’
They zigged between two moon mountains.
They zagged into a moon canyon.
They swooped down towards the surface of the moon.
‘Uh-oh,’ said Bulmer. ‘I’m not good at landings.’
‘We need something soft to break our fall,’ said Emily Charlotte.
‘Head for that circus tent,’ said Matthew John.
Phut! Phut! Phut! Phut!
They made four holes in the striped canvas.
Inside the tent, the bats spread their wings wide and flew in a circle over the heads of the circus audience.
‘All the way from the planet of the Yumi trees, ladies and gentlemen,’ bellowed the lion tamer, pretending that the arrival of four young people riding bats was part of his show, ‘let’s hear it for the four daring bat riders!’
The audience clapped.
‘Why are the bat riders on fire?’ asked a child.
On fire?
Trailing smoke, Matthew John and his friends dived into a water tank.
There was a loud hiss.
A cloud of steam rose from the tank.
A circus performer, the Amazing Dingbat, leapt from the pool and ran out of the tent, followed by sixteen singing penguins.
The audience cheered.
Matthew John surfaced. He blew water out of his nose.
‘Anyone hurt?’ he asked.
‘Vesper and I are just fine,’ said Emily Charlotte.
‘Smoky and I are okay, too,’ said Joshua Ryan, ‘just a little singed around the edges.’
‘Hula and I are getting our breath back,’ said Annabelle Sue, patting her bat. ‘So this is what you do on missions? You burst into flames and plunge into pools filled with penguins?’ She had never been on a mission before.
‘Every mission is different,’ said Matthew John. ‘How about you, Bulmer?’ he went on. ‘Are you all right?’
‘I’m still alive,’ said Bulmer, feeling his burnt nose. ‘I think.’
3: Armando
Armando the lion tamer twirled his moustaches. He raised his top hat. He bowed to the four bat riders and their bats as they climbed out of the pool. ‘It is I, the great Armando, the fearless lion tamer, who speaks,’ he said. ‘Welcome to the Loony Moon Circus!’
‘I’m Matthew John. We are pleased to be here. I’m sorry we made holes in your tent.’
‘I, the fearless Armando, forgive you,’ said Armando. ‘Here are your ringside seats. Enjoy the show. I thrill you to pieces.’
‘Thanks, Armando,’ said Matthew John.
Armando put his hat back on his head and strode into the middle of the ring. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, I present to you: Dan Didgeridoo and Matilda the Kangaroo.’
There was a drum roll.
A kangaroo came bounding into the ring, followed by a long-legged man wearing a brown hat decorated with corks dangling from strings.
Matthew John rubbed himself dry with a circus towel while the kangaroo danced and the band played ‘Waltzing Matilda.’
Clowns sat on balloons. The bangs of the bursting balloons were so loud that people in the audience put their hands over their ears.
The Zamboni family made a human pyramid. Their youngest daughter climbed up onto to the heads of her brothers and sisters, and balanced there, twirling an umbrella on her nose.
A cage rolled into the ring. Inside the cage was a lion. The lion pushed open the door of the cage. The lion walked stiffly out onto the sandy floor of the arena.
The lion tamer, armed with a wooden chair in one hand and a whip in the other, approached the lion.
‘Never fear,’ he bellowed. ‘The brave Armando, the daring lion tamer, is here.’ He cracked his whip at the lion.
The lion stood on two legs. The lion clawed at the air with its front paws.
Armando advanced towards the lion, holding the chair out in front of him.
The lion snarled and swiped at the chair with one of its paws. The chair fell apart.
The audience gasped.
Armando threw aside the broken chair and his whip, and flung himself on the lion. He fought the lion with his bare hands. He and the lion rolled over and over in the sand.
‘Bad lion!’ said Armando. His voice sounded muffled. His head was inside the lion’s mouth.
‘We must save him,’ said Matthew John, and ran to the rescue of Armando.
Emily Charlotte, Joshua Ryan and Annabelle Sue ran to help.
Annabelle Sue grabbed the lion’s tail and pulled.
Joshua Ryan pried open the lion’s jaws.
Matthew John dragged Armando out of the lion’s mouth.
Annabelle Sue and Emily Charlotte stuffed the lion back into its cage.
Matthew John slammed and fastened the cage door.
The audience cheered, clapped and blew whistles.
Armando jumped to his feet. ‘That’s all for now, folks!’ he bellowed. ‘Our next performance is at seven.’
The audience filed out of the tent, chattering happily.
When the last member of the audience had left, Armando opened the cage door. He took a remote control from his pocket. He pressed ROAR. The lion gave a hiccup. He pressed WALK. The lion whirred and tried to stand up. It fell over onto its side. ‘What have you done to my lion?’ he said.
‘I’m so sorry, Armando,’ said Matthew John. ‘We thought it was a real lion.’
‘A real lion?’ said Armando. ‘You think I would wrestle with a real lion? You think I would put my head inside the mouth of a real lion?’
‘You said you were a daring lion-tamer,’ said Annabelle Sue, her eyes blazing and her hands on her hips.
‘I was once,’ said Armando. He seated himself on the edge of the ring. He mopped his forehead with a big spotted handkerchief. ‘I went to lion tamer school. I was given my own lion. He was a fine lion. He had a big yellow mane, six toes on his back paws, and a tail that stuck out straight behind. I taught him to stand on his hind legs. I taught him to count up to three. I taught him to jump through a hoop. We were buddies, my lion and I. We were this close.’ Armando pinched his thumb and forefinger together to show how much he had loved his lion.
‘What happened?’ asked Matthew John.
‘My classmates became afraid that my lion and I were going to win the class prize,’ said Armando. ‘They smuggled my lion away in middle of night. They released my lion somewhere in the forest. I searched and searched, but I never saw my lion again.’ Armando dabbed at his eyes.
‘That was sad,’ said Matthew John. ‘What did you do?’
‘I ran away. I came here, to moon. I join circus. There are no lions on moon, so I built this robot lion for my act,’ said Armando, ‘and now look at my robot lion! My robot lion can’t even stand up without falling over.’
‘I’ll fix your robot lion for you,’ said Matthew John.
Armando looked Matthew John in the eye. He twisted his handkerchief in his hands. ‘In my heart,’ he said quietly, ‘it is not the robot lion that I truly want. It is my real lion. I miss my real lion so much. I ask myself: Where is my real lion now? Is he still lost in the forest? What is my real lion doing?’
4: Mount Boom
On the planet of the Yumi trees, Armando’s real lion had enjoyed a light breakfast of twenty-three springboks, nineteen deer, and a warthog. Now he was having a pleasant after-breakfast swim in the smoking lake of Mount Boom. The lake water had tickly bubbles. Oomba liked bubbles.
The hot water made him feel lazy. The steam rising from the lake reminded him of the days of his youth. His trainer Armando had often given him a bath. Armando had scrubbed his back with a long-handled brush. He sighed. He missed Armando. He wondered if he would ever see his trainer again.
Oomba could hear the mountain rumbling beneath him. Oomba was pleased that the mountain was purring. He thought it must be a happy mountain. Nobody had ever told Oomba about volcanoes.
The water in the crater grew hot.
Oomba swam out to the middle of the lake. He floated on his back, looking up at the sky. His yellow mane spread out around him in the water. He felt at peace with the world. The warthog had been delicious.
Deep beneath the lake, the mountain trembled. Hidden underground chambers filled to bursting. Pressure grew and grew.
Oomba floated lazily on his back, smiling up at the moon. He had no idea what was about to happen.
Boom!
The mountain blew up. The eruption lifted the lake and the lion high into the air.
Oomba tumbled head over tail through space and hit the moon’s atmosphere. He fell towards the surface of the moon.
He saw a herd of grazing moon beasts. He bared his teeth.
He landed on the back of the largest of the beasts, and ate it.
He licked his lips. Moon beast tasted even better than warthog. Now what he wanted was something for dessert. He sniffed the air. He smelled purple cow ice cream soda. The tempting smell was coming from a striped tent. He bounded across the moonscape towards the tent. Every bound sent him soaring high above the ground. On his final bound he ripped through the canvas of the tent and landed on all fours in the middle of the circus ring.
He roared with excitement. Purple cow ice cream soda, he thought, you are mine, all mine.
5: Double Trouble
The audience for the seven o’clock show was impressed by the dramatic arrival of the lion, and gave a great cheer. Armando the lion tamer was impressed, too. Evidently his robot lion had been improved, for it now looked like a real lion, leapt like a real lion, and roared like a real lion. Matthew John had repaired the robot lion well.
The lion tamer walked forward, cracking his whip.
He was astonished when the robot lion stood up on its hind legs, placed its front paws on Armando’s shoulders, and licked his face.
Armando’s eyes grew as big and round as saucers.
This was not a robot lion!
This was a real lion.
And not just any old real lion, he thought. This is the real lion I trained at lion tamer school.
‘Oomba?’ he said, staring into the lion’s eyes. ‘Oomba, my old friend. You have found me?’
‘AH!’ roared Oomba.
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