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Bat Rider and the Lair of
Hyou

 


1: Miss Pretty Flower

 


‘There are five elements,’ said the teacher,
whose name was Miss Pretty Flower.

‘There are heaps more elements than that,’
said Annabelle Sue.

‘There are one hundred and eighteen
elements,’ said Joshua Ryan, who was good at science.

‘This is a class in fortune telling, Master
Joshua Ryan and Miss Annabelle Sue. In fortune telling, there are
five elements,’ said Miss Pretty Flower, and pursed her lips.

‘My bat Vesper can tell fortunes,’ said
Emily Charlotte. ‘She’s always predicting that gloomy things are
going to happen.’

‘My bat Bulmer can bend time and space,’
said Matthew John, not wanting to be left out. ‘He says the future
is all wiggly.’ He looked over his shoulder to see if Bulmer was at
the back of the classroom, where the bats liked to hang out. ‘I
don’t see our bats,’ he said and frowned. ‘Where have they
gone?’

‘I have sent all of your bats to the Bat
Cave for a special class in navigation,’ said Miss Pretty Flower.
‘Now pay attention, everyone. The names of the five elements are
Earth, Fire, Wind, Water and Space.’ She turned her back on her
pupils and wrote the names of the five elements on the board. She
then faced the class to tell the boys and girls what she wanted
them to do. ‘Write the five names in your exercise books, please.
Did anyone forget to bring a pencil?’

‘I leant mine to Pinky,’ said a boy in the
back row.

‘You may use my pencil, Master Gabriel
Logan,’ said the teacher, and offered it to him.

‘Thanks, Miss Pretty Flower,’ said Gabriel
Logan. He borrowed her pencil and, copying from the board, wrote
the names of the five fortune-telling elements in his book in his
neatest handwriting.

Matthew John bent over his own book. He had
just finished writing the word ‘Space’ when his Bat Rider phone
trembled in his pocket. He put his hand up. ‘Permission to leave
the room?’ he asked.

‘Of course, Master Matthew John,’ said Miss
Pretty Flower, giving the boy a look that meant ‘Don’t be
long!’

Matthew John jumped to his feet, opened a
sliding door made of rice paper, and stepped outside onto the
verandah. He slid the rice paper door back to close it behind him.
He breathed in the fresh air and looked down on the ocean that
stretched away to the horizon. The school was perched halfway up
the side of the hill. It was a good place to study in peace. They
had the whole island of Kanji to themselves. A flock of
bush-warblers rose from the trees, crying out in alarm.

‘Yes?’ he said, answering his phone.

‘Artibeus here, captain,’ said the voice of
his first officer. ‘Sensors have detected a giant ocean wave
rushing towards you. The science officer says you have ten minutes
before the wave reaches your island. I’m sorry to say we can’t help
you. We’re still stuck up here in orbit repairing damage done to
the ship by the Mormoops.’

‘Thank you, first officer,’ said Matthew
John. He pushed the red Bat Alert button on his phone that linked
him directly to his nearest squadron of bat riders, which was
Number One Squadron. ‘Akihito Akemi?’ he said. ‘Is that you? This
is your group captain speaking. We have an emergency. Scramble all
your riders and fly as fast as you can to the school on the island
of Kanji. Your mission is to save the children from a giant
wave.’

‘I strike temple bell to summon bat riders,’
said Akihito Akemi. ‘We come to save you, Matthew John.’

Matthew John replaced his Bat Rider phone in
his pocket. He slid the rice paper wall open and stepped inside the
classroom. He walked up to the front of the class. ‘I’m sorry to be
a nuisance, Miss Pretty Flower,’ he said, ‘but a huge wave is
coming and we have to evacuate the school. Bat riders are on their
way to rescue us.’

Miss Pretty Flower pressed her palms
together and bowed to the class. ‘Fire drill!’ she said. ‘Everybody
line up by the door!’

During the din of chairs being pushed back,
Matthew John said quietly ‘Miss Pretty Flower, you are too big to
ride on the back of a bat. We shan’t be able to fly you off the
island. How will you escape from the big wave?’

‘Do not worry about me, Master Matthew
John,’ said Miss Pretty Flower, straightening her kimono, which was
red. ‘Just make sure that you and all the other children are safe.
That is what matters.’

 


2: Akihito Akemi

 


Akihito Akemi sounded the temple bell in the
Hall of a Hundred Bats. He tightened his obi belt, and dashed
across the narrow wooden bridge that arched over the lotus pond.
Hard on his heels came the other ninety-nine bat riders of Number
One Squadron. All were smartly dressed in their uwangi uniforms.
They ran into the Pine Chamber and whistled for their bats.
Akihito’s bat Suki was the first to swoop down from the pagoda
roof. She did a backward flip and gripped the steam-powered
launching trapeze with her feet.

‘Ho!’ cried Akihito Akemi. ‘You are quickest
bat in squadron, Suki!’ He somersaulted onto Suki’s back, jerked
the lanyard that released the steam, and felt the rush of cold air
as he and his bat were catapulted out of the open window and into
the sky. Ninety-nine other bat riders were catapulted after him,
and the air filled with steam.

‘Head for Kanji Island,’ he said into his
bat rider phone. ‘Great wave coming. Rescue schoolchildren. Fly
fast, fly high, my samurai!’

‘We hear you, Akihito Akemi,’ his
ninety-nine fellow bat riders answered in unison.

Akihito Akemi patted his bat’s neck and said
softly ‘Give it all you’ve got, Suki. We must be in Kanji before
giant wave hits island.’

‘Hold on tight please, honorable master,’
said Suki. She put her head down and raced through the clouds of a
gathering storm, her wings beating as fast as a humming bird.

‘Eep! Eep!’ she cried, and cocked her hooded
ears to hear the sound of her own voice rebounding. She could not
yet sense any echo of the island, nor of the wave, but she could
sense the echoes of the ninety-nine other bats and riders flying
behind her. They were in a tight V-formation. The whole of Number
One Squadron was in the air, and she was right out in front,
leading the way.

We rush to the rescue, she thought. I hope
we shall be in time.

 


3: Hyou



 


Hyou, the leopard of Kanji, padded to the
entrance to his lair and sniffed the air. Something was up. The
bush-warblers were behaving strangely. A great many mice were
fleeing up the hill. He put a paw on top of one of them.

‘What are you running away from, little
mouse?’ growled Hyou.

‘Big wet thing coming,’ squeaked the
mouse.

‘H’m,’ said Hyou, and lifted his paw.

The mouse scampered on up the slope.

Hyou furrowed his brow. He was a mighty
leopard. He was supposed to be able to figure things out. One mouse
plus another mouse equals how many mice? Hyou shook his head. He
had no head for numbers. Letters bothered him, too. He knew there
were letters called A, B and C. He had heard that if you put the
letters together they made a word. He tried putting A, B and C
together, but nothing happened. No word came into his mind. He felt
sad. He was a mighty leopard, but he was mightily uneducated.

He longed to go to school. He could see the
school on the slope below his lair. The school had a red tiled roof
that curled up at the corners, and a garden of boulders surrounded
by raked gravel. Hyou had tried creeping up on the school once, but
the children had seen him coming and had screamed. That was the
trouble with being a leopard. When people see you coming, they do
not think ‘Here is a leopard who wants to learn to read, write and
do sums.’ They think ‘Here is a leopard who wants to eat us,’ and
then they scream.

Hyou lowered his body until his belly was
touching the ground. His tail moved restlessly. He peered between
the grass stalks. He watched the children pour out of the school
and head up the hill. He saw their teacher, Miss Pretty Flower,
walking with them. His heart beat faster in his chest. Miss Pretty
Flower and her pupils were coming to see him!

He became excited. This had never happened
before. He had never before seen the whole school, teacher and
children, come marching up the hill. Miss Pretty Flower must have
heard of his thirst for knowledge. She must be hurrying up the hill
to help him make his dream come true. Soon she would teach him to
sing ‘Now I know my ABC.’ He was thrilled.

‘I won’t have to go to the school after
all,’ thought Hyou. ‘The school is coming to me.’

Hyou broke cover. He stood out in the open
and said his own name loudly so that the schoolchildren and Miss
Pretty Flower would know where to find him. ‘Hyou!’ he roared.
‘Hyou!’

As he gave voice, the sky darkened.

Hyou looked out to sea. There was a change
in the weather. The mouse had been right. Something big and wet was
coming, and it was coming soon.

 


4: The Wave

 


The erupting volcano Mount Boom had shaken
the rocks under the sea. The shaking rocks had made a giant wave.
It was the kind of wave that surfers dream about. It was huge and
green and smooth, and, as it approached Kanji, the wave sucked up
water from the island’s shore, making the stones roar. The liquid
mountain of seawater towered higher, tottered, and then, with a
sound like thunder, collapsed in a welter of foam. The collapsed
wave came tearing up the hillside, carrying away the school as it
came. The seawater chased the schoolchildren and their teacher up
the slope.

Matthew John looked back and saw the wave
coming after him. School desks and chalkboards bobbed in the froth.
The floodwater rushed up the hillside towards him.

We are not going to make it, he thought. We
are going to be swept away. He reached for his bat rider phone.

‘The wave has arrived, Number One Squadron,’
he said. ‘If you are going to rescue us, now would be a good
time.’

Something brown and furry crashed into the
hillside in front of him.

‘Bulmer!’ said Matthew John.

‘Oo!’ said Bulmer. ‘That hurt! I’m no good
at landings. Jump onto my back, Matthew John.’

Matthew John leaped onto the back of his
bat. ‘Take us away, Bulmer!’

‘Okay-dokey,’ said Bulmer. He stretched his
wings. ‘Chocks away!’ he said.

He was too late.

The wave hit them both.

‘Obble bobble,’ said Bulmer. ‘Oogle boogle.’
Bubbles came out of his mouth. He flapped his wings in slow motion.
I’m under the water, he thought.

Matthew John peered about him. His whole
world had turned green. He was floating inside a cloud of shiny
bubbles.

A bulletin board passed by, turning over
very slowly in the current.

We’re inside the floodwater, he thought. We
must surface. We must breathe. I must not let go of Bulmer.

He heard a roaring in his ears. His brain
raced. They were being sucked down deeper into the depths. He saw
the hillside beneath him. He saw grasses waving like seaweeds. He
fought his way back to the surface.

He opened his mouth and gulped in air. He
bumped his head. He felt himself pulled back down under the water
again. His head swam. His thoughts moved like lightning. He had to
save both his bat Bulmer and himself. He hung onto Bulmer with one
hand while he struck out with the other. He managed a few
strokes.

If only the pounding in his head would stop
and let him think. The seawater was cold. It was an effort to
swim.

Matthew John and Bulmer popped up to the
surface together. Matthew John swallowed another mouthful of air.
He groped about with his free hand. His fingers closed around a leg
of a floating school desk. He dragged himself up onto the top of
the desk, and then helped Bulmer climb up beside him.

‘Are you all right, Bulmer?’

Bulmer shook himself, sending drops of water
flying. ‘I think so,’ he said. He spat some water out of his mouth.
‘What do we do now?’

Matthew John climbed onto Bulmer’s back, put
his arms around the bat’s neck and gripped him tightly. ‘We fly!’
he said.

They sprang from the floating school desk
into the air.

‘How did you find me, Bulmer?’ asked Matthew
John. ‘Miss Pretty Flower said that you were attending a navigation
class.’

‘Uh. I lost my way to navigation class,’
said Bulmer, ‘and them, when I saw the wave coming, I thought I’d
better see if you were all right.’

‘I’m glad you came for me,’ said Matthew
John. ‘You saved my life. You are the best bat in the whole world.
I hope the bat riders of Number One Squadron arrived in time to
save the others.’

 


5: Number One Squadron

 


Akihito Akemi, riding his bat Suki, saw the
great wave of seawater heading for Kanji Island.

‘Ho, Suki!’ he said. ‘I see boys and girls
running up the hill to escape wave. One girl is about to be drowned
by the wave. We save that girl.’

‘At once, honorable rider,’ said Suki.

Akihito Akemi and Suki dropped from the sky
and landed in front of Annabelle Sue.

‘Who are you?’ said Annabelle Sue.

‘I am Akihito Akemi. This is my bat Suki. We
are here to rescue you from giant wave.’

‘I want to be rescued by my OWN bat,’ said
Annabelle Sue, putting her hands on her hips. ‘I want to be rescued
by HULA.’

‘No time to argue,’ said Akihito Akemi, and
pulled Annabelle Sue up behind him. ‘Go, Suki!’ he cried.

Akihito Akemi and Suki were just in time. As
they took off, they felt the wave wet their feet.

Akihito Akemi looked about him. All the
other ninety-nine riders were in the air, too. On the back of every
bat sat two people. Every child in the school had been snatched to
safety in the nick of time. The bat riders of Number One Squadron
had done their duty. Their mission was a success, but Akihito Akemi
could see no sign of the teacher, Miss Pretty Flower.

‘Head back to the Hall,’ he said into his
bat rider phone. ‘We must carry the children to safety.’

Obeying his order, the hundred bats of
Number One Squadron wheeled through the sky and headed for home in
a whir of beating wings.

As they left Kanji Island behind, Akihito
Akemi thought he saw a large spotted creature swimming in the
flood, carrying in its mouth something red. He wanted to swoop down
to investigate, but dared not break formation. He was the squadron
leader, and it was his job to lead his fellow bat riders home.

 


6: The Tea House

 


Matthew John’s parents were visiting the
Hall of a Hundred Bats. They had been invited to a tea ceremony
with Mr. Seeds. They had washed their hands and rinsed their mouths
with water from a small stone basin. They had taken off their
shoes, ducked their heads, and entered the Tea House through a
small door. Inside the Tea House they had exchanged solemn bows
with Mr. Seeds, and had watched him prepare thick tea on a charcoal
fire. Now they were all drinking that thick tea from the same bowl,
wiping the rim clean with a napkin before passing the bowl on to
the next person.

Matthew John burst into the Tea House.

‘Miss Pretty Flower is missing!’ he cried.
‘We could not save her from the wave. She was too heavy for our
bats to carry.’

Mr. Seeds spun his chair around to face the
boy. ‘Tell us the story from the beginning, Matthew John,’ he said.
‘What is this wave of which you speak?’

Matthew John pulled himself together and
explained about the warning from space, and the coming of the wave.
He said what a good job Number One Squadron had done rescuing the
schoolchildren.

‘Thank goodness all of the young people are
safe,’ said Matthew John’s mother.

Matthew John’s father cleared his throat.
‘You say that Akihito Akemi of Number One Squadron reported seeing
a large spotted creature swimming in the floodwater and carrying
something red in its mouth?’ he said.

‘Yes, Daddy,’ said Matthew John.

‘Akihito Akemi must have seen Miss Pretty
Flower being carried in the mouth of the leopard Hyou,’ said Mr.
Seeds, accepting the antique tea bowl from Matthew John’s mother
and putting it down gently on a brocaded cloth. He offered Matthew
John a tray of tidbits from mountain and sea. ‘Have you ever tasted
sushi?’

Matthew John popped one of the tidbits in
his mouth. It was wrapped in black seaweed and tasted of sea
cucumbers and octopus. ‘It’s good,’ he said. ‘May I try a another
one?’

Mr. Seeds nodded.

Matthew John helped himself to another
tidbit. This time it was a little cake stuffed with wild pigeon.
‘Mmm,’ he said, with his mouth full, chewing slowly to make the
cake last as long as possible. ‘Really good. Who is Hyou? Is he
really a leopard? I don’t think I’ve ever seen a leopard.’

‘Hyou is the Leopard of Kanji. His fur is
yellow with black spots. His lair is on the island, at the very top
of the hill. If you enter his lair, be careful not to touch his
nose. Being touched on the nose is insulting to a leopard.’

‘I’ll try to remember not to touch his nose,
Mr. Seeds,’ said Matthew John.

‘Matthew John,’ said his mother, her eyes
widening. ‘Surely you are not planning to visit a leopard in his
lair?’

‘What else can I do, Mum?’ said Matthew
John. ‘If Hyou has captured Miss Pretty Flower, then I have to do
something. Miss Pretty Flower is my teacher. If it was you trapped
in the leopard’s lair, I would try to rescue you.’

Tears welled up in his mother’s eyes. ‘I
know you would, Matthew John,’ she said.

‘Good luck, son,’ said his father, shaking
his hand.

‘Thanks, Dad,’ said Matthew John.

‘One more thing,’ said Mr. Seeds. ‘Watch out
for the snails.’

 


7: The Lair of Hyou

 


Matthew John and his fellow bat riders
approached the island of Kanji from the north. They flew over the
remains of their classroom.

‘Most of the water from the wave seems to
have drained back into the sea,’ said Joshua Ryan, flying his bat
Smoky over the crumpled rice paper walls and the overturned
desks.

‘What a miserable mess!’ said Vesper.

‘We shall have to rebuild the school,’ said
Emily Charlotte.

‘If we do, another wave will come and wash
it away,’ said Vesper.

‘Not if we make the new school safe from
floods,’ said Annabelle Sue. ‘Can we make it safe from floods,
Hula?’

‘Yes,’ said her bat Hula. ‘We can build a
safe school.’

‘Number One Squadron build new school,’ said
Akihito Akemi. ‘My bat Suki is an architect. Suki make plan for new
building.’

‘The new school will have a brass gong,
honorable master,’ said Suki, ‘and dragons.’

‘First we rescue Miss Pretty Flower from
that leopard,’ said Matthew John. ‘A new school is no good without
a teacher, and we need Miss Pretty Flower back. You saw her being
carried by Hyou to his lair?’
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