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         Chapter 1

         
         
         
         
         Time : A.D. 3000

         
         
         
         
         Place : Planet Earth, Metametica Space Academy

         
         
         
         
         In one secluded corner of an exclusive prime housing district stood Octavia Mansion. A young man was swimming in his private pool. It was an Olympic-sized pool with an adjoining sheltered jacucci. A dining table overlaid with white cloth stood nearby. After swimming for many laps in butterfly style, Chen Wei got out of the pool. He wore a black Speedo swimming trunk. He removed his black swimming goggles and shook his head vigoriously to get rid of the water streaming down his short hair. Against the evening sunset, his fine, sculptured torso, well-defined abdominal muscles, bronze skin, lean and V-shaped body could be seen easily. As he walked, water streaming down his chest left a wet trail from the edge of the pool to the suntan couch near the dining table. A big yellow umbrella sheltered the suntan couch. He slumped onto the couch and took out the Armani sunglasses from the sports bag lying on the floor. He wore it and before long dozed off. He was awakened by someone shaking his hand.

         
         
         
         
         “Young master, dinner is ready. Do you wish to be served?” the Butler asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Yes, thank you.”

         
         
         
         
         The Butler handed a neatly-pressed green T-shirt to his young master.

         
         
         
         
         “Here’s your favourite green Polo T-shirt, you may like to put it on.”

         
         
         
         
         “Thank you. You're so thoughtful.”

         
         
         
         
         “Don’t mention. It's my duty to take good care of you. Over the years, I have grown to enjoy it. Dinner will be served shortly.”

         
         
         
         
         Chen Wei got up slowly and walked over to the dining table and sat down on an antique chair. The Butler returned shortly with the appetiser, and put a small bowl of Ginkgo Nuts in Sweet Potato Soup neatly in front of him. Chen Wei finished eating this in no time.

         
         
         
         
         The main course followed: Lobster Fra Diavolo, Abalone served with Broccoli and secret recipe sauce, Steam Carp with Shitake Mushroom, Black Pepper Beef laced with chopped onion and decorated with flower petals carved from red carrot. In addition, there were: Crab Enchiladas with Cherry Tomato Salsa, Salmon Fillet and Dill Tartare, Carolina Pork Tenderloins Pinwheels and Ravioli Di Carne. The following delicacies would appeal to the most refined oriental palate: Peking Grill Duck with Eight Treasures, Concubine Chicken with Lingzhi Mushroom, Crockpot Sweet and Sour Pork, Buddha Jump Over The Wall and Fa-cai Sashimi.

         
         
         
         
         “The master chef is preparing Tender Grill Ohio Drumsticks, Grill Ginger Tenderloin Roast and Grill Curry Red Snapper. They will be ready in a minute. Please be patient,” the Butler informed. These were the meat category.

         
         
         
         
         Afterwhich, came the vegetables: Vegetarian Delights - a salad of fresh vegetables picked direct from the garden, Braised Bean Curd with Kimchi, Braised Assorted Vegetables with Egg White, Vegetarian Enchilada Casserole, Pan-steam Tofu with Xiao Bai Chai and Mapor Beancurd.

         
         
         
         
         Next, came the soups: steaming hot, spicy Dtom Yum Gkoong, generously cooked with small prawns and authentic spices, Winter Melon and Mixed Bean Soup, Miso Shiru and Minestrone Soup were placed on the big dining table in a neat, orderly fashion. The following grilled food were served on exquisite silver plates: Tender Grill Ohio Drumsticks, Grill Ginger Tenderloin Roast and Grill Curry Red Snapper. When a plate of Yang Zhou Fried Rice and Hawaiian Pan Pizza were placed in front of Chen Wei, he was all set for a mouth-watering, hearty meal!

         
         
         
         
         Waiting patiently by the side of the table, the Butler watched as Chen Wei ate to his heart’s content.

         
         
         
         
         “Do you wish for dessert to be served? Young master.”

         
         
         
         
         “Please do.”

         
         
         
         
         The following gourmet-style desserts were served one after another in perfect enticement to the taste-buds: Coconut Juice Pudding with Bird’s Nest, Domo - an exquisitely prepared apple tart, Soffiato - a delicious chocolate ice-cream cake, Limoncino - a lemon pudding prepared by using the freshest lemon just one day after its ripening, Blue Cheese and Hazelnut Shortbread, Wild Huckleberry Crepe and Apple Strudel.

         
         
         
         
         Next, came the Fruit Combo consisting of ten exotic fruits served in small portions ready to be eaten: Kiwi fruits, blackcurrants, seedless Mediterranean grapes, water-melon, honeydew, starfruits, mangoes, peaches, longans and durians.

         
         
         
         
         A big jug of freshly squeezed orange squash were laid nicely on the table. Next to the jug of orange squash stood a bottle of red wine, Cabernet Sauvignon. A hot steaming pot of Iron Buddha Chinese Tea, and another pot of Coffee Espresso were also brought in and put on the table.

         
         
         
         
         “I have ordered ginseng chicken broth for supper, would that be all right? Young master.”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes, thank you.”

         
         
         
         
         Later into the night, after swimming for a few more laps in the pool and exercising in the gymnasium, situated in the main mansion building, Chen Wei was relaxing in the spacious jacuzzi bath in his master-bedroom. The warm water had a light lavender scent and felt totally refreshing. A glass of iced lemon juice stood next to the jacuzzi bath. He lifted this glass to his mouth and sipped on the ice-cold lemon juice. It was heaven! He looked around his well-renovated bathroom and was satisfied. Brown tiles decorated the floor. Green marble tiles lined the walls up to the ceiling. The toilet was in a small cubicle by the corner. A basket of toilet soaps, lotions and cleansers were placed neatly below the mirror on the washbasin top.

         
         
         
         
         He paid particular attention to personal hygiene and spent half an hour in the bathroom. He was wrapped in a dark blue bath robe when he stepped out of the bathroom. The Butler got his pyjamas ready and was waiting patiently.

         
         
         
         
         “Here are your pyjamas, young master. Don’t forget to finish up your ginseng chicken broth while it’s still warm. And, …, don’t stay up late,” the Butler winked at him.

         
         
         
         
         “Got it.”

         
         
         
         
         “Good night,” the butler walked out of the bedroom and closed the door after him.

         
         
         
         
         “Good night,” Chen Wei echoed.

         
         
         
         
         Chen Wei switched on the evening prime time news, something that he would do without thinking. He loved to be kept abreast of all the happenings in the solar system, even those events that happened in other star systems. He was eating his broth and watching the news at the same time.

         
         
         
         
         “Good evening, this is Veronica from MegaStar News Network. Thank you for tuning in. Here are the evening headlines, the entire Bosoonian civilisation has been wiped out by three gigantic robots of mass destruction from outer space. An unusual big fire was sighted in the Black Canyon last night. Many Lexorians have died of fright, cause of death attributed to demon haunting. A large number of white-face Capuchin monkeys were fleeing Nutmeg Mountain in the Taurus star system.” The news presenter reported the evening headlines. She then went on to read the details.

         
         
         
         
         Feeling very sleepy all of a sudden, Chen Wei switched off the television. He put down the empty bowl on the coffee table and changed into his pyjamas and jumped onto his cosy bed. He rested his head on the tummy of big polar bear stuff toy. This big, white bear wore a red singlet which had a heart-shape and the letter ‘U’ sewn next to it using yellow thread. It had outstretched paws. Next, Chen Wei groped for his baby polar bear stuff toy and hugged it tightly. Chen Wei had been hugging this baby polar bear stuff toy since young. He held this baby polar bear in front of him with both hands and looked at it carefully. It had a cute pointed face, its nose jutting and was smiling at him. This baby polar bear also wore a red singlet with a heart-shape and the letter ‘U’ sewn next to it. It also had outstretched paws. Without his polar bear stuff toys, Chen Wei would have some trouble getting to sleep. His parents gave this pair of bear stuff toys to him on his first birthday. Using the remote control, Chen Wei switched off the lights. Before long, he drifted into a deep sound sleep.

         
         
         
         
         In the master-bedroom of Sunflower Villa, Mrs. Lin was awaken by some noises and woke up her husband lying beside her.

         
         
         
         
         “I thought I heard some noises coming from Nikita’s room,” Mrs. Lin whispered to her husband.

         
         
         
         
         Mr. Lin immediately got up and went to check on his daughter, whose room was next to the study room. Quietly opening his daughter’s room, afraid to wake her up, he peered in through the crack of the door, letting in some corridor light. He could see Nikita smiling in her sleep, and thought to himself, “my darling Nikita must be having such a sweet dream, better not wake her up.” He walked back quietly to his room on tip-toes.

         
         
         
         
         Nikita was indeed having the most romantic dream of her life. She dreamt that she was roaming the starry night sky with her Prince Charming. Each was riding on a unicorn. At the moment, she was far ahead of her Prince Charming. When she stopped and turned her head to look back, a shining knight in white uniform caught up with her. A most handsome guy was looking at her with dark, intelligent eyes , a tiny smile was evident at the corners of his mouth. She smiled at him sweetly. He smiled back and looked at her with dreamy eyes.

         
         
         
         
         Inside the school dormitory, two small boys were fiddling with a telescope.

         
         
         
         
         "Turn the knob like that, ya?' Antonio asked with a questioning look on his big eyes.

         
         
         
         
         "Ya, like that," Samuel replied.

         
         
         
         
         When this telescope was ready, eight-year old Samuel put his head close to the lens and stared intently into the telescope. This amateur telescope was aimed at the clear night sky. Beside him, little Antonio was getting very impatient.

         
         
         
         
         “Quick, it’s my turn,” Antonio said. He tried to push Samuel aside.

         
         
         
         
         “Wait, wow, this star is so big!” Samuel exclaimed and refused to budge an inch.

         
         
         
         
         “Can you see alien?” Antonio asked excitedly.

         
         
         
         
         “No.”

         
         
         
         
         "Why not? I just saw alien on television yesterday. It was a big black monster!"

         
         
         
         
         "But here cannot see," Samuel insisted.

         
         
         
         
         On the topmost floor of the Far View Condominium, inside her penthouse apartment, Mrs. Andersen was inside her kitchen toilet facing the big bathroom mirror. She gently tapped both sides of her face several times. She had just cleansed her face thoroughly with self-prepared tomato facial cleanser. She looked at her reflection in the mirror and was rather pleased to see a marked improvement in her complexion. She felt a tingling sensation when she applied the tomato cleanser to her skin just now. This was part of the total skincare formula, which her friend recommended to her. She had tried many types of face masks before but found no one to her liking. She decided to try this skincare formula, which she found to be rather interesting.

         
         
         
         
         In essence, this skincare formula consisted of three steps. The first step was to wash one’s face thoroughly with a mild cleanser. Some pre-peeling renewing lotion should be applied to the face. The second step would be to apply avocado face mask, the preparation of which was quite tedious. The third step was to use a special honey moisturiser. This moisturiser’s other ingredients could be varied to suit one’s skin type. As an optional refinement step, one should also apply regenerating eye cream, to get rid of baggy eyes.

         
         
         
         
         Mrs. Andersen came out of the toilet and walked towards the kitchen table where her husband was sitting. She had got ready all the ingredients for the face mask. She started her face mask preparation. She had to use fresh avocado fruit pulp, a small quantity of egg white, aloe vera, flour and green tea to make a sticky paste. Once this was ready, it had to be applied to the skin immediately. After this application, it would be best to keep it that way and no more facial movements recommended.

         
         
         
         
         Mr. Andersen looked at his wife busily pounding the ingredients in the small mortar with a pestle. He was quite touched to see the pain his wife went through to make herself beautiful.

         
         
         
         
         “Darling, you are the most beautiful woman in my eyes, no matter what happens, no matter how old you get, how many wrinkles you have on your face. I will love you always.”

         
         
         
         
         “You know, we have already sent these kids to all the planets in our solar system, but now they want to go further into deep space. No telling what we will find out there. I’m a bit worried,” his wife said.

         
         
         
         
         “Don’t worry, the new star-ship they have built should be able to fly you around safely.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m not so sure about that! The last time we almost crashed on Mars, have you forgotten?”

         
         
         
         
         “Oh! Is that so? I guess I have clean forgotten about it. In that case, could you ask to be excused from taking charge of this space excursion?”

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t think so. All of our teachers are already involved in one activity or another. Besides, I do not want to disappoint our kids and deprive them of this unique experience to venture into deep space. It will be their dreams come true.”

         
         
         
         
         “But I will be worried sick, my dear!”

         
         
         
         
         “I guess this can’t be helped. I will take the necessary precautions and hope for the best. You could call me on the Speedy Transmission Network if you miss me. All right, don’t talk, I want to apply this face mask now.”

         
         
         
         
         In the spacious tenth floor Melrose Apartment, Melissa was eating her favourite Tandoori chicken and watching television at the same time. Her mother, Mrs. Arumugam, yelled from the kitchen.

         
         
         
         
         “Melissa! Go and finish up your homework first before you go to bed, you hear me?”

         
         
         
         
         “All right mom! Yes! Kick that butt. Harder! You bad fellow.” Melissa was watching her favourite wrestling programme. Her interests in television programme changed from cartoons to wrestling once she reached the age of fifteen. Even she herself found it strange that she liked to watch so many wrestling shows. All her friends at school either preferred to watch romance or science fiction movies.

         
         
         
         
         “What are we having for dinner? I’m hungry!” Melissa yelled and bit on her Tandoori chicken drumstick at the same time.

         
         
         
         
         “Spicy Seafood Curry! Come and get it!” Mrs. Arumugam yelled back.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         Chapter 2

         
         
         
         
         Two months before the Metametica Space Academy Open House.

         
         
         
         
         Inside the Metametica Space Academy, Mr. Arumugam the Manager of Spaceship Department, was discussing with his Deputy Manager regarding student enrolment for the next academic year. They were both seated comfortably in Mr. Arumugam’s private office. This year’s student intake was below expectation. The student calibre was also disappointing, with more than fifty percent having failed in at least one major academic subject. Mr. Arumugam wanted to find ways to attract the best students to sign up for next year’s Spaceship Course. His Deputy Manager, Roger, suggested to publicize the Spaceship Department in the upcoming Academy Open House. Roger wanted to have the most entertaining programme, the smartest person to represent the department and the most unique incentive to attract attention and enrolment. In short, he wanted everything to be the best in order to increase student enrolment next year.

         
         
         
         
         “I agree with you in principle, but what is your plan?” Mr. Arumugam wanted to know more.

         
         
         
         
         “Okay, the plan is this. Deep-space mission, travelling on the ultra-modern star-ship. I can’t remember the model name of the star-ship, kind of funny. Get Chen Wei ‘The Hunk’ to perform on stage. He will attract the crowd. Tell everyone that to be eligible for this space mission, he or she has to sign up for next year’s Spaceship Course. Afterwhich, set a quiz to select the top winners to go on this space mission. Simple.”

         
         
         
         
         “You call this simple?” Mr. Arumugam was incredulous.

         
         
         
         
         “It sounds complicated but it is simple. I will take charge of everything, don’t worry,” Roger reassured him.

         
         
         
         
         “Who’s this Hunk? I didn’t know we had one.” Mr. Arumugam was curious.

         
         
         
         
         “He’s a final year student. An outstanding young man.”

         
         
         
         
         “You sure this going to work?” Mr. Arumugam was sceptical.

         
         
         
         
         “Definitely. The Hunk received ninety-nine stalks of red roses yesterday, a giant panda stuff toy the day before that and a hand-knitted sweater two days before yesterday.”

         
         
         
         
         “Is that so? You seem to have confidence in this young man. All right, I will let you handle this programme. Budget has been approved, so don’t worry about money. Just get me the students.” Mr. Arumugam gave his verbal approval. His Deputy Manager nodded and left his office. Much work needed to be done.

         
         
         
         
         Two months passed by quickly.

         
         
         
         
         On the day of the Academy Open House, just when the morning sun rose from the eastern skyline, a middle-aged woman alighted from a flying saucer and stood at the main gate of a school building. A large sign, ‘Metametica Space Academy’, was hung on top of the school gate. It was visible from afar. She was glad that she came early ahead of the morning rush traffic. The number of flying saucers on the road had already increased noticeably. She stood still for an instant and gazed at the magnificent building in front of her. It had a main campus with several affiliated campuses nearby. The building architecture was endorsed by the Inter-Planetary Architectural Society, for its energy-saving features and aesthetic appeal.

         
         
         
         
         Melissa walked hurriedly towards the direction of the canteen. She had not eaten breakfast yet and her stomach was rumbling. She woke up late this morning, for she had stayed up all night watching her favourite wrestling videos. Inside the academy canteen, many students were already seated. Many were eating their breakfast under their parents' watchful eyes. The canteen transparent glass doors showed the interior to be fully-packed with people.

         
         
         
         
         The kitchen was situated a short distance away from the canteen. Food vendors stayed out of customers' sight. They stayed inside the kitchen, preparing food according to customers' orders received. Customers' orders were received via the computerised canteen menu system, detailing the food items, the table number and seat number. The cook-in-charge of preparing that particular dish would get down to work. Once the dish was ready, it would be sent to the customer via a hidden conveyor belt and this dish would pop out of the table, right in front of the customer who placed the order. Payment for food was done beforehand by electronic means using debit card. This canteen menu system was available on every canteen table, on the right-hand panel.

         
         
         
         
         Grace was at the drink vending machine. She got herself two cups of hot coffee. She walked back to her table and settled down next to Bruce, putting down the cups on the table. Bruce thanked her. He handed a cheese burger to her and began to munch on his burger. The hot coffee aroma wafted through the air.

         
         
         
         
         Trevor had ordered two bowls of chicken broth from the canteen menu system. He had punched in his orders on the right-hand panel on his table and scanned his debit card using the attached card-reader input device. He also requested the canteen vendor to add more pepper to one bowl of chicken broth and to add more ginger to the other bowl. Vivian loved ginger like crazy. He knew his girl friend’s taste too well.

         
         
         
         
         Max ordered two bowls of fish-ball noodle and punched in his orders. He paid for his orders using debit card. He also requested the vendor to add black vinegar to one bowl of noodle. Elaine liked to eat fish-ball noodles with black vinegar. The menu system began to sound an alarm, "oinng...oinng...oinng..", with flashing lights. Everyone looked up and stared at him with big eyes, as if he was an alien from outer space. Max smiled, he was used to this kind of expression whenever he ordered fish-ball noodles with black vinegar. He found his girl friend’s taste a bit strange too.

         
         
         
         
         Nikita was eating her breakfast by herself. There was a large crowd in the canteen already as it was the Academy Open House today. Out of a sudden, someone spoke to her, asking whether she could share a seat with her. There was no more empty seat available in the canteen anymore. She agreed readily and shoved her books aside to make way for her.

         
         
         
         
         “I’m Melissa. Nice to know you.”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m Nikita. Nice to know you too. You look familiar, have I met you somewhere before?”

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t think so, I’m afraid.”

         
         
         
         
         “Wait. Let me think. Oh, I remember now. You danced during one of the morning school assemblies. The cultural folk dance, the costume was very colourful.”

         
         
         
         
         “I performed last week.”

         
         
         
         
         “I like dancing too.”

         
         
         
         
         These two girls who just got to know each other found they had something in common. They went on to talk more about dancing and forgot to notice that time just wheezed by.

         
         
         
         
         There was already a large crowd at the academy main entrance, curious parents, toddlers, students, prefects, teachers on duty, even maids could be found. It was the Academy’s Open House and enough publicity had been done beforehand to attract a roaring big crowd. Many parents wanted to know more about this premiere space academy. Everything from the course curriculum, school facilities, admission criteria, to the intangibles, such as teaching staff qualifications and credentials, principal’s charisma and support staff’s credibility, fell within the parents’ areas of concern.

         
         
         
         
         Suddenly, an announcement came on the air, “Ladies and gentlemen, please board the speedboats to get to the academy’s auditorium. We will be waiting there for you.” A short while passed before many gliders, approximately fifty of them, approached the main gate. They looked like large speedboats, and could easily accommodate twenty people at any one time. These gliders flew low and slow. Teachers on duty and prefects were ushering the people onto the speedboats. Very soon, the main gate became relatively empty of people. Mrs. Andersen boarded the last speedboat glider and made her way to the academy auditorium for the morning assembly.

         
         
         
         
         It took only a short while to reach the school auditorium. Mrs. Andersen stepped down from the speedboat glider and made her way into the auditorium. Many parents and students were assembled there already, sitting comfortably on red-cushion chairs. Before long, the School Principal walked up onto the stage and made a long opening address, as was usual his style.

         
         
         
         
         “Ladies and gentlemen, I want to thank you for taking the time off to attend our Academy Open House. Many exhibits have been put up for you specially by our team of dedicated staff who have worked very hard for the past few months. Our academy has the excellent tradition of producing top students every year and this year is no exception. We achieved outstanding results in the field of Astronomy in last year’s National Examinations. We scored the highest in terms of individual and level rankings, beating the National Average by more than ten percentage points. A remarkable achievement! Once again, I must thank all the teachers for their hard work and the students for their perseverance. Let’s all put our hands together. Bravo!“ The Principal raised his clenched right fist in a sign of victory.

         
         
         
         
         People began to get up from their seats and walk to the exhibition hall which was joined to the auditorium by a well-decorated path. There were three main exhibition areas, namely the spaceship sector, the alien sector and the galaxy sector. Each exhibition sector was the fruit of labour by the respective Department Manager, who had spent many hours of planning and coordination work on this project.

         
         
         
         
         At the galaxy exhibition sector, a young professor was busy introducing the galaxy map to the curious bystanders. “Welcome to our galaxy sector. This is the map of the galaxy. Here, you have the Orion Constellation and that is the Crab Nebula. Can you see the shape of this star cluster here that looks like a crab?”

         
         
         
         
         “Oh yes,” Melissa said.

         
         
         
         
         “Really look like a crab,” an interested mother was looking closely at the star map as if she was inspecting a crab at the market.

         
         
         
         
         At the alien sector, a large crowd was present. Many curious parents and students flocked to this sector to find out more about aliens. They wanted to know how aliens looked like, how tall were they, what kind of food do they eat and whether they were hostile. In short, everything about aliens. Antonio and Samuel were fascinated by the different kinds of alien life-forms on display. They did not know there were so many different types of alien in the Universe.

         
         
         
         
         “Are these aliens for real?” Antonio asked the professor on duty. He looked up at the aged old man with his innocent big eyes.

         
         
         
         
         “Of course. These photographs were taken by our unmanned space probes. One hundred percent genuine,” the professor replied.

         
         
         
         
         “Oooo, this alien has got two horns on its head,” Antonio said excitedly, as if he had discovered gold.

         
         
         
         
         "Eeee...," somebody said in disgust.

         
         
         
         
         "Yucks!" another person blurted out.

         
         
         
         
         “Look, this one has got five eyes and two tails!” Samuel broke into a laugh. Soon, many joined in the laughter.

         
         
         
         
         Melissa and Nikita walked close together viewing the different exhibits with great interests. They were attracted by a commotion over at the spaceship exhibition sector. They walked into this sector to take a closer look. Many people were standing by the sides of the spaceship exhibits but nobody paid any attention to them. There were simply too many people present. There was hardly any standing ground. Many students and parents were seated comfortably on chairs, facing a mini-stage. On the stage, there was a white grand-piano. Dressed in a bright green long-sleeve shirt and white long pants, Chen Wei was sitting next to the grand-piano. He was getting ready to perform for the audience.

         
         
         
         
         Roger, the compere for this performance, walked up on to the stage and took the microphone.

         
         
         
         
         “Ladies and gentlemen, our two most outstanding students in spaceship faculty are going to sing a song for all of you. The song title is ‘Amigos Para Siempre’, meaning 'friends forever'. Let's welcome Chen Wei and Diana!” Diana walked onto the stage wearing a yellow evening gown. She looked stunningly beautiful. Immediately, someone screamed at the back of the crowd. Another softer scream followed.

         
         
         
         
         Silence.

         
         
         
         
         Chen Wei struck the piano keys skilfully. A soft melody filled the air followed by a shrill, feminine voice. Diana sang beautifully. Chen Wei sang the next stanza, with his clear masculine voice, which was a low tenor. Together, they sang the ending part in perfect harmony.

         
         
         
         
         Grace, Vivian and Elaine were standing close together at the back of the crowd as they came late. Their boyfriends also came along with them.

         
         
         
         
         “What are they singing?” Grace whispered to Vivian.

         
         
         
         
         “I’m not sure,” Vivian said.

         
         
         
         
         “I like this song,” Grace said.

         
         
         
         
         “You don’t know what they are singing and yet you like it. I find this odd,” Bruce said.

         
         
         
         
         “But I really like this song,” Grace insisted.

         
         
         
         
         “If you like that song, you can listen to the song. Don’t talk to me,” Bruce was jealous. He was a rather good-looking macho guy and could not tolerate his girlfriend admiring other guys.

         
         
         
         
         “Okay, okay, I don’t listen to the song. Please talk to me,” Grace uttered these words without even thinking. She was afraid to antagonise Bruce, for she had gone to great length to secure his affection.

         
         
         
         
         "Give me your hand, we'll listen to the song together," Bruce said in a rather commanding tone.

         
         
         
         
         "Errn," Grace uttered softly and complied.

         
         
         
         
         “Look, he has a dimple on his left cheek. So cute!” Vivian exclaimed softly.

         
         
         
         
         “Vivian, I also have a dimple on my left cheek, am I cute?” Trevor was jealous.

         
         
         
         
         “Yes,” she replied.

         
         
         
         
         “But you never even look at me!” Trevor complained.

         
         
         
         
         “Chen Wei is a snob. He seldom talks to people,” Trevor continued.

         
         
         
         
         “That’s what you think. He’s a very nice guy,” Vivian defended The Hunk.

         
         
         
         
         “So far from here, yet you can see his dimple. You never cease to amaze me,” Trevor was very jealous.

         
         
         
         
         Vivian turned her head and glared at him.

         
         
         
         
         “Okay, okay. I zip my mouth,” Trevor gave in at the end. He made the corresponding ‘close the zip’ action, pretending his mouth to be the zip. Whenever Trevor and Vivian had a disagreement, it was always Trevor who raised the white flag at the end.

         
         
         
         
         “Look at his porcupine hair, so ugly,” Max muttered to himself.

         
         
         
         
         “What did you just say?” Elaine asked in a rather harsh tone.

         
         
         
         
         “Ooops. No, no, no, I did not say anything,” Max shook his head and waved both hands frantically. Before he knew what happened, he received a slap on his shoulder from his girl-friend, Elaine. He felt sorry for himself and pouted. He kept very quiet henceforth.

         
         
         
         
         Evon was also with this group of friends. She did not have a boyfriend at the moment and kept asking many questions about Chen Wei.

         
         
         
         
         "Does Chen Wei have a girlfriend, huh, huh?" she asked Elaine. She looked and sounded desperate enough.

         
         
         
         
         "I heard Diana is his girlfriend. Don't they look like a couple?"

         
         
         
         
         "Are you sure or not?" Evon displayed a look of dismay.

         
         
         
         
         "Well, I only heard about it from someone."

         
         
         
         
         "You must have heard wrongly," Evon sounded very sure.

         
         
         
         
         "Does he have a brother?" Evon asked unexpectedly. She was not one who gave up easily.

         
         
         
         
         "That I'm not sure."

         
         
         
         
         "He looks just like my pop idol, so handsome," Evon said softly.

         
         
         
         
         By this time, Chen Wei and Diana had finished singing their song. A thunderous applause followed. Diana did a curtsy and left the stage. Roger announced the next song title.

         
         
         
         
         "Chen Wei will sing the next song. This is an old time favourite, 'Together in Electric Dreams'."

         
         
         
         
         A guitarist came onto the stage. He began to strum his electric guitar several times, testing it. It worked fine.

         
         
         
         
         Silence.

         
         
         
         
         "This is one of my mum's favourite song. Mum, this is for you," Chen Wei said.

         
         
         
         
         Mrs. Chen, who sat in the middle of the audience clapped her hands loud and long for her son. The background music slowly flooded in through the giant speakers on both sides of the mini-stage. The guitarist began to strum his electric guitar in tandem with the background music. The two pieces blended perfectly. Chen Wei's clear masculine voice filled the air. "I only knew you for a while...I never saw your smile..." He began singing. The whole hall listened in silence. Everyone picked up the dancing rhythm and felt the urge to get up and dance. When he reached the high-note, "We'll always be together..however far it seems..We'll always be together..together in electric dreams," there was absolute silence. When he finished singing this song, the applause from the audience was resounding. Chen Wei waved his hands, bowed to the audience and was about to exit the stage, when someone yelled for more. It came from the back of the audience. It was Evon! Another "more!" came from the right side of the audience. Shortly after, someone from the left side shouted "more!" too. Many screams were heard once again. The crowd was electrified!

         
         
         
         
         Watching her son performing on stage, Mrs. Chen followed his every movement closely. Her eyes lit up when Chen Wei sang "Together in Electric Dreams." He reminded her of her husband who was away on an oversea business trip. Her breath caught suddenly in her throat. She missed her husband badly.

         
         
         
         
         "Thank you. I will sing the next song 'First Love', by Paran. This is for all of you out there," Chen Wei nodded to the guitarist who gave him the thumbs-up signal.

         
         
         
         
         The music came on. Chen Wei began to sing, "I believe in you..ooo..yea...Hello I believe you...." This was a contemporary hit song. When he was about to finish singing the first stanza, he pointed at the audience with his left hand, and then suddenly pointed the microphone on his right hand at them when he finished singing the first stanza. The audience carried on singing the second stanza! It was perfect coordination. When he started to sing the third stanza, "...say that I love you," the whole hall echoed him, "...love you.." and sang along with him. Suddenly, a small group of audience sang, "..love you..," adding a ripple-effect to this song. Many clapped and tapped their feet in harmony with the song's tempo.

         
         
         
         
         Chen Wei hopped around on stage with the spot-light close at his heels. His mother's eyes never left him. Chen Wei held the microphone close to his mouth, stretched out his left hand, closed his eyes and reached for the high-note "..yea...so sweet..." He sang his heart out. Many young hearts stopped beating for one minute. Chen Wei exuded youthful charisma. The whole hall was jubilant. When the song ended, Chen Wei smiled and waved to the audience. The applause was resounding. A female fan ran up to the stage holding a bouquet of red roses. She was overly excited and slipped. Chen Wei caught her in his arms and helped her up. She gave her roses to Chen Wei.

         
         
         
         
         "Thank you," he said.

         
         
         
         
         Before he knew what happened, this female fan hugged him tight. She left the stage shortly after.

         
         
         
         
         "Isn't that Evon on the stage? When did she sneak out to buy those roses?" Pointing her finger at Evon, Grace asked her friends.

         
         
         
         
         "I'd like to know the answers too," Vivian said.

         
         
         
         
         "She's fast," Elaine said.

         
         
         
         
         Chen Wei once again thanked the audience before exiting the stage holding his bouquet of red roses.

         
         
         
         
         Roger addressed the crowd. He was all smiles.

         
         
         
         
         “Thank you. Thank you, ladies and gentlemen. Now, I must make an announcement. Our department will be organising a space excursion next week. To be eligible for this space excursion, you need to sign up for our Spaceship Course next year and to answer a simple quiz. The forms are on the third level in this building.” Before Roger barely finished his last sentence, a mass exodus of female students from the exhibition sector occurred and more screams followed. The screams could be traced to the third floor of the same building. Mr. Arumugam was at the third level, inside the Administration Office. Looking at the huge, young crowd fighting for the Spaceship Course application forms, Mr. Arumugam nearly shed tears of joy. The vice-principal, who stood next to Mr. Arumugam, patted him on the shoulder. He gave Mr. Arumugam his look of approval, something so rare that it was like having found a needle in a haystack.

         
         
         
         
         Later in the evening, at the fresh food section of the shopping mall, Mrs. Andersen was pushing her cart along loaded with groceries. She met Mrs. Lin who was coming in the opposite direction also pushing a fully loaded cart.

         
         
         
         
         “What a surprise to see you here, Mrs. Andersen,” Mrs. Lin waved her hand.

         
         
         
         
         “Why yes, how do you do?”

         
         
         
         
         “I’m fine. My husband is also here, he’s at the wine section looking for his favourite red wine.”

         
         
         
         
         “I see.”

         
         
         
         
         “You wouldn’t, by any chance, know what is the ultra-warp speed, would you?” Mrs. Lin spoke in a hush tone, at the same time, leaning closer to Mrs. Andersen.

         
         
         
         
         “Excuse me?” Mrs. Andersen did not hear properly what was said.

         
         
         
         
         “Why, you see, Nikita wants to go for this space excursion. To do that, she has to answer a quiz. One of the questions is on ultra-warp speed. I thought you might have some ideas,” Mrs. Lin said.

         
         
         
         
         “I’m sorry, but I do not have the slightest clue what is this ultra-warp speed that you are talking about. I’m afraid I can’t help you.”

         
         
         
         
         “It’s all right, I guess others may not know the answer too. Thanks, anyway. You have a very good complexion. May I ask what is your secret formula?” Mrs. Lin paid compliments to the mature lady.

         
         
         
         
         “Why, thank you. I’m using a special avocado face-mask formula. My friend gave it to me,” Mrs. Andersen felt exhilarated.

         
         
         
         
         “Avocado, I see. Thank you. I have to get going now, my husband will be worried if he doesn’t see me. Good bye.” Mrs. Lin took note of the ingredient for she intended to try that later.

         
         
         
         
         “Good bye.” Mrs. Andersen echoed.

         
         
         
         
         After arriving home from shopping, Mr. Lin was helping his wife to prepare dinner in the kitchen.

         
         
         
         
         “'Amigos para siempre', that is so sweet. I knew this singer is a nice guy,” Mrs. Lin muttered to herself.

         
         
         
         
         “What amigos, what nice guy?” Mr. Lin overheard his wife and was a bit anxious and a teeny weeny bit jealous.

         
         
         
         
         “Your darling Nikita saw a dashing guy singing in the academy this morning. He sang this song, ‘Amigos Para Siempre’,” his wife said.

         
         
         
         
         “I see.” He was relieved to hear his wife’s explanation, else he would get really jealous, such was his love for his beautiful wife. They had been happily married for more than twenty years and their love for each other seemed to get better with each passing day, month and year. It just got better and better. No turning back.

         
         
         
         
         “Not only that, she also wants to find out the ultra-warp speed. What in the world is that?” Mrs. Lin asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Oh, my darling Nikita wants to be an astronaut, huh?! Mmmm…, ultra-warp speed. Never heard of that one. I will try to find out. Even if she wants the stars in the heaven, I will pluck it for my darling Nikita!”

         
         
         
         
         “What if I also want the stars? Will you pluck them for me too?” His wife asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Of course, my sweetheart! There are so many stars in heaven. We won’t run out of stars, will we? Let me hug you, my sweetheart.” He made the gesture to pounce on his wife, but she got away in time.

         
         
         
         
         “Not now, honey. Nikita is inside her room. What if she sees us?”

         
         
         
         
         “All right, but promise me you won’t get jealous again, otherwise, I will hug you until you see stars.” His wife smiled so sweetly at him that he was sure she was seeing stars at this moment. He chuckled to himself, for he felt so happy that he had married such an adorable wife. She never failed to bring him new experiences every day, even a mundane affair could turn into a romance in her presence.

         
         
         
         
         The following day, Mr. Lin went to Metametica Space Academy to meet up with Mr. Arumugam, the Spaceship Department Manager. He had made an appointment with Mr. Arumugam at nine o’ clock in the morning. Mr. Lin walked along the corridor on the fifth floor and finally found Mr. Arumugam’s office. He knocked on the office door. Mr. Arumugam opened the door and welcomed him in.

         
         
         
         
         “Hello, nice to meet you. I'm Mr. Lin, Nikita’s dad,” Mr. Lin introduced himself and extended his right hand.

         
         
         
         
         “Nice to meet you. I'm Mr. Arumugam, the Manager of Spaceship Department,” he shook hands with Mr. Lin.

         
         
         
         
         Mr. Lin entered the office and sat down on the brown sofa beside the office table. A small coffee table was next to the sofa. Mr. Arumugam phoned the office attendant to prepare two cups of coffee. When the two gentlemen were seated comfortably, they began their conversation.

         
         
         
         
         “What can I do for you, Mr. Lin?” Mr. Arumugam asked.

         
         
         
         
         “I am here to find out what is the ultra-warp speed. You know, there is this question in one of the quizzes.”

         
         
         
         
         After a prolonged conversation, Mr. Lin could not get the answer that he wanted.

         
         
         
         
         At this moment, the office attendant walked in with two cups of steaming hot coffee. She put these two cups on the coffee table and left the room.

         
         
         
         
         “Like I said before, there are five levels in ultra-warp speed, each level representing one technological breakthrough. We are currently at the third level. Have I answered your question?” Feeling a bit exasperated at having to explain science to a layman, Mr. Arumugam went on further to make his point clear by using five books on the coffee table to represent the five levels of ultra-warp speed. He kept pointing to the third book, indicating that this was the current level of ultra-warp speed attainable by existing terrestrial star-ships.

         
         
         
         
          “I know what you mean by the third level. But, what exactly is the third level? You know, things like how many light years. That kind of thing, you know,” Mr. Lin kept making small, circular motions with his right hand, as if he was scooping imaginary ice-cream.

         
         
         
         
         “Oh…, I see what you mean. I’m afraid I can’t tell you the answer as this would be unfair to the other students. I’m sorry.”

         
         
         
         
         “Anyway, thanks a lot for your time,” Mr. Lin was visibly disappointed. He wanted very much for Nikita to go on this space excursion. He got up from the sofa, shook hands with Mr. Arumugam once again and left the office. He was comtemplating the next thing to do to help his daughter find out what is the ultra-warp speed. Ultra or no ultra, he was going to find out the answer, he made up his mind.

         
         
         
         
         Nikita was in her bedroom, sitting next to her laptop computer. She was busy searching the internet for answers to her quiz questions. She had completed three of the five questions listed on the question paper. She looked at the fourth question. “Compute one divided by zero?”

         
         
         
         
         “Mmm…, this was not taught in mathematics class. What could it be?” She thought to herself. She searched in one of the mathematics websites and finally found a clue. One mathematics professor concluded this question could be computed and went on to put forward his theory. However, another mathematics professor argued it could not be calculated. He too put forth his counter-argument.

         
         
         
         
         “One person say can compute, the other person say cannot compute, now what?” Nikita thought to herself. Suddenly she had an idea. She took out a coin from her purse. She would let the coin decide. “Head for professor one, tail for professor two,” she decided. She threw the coin into the air and let it drop. She caught it in her hand. It was a tail. “That was easy.” She was happy with herself for having solved such a complex mathematics problem. She was attempting the last question before Melissa phoned her on the internet. These days, phone calls could be made over the internet easily. 4G telephone technology had enabled the caller’s three-dimensional miniature image to be transmitted over the internet and projected exactly one metre away from the receiver end.

         
         
         
         
         “Have you finished answering all the quiz questions?” Melissa smiled mysteriously.

         
         
         
         
         “Nope. I have one last question to go. What is this ultra-warp speed?” Nikita searched frantically in all the websites that were listed on her laptop computer, beginning from the top. It was a long list of websites.

         
         
         
         
         “Tomorrow is the dead-line for the quiz , I have all the answers except the last question. Do you have any idea what is the ultra-warp speed? Help!” Nikita was getting impatient.

         
         
         
         
         “I think it is a super, super warp speed able to travel from one end of the universe to the other end using state-of-the-art, star-ship engine propulsion technology,” Melissa was very pleased with her answer.

         
         
         
         
         “Why didn’t I think of that? You’re a genius!” Nikita praised her.

         
         
         
         
         “Of course I’m a genius, don’t you know that? I’ll be offended if you don’t know this simple fact.”

         
         
         
         
         Both girls giggled helplessly.

         
         
         
         
         Two days later, a large crowd of students were waiting outside the Spaceship Department. They were waiting impatiently for the results of the astronomy quiz to be revealed. Everybody was dying to go for this space excursion. A clerk walked out of the administration office and pasted the name list of the winners on the notice-board. The students selected were Chen Wei, Nikita Lin Hui, Melissa Devi Arumugam, Samuel Kim Tae Yung and Antonio Ingenieros.

         
         
         
         
         Many students were disappointed and some even cried on the spot. As a result, many tissue papers were thrown on the floor when the students went away. The cleaner was quite angry with those students who littered, making her job more difficult. As the cleaner swept away the litter, she thought to herself, “why can’t they throw the tissue papers into the bin just next to the notice-board?” She shook her head, unable to understand youngsters nowadays.

         
         
         
         
         Mrs. Andersen stepped into her class and everybody stopped what they were doing � throwing paper aeroplanes into the air � and rushed back to their seats. Her eyes searched for the class monitor and found him.

         
         
         
         
         “Thomas, what is happening here?” Mrs. Andersen asked.

         
         
         
         
         “They were practising the perverted form of the ancient art of paper-folding,” came the reply.

         
         
         
         
         “While they are at it, I want another ten paper dinosaurs from each one of them. Thomas, give me the names of these paper-folding experts, so that I can count the number of dinosaurs I should get later,” Mrs. Andersen ordered.

         
         
         
         
         "Right away madam."

         
         
         
         
         Many “Oh shucks!” could be heard.

         
         
         
         
         A small laughter came from the back of the classroom.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         Chapter 3

         
         
         
         
         Two weeks later.

         
         
         
         
         In the ‘Perfect Fit’ tailor-shop which was situated inside the academy, Mrs. Andersen was checking to see that all her students had arrived. Everyone came on time to try out their new space uniforms. This tailor-shop was renowned far and wide for its school uniform design, the likes of which our current school uniforms paled in comparison. The tailor brought out all the space uniforms which Mrs. Andersen had ordered one week ago. These uniforms were put into individual boxes tied nicely with a red ribbon. The owner’s name was printed in bold and pasted securely on the cover of each box. Everybody was anxious to get his uniform and put it on.

         
         
         
         
         A short while passed before the owner of the shoe-shop next door walked into this tailor-shop. He was grinning broadly and put down the six boxes which he carried. His face was flushed and he panted with this laborious task. He told Mrs. Andersen and the kids to try on the shoes. He left after that.

         
         
         
         
         Before long, our space crew trooped out of the changing rooms. Mrs. Andersen, Chen Wei, Nikita, Melissa, Samuel and little Antonio. It was a dazzling team! Mrs. Andersen looked just like a mother guarding her kids. They were dressed in their impeccable space uniforms, which were made of the finest textiles and had the most unique design. It consisted of a white cotton, collared, long-sleeve undershirt and a V-neck, one-piece dark-blue satin body suit. Two stiff, yellow bars lined the shoulder region on this dark-blue body suit. Each bar carried the Metametica Space Academy insignia. This body suit covered the wearer’s arms from the shoulder up to ten centimetres below the elbow. The rest of the white cotton undershirt was exposed, a stark contrast, both in terms of colour and textiles. A black leather belt, together with a pair of black leather shoes completed the uniform, making the wearer stand out on all occasions.

         
         
         
         
         Chen Wei looked so dashing that Nikita was a bit afraid to look at him for long. She did not want to appear rude and spoil his first impression of her. Although Nikita was also a pretty young lady, but at that moment she just did not bother to admire herself in the body-length mirrors placed outside the changing rooms.

         
         
         
         
         Antonio and Samuel were laughing away at their own reflections in the mirror, apparently satisfied with their nice uniforms. Mrs. Andersen and Melissa were seriously looking at their reflections in the mirrors, hoping to find some faults in their uniforms for the tailor to correct. They took a long time but eventually could not find a single fault. The uniforms fit them perfectly! Chen Wei was not very particular about such things. All he wanted was that the uniform felt comfortable when worn. He looked dashing in whatever clothes he wore.

         
         
         
         
         At this point in time, a few curious heads turned in the direction of this tailor-shop. Some of these faculty students even entered the shop to admire Chen Wei. They were female students and slowly the number grew until the shop was so crowded that there was no more standing room available. The tailor advised all the students to wait outside the shop but it was no use, there were just too many of them. When the news spread that The Hunk was trying out his new uniform, more students flocked here. It did not help as this happened to be the lunch-time break, many students skipped meals in order to admire The Hunk.

         
         
         
         
         In the end, all our space crew members had to contact their loved ones to fetch them from this tailor-shop. Chen Wei’s butler, Mr. Lin, Mr. Andersen came in their Luxury Gliders, the equivalent of modern day luxury cars. Samuel and Antonio took a free ride back to their hostels with Mrs. Andersen. Melissa followed Nikita in her Luxury Mercs Glider.

         
         
         
         
         One week later, Mrs. Andersen and the kids were supposed to gather at the space shuttlecraft launch-pad. As everyone turned up on the appointed time, Mrs. Andersen noticed that Antonio had not arrived. She was a bit worried. She waited with an air of expectancy. A short while passed before little Antonio appeared dragging his cute little lugguage bag behind him and wore his cute little blue Nike cap the other way round. He was half-running and half-afraid that he had missed the flight. Antonio was extremely excited as this was going to be his first time travelling on a spaceship. He tossed and turned in bed the night before and hardly slept a wink, waiting for this moment, the moment to step inside a spaceship. It would be one small step for a little boy, but one big step for little Antonio.

         
         
         
         
         The space shuttlecraft stood on top of a launchpad. It had the shape of a big brown moth, with two big, right-angled triangular wings spread horizontally. There were also two metallic feelers sticking out horizontally from the front of the spacecraft.

         
         
         
         
         “Chen Wei, you will drive this space shuttlecraft with Nikita as your co-pilot, any problem?” Mrs. Andersen asked. She decided to let them drive the space shuttlecraft since both of them were the most senior among her students.

         
         
         
         
         “No.”

         
         
         
         
         “Good. We are depending on you.”

         
         
         
         
         Everyone deposited their travel-bags into the luggage compartment behind. The group boarded the space shuttlecraft with Chen Wei and Nikita occupying the pilot and co-pilot seat respectively. Melissa and Samuel occupied the middle row. Mrs. Andersen and Antonio sat at the last row. The hangar door opened slowly.

         
         
         
         
         “Everybody, fasten your seat-belts.” Chen Wei pressed the ignition button on his navigation console. The power system was activated. Fuel exhaust began ejecting from the exhaust pipes behind. The space shuttlecraft began to gather momentum.

         
         
         
         
          “Take off!” Chen Wei said. Off the space shuttlecraft took to the air and out of the hangar door in a jiffy. When it shot out into the open air, it increased its angle of elevation and was rapidly gaining altitude. Chen Wei was busy manipulating the navigation controls. Looking out through the cockpit window, one could see the swift change in colour from navy blue to white and navy blue and then darkness as this space shuttlecraft ventured out into space.

         
         
         
         
         “Shuttle speed, 100,000 kilometres per hour. Exit Earth’s gravitational field in three minutes. Nikita, compute impulse and kinetic energy increase,” Chen Wei ordered.

         
         
         
         
         Nikita was too absorbed in her own thoughts to hear his commands. Melissa nudged her from behind, sensing her delayed response. Nikita quickly recomposed herself and using the mathematical hologram in front of her console, she computed the navigation parameters. Chen Wei grabbed the answer module and plug it into his own navigation control system. Technology at this stage of development was highly modular and used holograms as the user-interface. Hence, two holograms stood in front of the pilot and co-pilot navigation consoles. Chen Wei and Nikita had to execute multiple ‘grab and plug’ actions on their navigation consoles. These actions required concentration and speed.

         
         
         
         
         Chen Wei needed another set of parametric equations to be solved and ordered his co-pilot to do so. Nikita was once again lost in her own thoughts. She found herself admiring more and more of the pilot seated on her right. His handsome face, dark eyebrows, intelligent eyes, chiselled nose and masculine voice fit her dream idol perfectly! Melissa nudged her again from behind. Nikita computed the required parameters quickly. Chen Wei took the answer module and plug it into his own navigation module.

         
         
         
         
         “Decelerating. Exit Earth’s gravitational field in one minute. Nikita, compute impulse, kinetic energy changes, equation of Earth’s orbit and the equation of tangent to Earth’s orbit at co-ordinates (7, 3, 2),” Chen Wei ordered.

         
         
         
         
         No response from Nikita.

         
         
         
         
         “Nikita, compute solutions to these three parametric equations. Quick, I need the time factor.” Hearing no response from Nikita, Chen Wei computed the solutions himself.

         
         
         
         
         “Nikita, are you all right?” Chen Wei gave her a concerned look.

         
         
         
         
         “Yes,” Nikita answered softly and lowered her head slightly, unwilling to betray her emotions.

         
         
         
         
         Outside the cockpit windows, everybody could see the space-station in the distance. It loomed into sight as the shuttlecraft approached it. This space-station was built in the form of a sphere with diameter four hundred kilometres. This sphere appeared to be superimposed on a pentagonal-star plane at its equator. Hence, overall, it looked like a spherical structure with five triangles jutting out at its equator.

         
         
         
         
         “Mission Control. This is pilot of space shuttle SH770. Request permission to land. Over,” Chen Wei said.

         
         
         
         
         “Permission granted. Launch-pad 321 vacant,” came the reply.

         
         
         
         
         Communication was established with mission control inside this space-station. The main-door to the docking pool, on the dome, opened slowly and Chen Wei drove the space shuttlecraft into the docking pool. He headed for launch-pad 321.

         
         
         
         
         A short while elapsed.

         
         
         
         
         “Touch down,” Chen Wei informed. He opened all the doors of the space shuttlecraft for everyone to exit. After retrieving their bags from the luggage compartment, the group climbed down slowly from the launch-pad.

         
         
         
         
         A tall man in uniform approached them followed by a woman close behind. He extended his right hand towards Mrs. Andersen, and said “nice to meet you, I am Captain Baldwin and this is Captain Jessie, my wife.” Mrs. Andersen shook hands with both of them and in turn introduced her students to the couple.

         
         
         
         
         Captain Baldwin led the group to the spaceship hangar. He put his palm on the biometric sensor beside the main door of the hangar and a series of lights flickered on the panel accompanied by a soft melody. Slowly, the door slided open and everyone’s jaw nearly dropped and stared wide-eyed at the spaceship in front of them.

         
         
         
         
         “It’s a burger!” Antonio said. He was feeling very hungry for he had woke up late this morning, skipped his breakfast and rushed to catch this space flight.

         
         
         
         
         “No! It’s a flying burger,” Samuel said.

         
         
         
         
         “It’s a big flying burger,” Melissa said.

         
         
         
         
         “It’s a flying big burger,” Nikita said.

         
         
         
         
         “No! It’s a big flying big burger,” Chen Wei said.

         
         
         
         
         “Mrs. Andersen, who’s correct?” Antonio asked with a smile on his face.

         
         
         
         
         “Oh my goodness! I’m getting a headache,” Mrs. Andersen stared in shock at the spaceship in front of her. The spaceship in front of everyone looked like a big burger, except that it was puffed up many, many times. It was painted light brown at the top and bottom and in between, layers of green, orange and dark brown with patches of white!

         
         
         
         
         “Let me explain. This is a spaceship capable of travelling from galaxy to galaxy. It uses the latest technology of warp drive to accomplish this. It can reach ultra-warp speed in a matter of seconds. Travelling to the end of the Universe is not an impossibility.” Captain Baldwin was very proud to introduce this marvellous spaceship and to be its commander.

         
         
         
         
         “So nice, can fly here fly there,” Antonio was very happy.

         
         
         
         
         “Antonio, you should say, ‘It is so exciting to fly from one galaxy to another’, is that understood?” Mrs. Andersen corrected him. The little fellow nodded his head vigorously.

         
         
         
         
         As the group walked closer to the spaceship and reached its main door, Captain Baldwin placed his palm on another biometric sensor. The door opened obediently and everybody walked in, except Antonio, who dashed past everyone trying to be the first person to get inside. As the Captain led the group into the command deck, Chen Wei was amazed by the lack of computer consoles in there. He saw chairs, desks and many panels of flickering lights on the walls all round the command deck but he could not find the controls.

         
         
         
         
         “Captain, where are all the computer consoles, I mean the controls for navigation, communication, weapon, life-support and …?” Chen Wei asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Be patient, young man. This spaceship is very special and possesses powerful capabilities. Its daily operation is run by a master-computer.”

         
         
         
         
         “DATA, tell us more,” Captain Baldwin ordered.

         
         
         
         
         The master-computer interface, DATA, is a hologram of a stunning beauty, standing right in the centre of the command deck. She resembled Miss Italy, the runner-up to the Miss Universe 1987 beauty pageant.

         
         
         
         
         “This spaceship belongs to the BURGER series model number 123. It’s warp engine is an advanced prototype developed from Alcubierre’s Drive. This latest prototype works on the principle of contracting space in front and expanding space at the back of a spaceship. This enables it to break warp speed of 400 light-years per hour, which is the critical bottleneck for inter-stellar travel. The propulsion engine has a hydrogen ignitor to generate a large magnetic field to capture the limitless supply of hydrogen atoms in space. These hydrogen atoms are then channelled into a thermonuclear reactor to bring about nuclear fusion. The heat generated will break up matter into quarks and anti-quarks. Alcubierre’s equation was manipulated to produce more anti-quarks than quarks. The anti-quarks, having negative mass are then expelled in high-volume at the back of the spaceship, thus expanding space behind it. Low-volume quarks produced at the front, will contract space thus moving the spaceship forward many times faster than the speed of light. This spacecraft can reach ultra-warp speed and maintain it indefinitely,” DATA elaborated.

         
         
         
         
         “Excuse my interruption, is this something like a leaf being pushed along by a ripple in a still pond? I mean the leaf is the spaceship and the distortion of space creates the ripple,” Chen Wei drew a crude analogy.

         
         
         
         
         “Affirmative. The weapon system is the most powerful using revolutionary technology. It has a defence shield, an anti-gravity shield and a radiation shield. The navigation system uses artificial intelligence algorithm to map its travel co-ordinates and runs on auto-pilot mode,” DATA reported.

         
         
         
         
         “Amazing. I did not know they could do that,” Chen Wei expressed his admiration.

         
         
         
         
         “All right DATA, that’s enough for now,” Captain Baldwin ordered.

         
         
         
         
         Turning to Mrs. Andersen, he said, “I believe the kids are tired.” Mrs. Andersen smiled knowingly at him. She was tired out herself, she always did, when she had to listen to all these technological explanations. She thought to herself, “just tell me where are the buttons, and when to push which buttons, simple as that. No need for all this technology stuff. Put me to sleep.” Just at this moment, true to her thoughts, she yawned right in front of the Captain!

         
         
         
         
         "Excuse me, I'm sorry. Technology is not my cup of tea." She apologised and yawned again!

         
         
         
         
         “DATA, let’s take off,” Captain Baldwin ordered.

         
         
         
         
         “Affirmative. Please fasten your safety seat belts. Initialising navigation system, computing travel co-ordinates, logging the co-ordinates into permanent memory. Navigation system activated. Engine ignition in five seconds. Five, four, three, two, one.” The spaceship propulsion engine slowly came to life. It began to generate a tremendous amount of power. The space-station dome quickly opened up above and the vast expanse of space was laid bare. BURGER123 took off gracefully into space with amazing stability. For this group of students, travelling in a star-ship with their language professor was like a dream came true. Everybody was looking forward to a world of strange encounters and adventures.

         
         
         
         
         Once Captain Baldwin assigned the kids to their quarters, all the guys in one cabin and the girls in another, he showed Mrs. Andersen to her cabin.

         
         
         
         
         “I have an important mission to accomplish. Top secret. Do not call me unless the spaceship is on fire,” Captain Baldwin winked at her and walked off with his wife.

         
         
         
         
         “Of course, Captain,” Mrs. Andersen chuckled.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         Chapter 4 

         
         
         
         
         Procyon A is a medium-size star in our Milky Way Galaxy. This star is similar to our sun, with a slightly higher surface temperature of 6000 degree Celsius. Procyon A has several planets orbiting around it. The second innermost planet to orbit around it is planet M221.

         
         
         
         
         On planet M221, there existed a computer complex dominated by all kinds of computers. Computers of all sizes, different capabilities, different shapes and colours could be found in this place. There were supercomputers, mainframes, mini-computers, microcomputers, laptops, palmtops and even smaller computers. All these slave-computers were linked together by wireless communication protocol. Slave-computers were controlled by Braini, a master-computer with astonishing computing power.

         
         
         
         
         Five hundred years ago, the Psychon, a nomadic race characterised by extensive brain development, brought their computer technology to planet M221. They started manufacturing computers for the early inhabitants of this planet. They wanted to help the early inhabitants in their daily lives by getting the computers to solve mathematical problems.

         
         
         
         
         With the arrival of the Psychons, planet M221 was immediately transformed into a high-technology park. The early inhabitants did not know how to operate a computer. They had never seen a computer before. However, they were willing to learn. Everybody took to the computer with a frenzy. In a very short time, computer proliferation occurred.

         
         
         
         
         In every home, office, school, factory, hospital and even the prison, computers could be found. Computers helped in communication, weather monitoring, computation, education, military and medicines. At the later stage, computers were used for entertainment, even the television and radio became obsolete. Computers became indispensable in the lives of the early inhabitants.

         
         
         
         
         Many years later, when the last of the Psychon left planet M221, Braini, the master-computer took over control of the computer factory. It started to manufacture computers loyal to itself. It even manufactured an army of mechanical soldiers, numbering close to two thousand. These mechanical soldiers were equipped with deadly weapons. A war broke out between this army of robots and the early inhabitants. These robot soldiers forced the early inhabitants to retreat to the Great Plateau. Henceforth, these two sides became enemies.

         
         
         
         
         The Great Plateau was a wide, flat plain high up on the Green Mountain Range. It stretched for long distances, over many kilometres. The early inhabitants adapted their lives on high ground and lived until the present day. They gave up the use of computers totally and relied on their mental faculties. They were able to get on with their lives comfortably without computers.

         
         
         
         
         Present day.

         
         
         
         
         Psychon Computer Complex looked like a king's crown on the outside. Inside the Psychon Computer Complex, a tiny robot was busy with its daily routines. It had a long list of jobs to be done. It had been performing these tasks continuously for many years. Without it, this computer complex would not be able to function. This tiny robot was called B1287-AT. It was made of synthetic rubber and looked like a kingpin with two mechanical arms, the ends of which were circular and retractable. These robot hands gave B1287-AT the ability to hold objects. A tiny sensor antenna stood out from the robot's right ear. At the base of this robot, there was a mini anti-gravity generator, allowing B1287-AT to float at various heights depending on the strength of the anti-gravity field generated.

         
         
         
         
         Braini the master-computer was made up of hexagonal prisms stacked one on top of each other. A total of ten layers existed, each layer having six by six prisms spaced out evenly. These prisms were made up of several chemical alloys and appeared translucent. Inside each prism, tiny flickering lights could be seen joined together, very much like a network.

         
         
         
         
         “B1287-AT, turn on the dance music. This data backup routine is so boring. Are you trying to bore me to death?” Braini complained.

         
         
         
         
         “Positive.”

         
         
         
         
         “Which is positive? Turn on the dance music or trying to bore me to death?” Braini was confused.

         
         
         
         
         “Turn on dance music.”

         
         
         
         
         Data backup routine was a critical task and had to be done first thing in the morning. Usually it would take a few hours. Without music, Braini felt very bored. B1287-AT turned on the Psychon dance music for the past century. The computer complex was quickly turned into a music park. Vibrant futuristic space music filled the air. Braini was pleased.

         
         
         
         
         Suddenly, many of the slave-computers sent messages to B1287-AT. They wanted to be cleaned with anti-virus programmes. This was like bathing time for the computers. Anti-virus programme would scan a computer thoroughly for virus. Once found, the virus would be quarantined and deleted. The computer became clean again. Virus could harm a computer seriously which was why it had to be eradicated.

         
         
         
         
         With the loud space music playing in the background, B1287-AT hit one button after another in tandem to the beat of the music. Braini was happy to watch this performance.

         
         
         
         
         “Von Crammer Anti-virus version 2.4. Delete Trojan Horse, activate,” B1287-AT informed.

         
         
         
         
         “Super Virus Buster version 1.1. Delete Worm, activate,” B1287-AT said again, swaying its synthetic rubber body to the rhythm of the space music.

         
         
         
         
         “Pest Buster version 3.1. Delete Malware, activate,” B1287-AT rocked its body up and down.

         
         
         
         
         “Shoot The Bug version 2.5. Delete Adware, activate,” B1287-AT turned its body round and round.

         
         
         
         
         “Computer Shampoo version 1.2. Delete Zombie virus, activate,” B1287-AT tilted its body back and forth. Out of a sudden, B1287-AT puffed up its head like a balloon.

         
         
         
         
         "Ha..ha..ha," Braini laughed without emotion.

         
         
         
         
         B1287-AT did a series of upward body flips before finally landing squarely on the floor. Watching B1287-AT danced to the rhythm of hot music, Braini enjoyed itself thoroughly.

         
         
         
         
         After executing a host of anti-virus programmes for the slave-computers, B1287-AT went to take a look at the life-support system. It had to make sure that the environmental temperature was just right. The computers would complain if the temperature was either too hot or too cold. Electricity production capacity was normal. Lighting was sufficient. Humidity was bearable. Gravity was in equilibrium. Pressure was just right.

         
         
         
         
         “Life support system. Stable.” B1287-AT was doing its job well.

         
         
         
         
         Next, B1287-AT floated silently and entered the room in the next compartment. This was the room that housed the remote console for the computer factory production line.

         
         
         
         
         “All variables constant.” B1287-AT was satisfied that the computer factory was running well.

         
         
         
         
         “Wait. Problem at the repair shop.” B1287-AT detected a flickering red emergency light on one of the monitoring panels. B1287-AT flew to the repair shop to fix this problem.

         
         
         
         
         When B1287-AT floated into the repair shop, it saw the repair robot trying to put a motherboard into one of the computers which had malfunctioned. The memory chip had been damaged on the old motherboard, hence, this computer refused to boot up when the power was turned on. After a new motherboard was put in place and the power turned on, this computer struggled for a while and then went dead. The repair robot was confused and did not know what to do. It ran around the room several times. B1287-AT went near the faulty computer, extended its robot arms and made connections with the internal circuitry through one of the plug-in sockets on the faulty computer. After running some diagnostic tests on the motherboard, it found that this was an incompatible board and told the repair robot to get the correct one. When a new motherboard was fixed inside, the faulty computer slowly came back to life when power was turned on.

         
         
         
         
         B1287-AT returned to Psychon Computer Complex. It entered the room that housed the weapon system.

         
         
         
         
         “All weapon systems on standby,” B1287-AT reported. The most powerful weapon that could be launched was the Big Laser Gun, having a fire-power equivalent to one thousand nuclear bombs exploding simultaneously.

         
         
         
         
         The last room to be checked housed the Surveillance system. There were four computers dedicated to the monitoring of external environmental conditions, including those from outer space.

         
         
         
         
         “All external conditions normal,” B1287-AT said happily.

         
         
         
         
         This day proved rather uneventful, just like any other day. B1287-AT went on to clean all the computers in the complex using a vacuum cleaner. It danced and rocked to the beat of the space music. When the daily cleaning was done, it went to empty the rubbish bin situated near the main door of the complex. Just when it was about to grab hold of the rubbish bin, an alarm sounded.

         
         
         
         
         “Mayday. Mayday. Asteroid detected. On collision course with M221.”

         
         
         
         
         The alarm came from the audio speakers located all over the computer complex. One of the surveillance computers picked up the signal of the approaching asteroid and activated the alarm system.

         
         
         
         
         Braini stopped the space music immediately. It quickly switched to ‘disaster recovery’ mode. It wanted B1287-AT to gather all the information about this asteroid on collision course with M221.

         
         
         
         
         “Medium-size asteroid. Average diameter measuring three thousand kilometres. Approaching at an angle of sixty degrees. A direct collision with ocean waters could result in massive tidal waves three hundred metres high. A collision with hard ground could create a crater five hundred metres deep. If it hits the Barock Tectonic Fault, the Barock Continent will sink into the western ocean, including Psychon Computer Complex. Tidal waves more than five hundred metres will be formed. Diameter of the planet’s orbit will be enlarged by another four hundred kilometres. The weather conditions will undergo drastic change. Time to impact. One hour. Status. Red Alert!” B1287-AT reported.

         
         
         
         
         “A killer asteroid,” Braini concluded.

         
         
         
         
         A short while elapsed.

         
         
         
         
         “Asteroid approaching. Time to impact. Thirty minutes.” B1287-AT reported.

         
         
         
         
         “B1287-AT. Activate weapon system. Fire Big Laser Gun. Maximum power.” Braini ordered.

         
         
         
         
         “Positive.”

         
         
         
         
         “Weapon system activated. Locating target. Charging power. Fire!” B1287-AT shot the first laser beam at the killer asteroid. It was a direct hit. Huge cracks began to form on the surface of the asteroid. The laser beam lasted for a full twenty minutes after which massive cracks appeared on many parts of the asteroid. However, this big chunk of cosmic rock was still headed towards planet M221.

         
         
         
         
         “Asteroid on collision course. Time to impact. Twenty minutes.” B1287-AT reported.

         
         
         
         
         “Fire Big Laser Gun. Maximum power.” Braini ordered.

         
         
         
         
         “Positive.”

         
         
         
         
         “Locking target. Charging power. Fire!” B1287-AT aimed the laser gun at the approaching asteroid. It pushed a button on the control panel and a deadly beam shot into space. The asteroid was hit directly. However, this time round, it remained unaffected.

         
         
         
         
         “Insufficient power. Asteroid on collision course. Time to impact. Ten minutes.” B1287-AT reported.

         
         
         
         
         “B1287-AT. Attack asteroid in space. Use your reserve laser power.” Braini ordered.

         
         
         
         
         “Positive.”

         
         
         
         
         B1287-AT obeyed and flew out of the computer complex. It began to levitate and flew up towards the sky. It was on its way upwards when events began to unfold at incredible speed. Braini calculated that a direct collision with the killer asteroid was inevitable. There was simply not enough time for B1287-AT to intercept this asteroid and blew it out of existence. Furthermore, B1287-AT might not have enough laser power to carry out its order. Braini closed all doors to Psychon Computer Complex and raised the Dome. The Dome was a protective shield that could prevent Psychon Computer Complex from being damaged.

         
         
         
         
         The killer asteroids finally hit planet M221 at the Barock Tectonic Fault. Earthquakes lasting for hours shook the Barock Continent which were unseen in the history of M221. The ground broke and gave way for kilometres on end. The entire continent sank some distance into the ocean. This resulted in the formation of massive tidal waves more than five hundred metres high. Before long, these gigantic waves broke the coastal line and flooded the lowland. Destruction was everywhere. Nothing was spared. Psychon Computer Complex was submerged in water. Fortunately, it was protected by the Dome. On the Great Plateau, the early inhabitants heard of the killer asteroid disaster on radio and television. They were glad that they could escape the massive tidal waves. Water could not reach this piece of highland.

         
         
         
         
         B1287-AT was flying higher and higher up into the sky. Suddenly, a gigantic wave came crashing down on the tiny slave-robot. It was swept away by the water. It quickly got out of the water and tried to fly upwards. At this time of emergency, it sent out a distress signal with all its remaining power. Another big wave caught it again and dragged it into the water. It tried to get out of the water, but was unable to do so as it had insufficient power left.

         
         
         
         
         Sinking deeper and deeper into the waters, B1287-AT was dying slowly. The ocean water was slightly corrosive and reacted with the metallic alloy on parts of B1287-AT’s body. Water gushed into the tiny robot. Many of its internal circuits were damaged. It shut down all its vital functions. Just before it went out of order, many images flashed through its memory bank. The first time it opened its robot eyes and saw the computer factory, where it was assembled. The images of Braini and all the other slave-computers. The images of Psychon Computer Complex. The images of the repair robot at the repair shop. The images of the killer asteroids. These images flashed inside B1287-AT’s memory until corrosive water came into contact with its memory chips. The entire motherboard was corroded. Electrical power was no longer able to flow through it anymore and the robot ceased to function. B1287-AT sank until it reached the bottom of the water. It was cold and dark all around. The corrosive water ate into its metallic body parts. B1287-AT remained a lonely robot, all alone in the world.

         
         
         
         
         Procyon A is a medium-size star, similar to our sun, with a slightly higher surface temperature of 6000 degree Celsius. BURGER123 approached the second inner-most planet of this star-system.

         
         
         
         
         “My, my, such a beauty. DATA, which planet are we approaching?” Mrs. Andersen asked.

         
         
         
         
         ”Planet M221 from star system, Procyon A. M221 has Earth-like atmospheric conditions. In the course of its evolution, machine has triumphed over living thing. My sensor detects a massive tidal wave has just occurred on this planet. The diameter of its orbit has enlarged by four hundred kilometres. Average surface temperature is 35 degree Celsius,” DATA reported.

         
         
         
         
         Mrs. Andersen was pinning a collar-pin device, called a language-modem, on Antonio's collar. After she had finished with Antonio, she pinned one on Samuel's collar too. Nikita and Melissa helped each other with the pinning of their collar-pin devices. Only Chen Wei had some difficulty as he struggled alone with his 'language modem'. Seeing him in such a fix, Nikita took the collar-pin device from him and helped him to pin it on. He grinned at her in return. This tiny language-modem was a proprietary product of the Milky Way Federation of Stars, manufactured under strict quality control. It contained a micro-chip for alien language translation. This was a two-way language translator device. All known aliens in the Milky Way galaxy who had joined the Milky Way Federation of Stars had their languages encoded in this micro-chip. Any intelligent, living creature who possessed this micro-chip would be able to talk to another alien in their native tongue. This micro-chip was such a common thing that it had become an indispensable clothing accessory for intelligent life forms in our Milky Way galaxy.

         
         
         
         
         Another faint signal was received, a distress signal. “This is robot B1287-AT, save me. I am drowning. Save me. Quick!” An image of B1287-AT flying unsteadily appeared on the Big Screen in the command deck of BURGER123. This signal was lost rapidly.

         
         
         
         
         “DATA, locate this robot and beam it onboard,” Captain Baldwin ordered.

         
         
         
         
         “Affirmative.”

         
         
         
         
         B1287-AT lay at the bottom of the dark ocean waters all by itself. At this instant, a ray of light pierced through the dark depths of water. It shone on B1287-AT and locked onto its co-ordinates. This tractor beam lifted B1287-AT out of the waters and brought it to BURGER123, its point of origin. In the transporter room below the command deck, the humming sound of machinery could be heard. B1287-AT was brought in via conveyor belt from a trapdoor on BURGER123 after being pulled in by its tractor beam. It laid motionless on the platform. It looked a pathetic sight.

         
         
         
         
         “It’s not moving,” Samuel said.

         
         
         
         
         “It’s dead,” Antonio said.

         
         
         
         
         “Its hands are badly corroded,” Melissa said.

         
         
         
         
         “There’s water flowing out from its mouth,” Nikita said.

         
         
         
         
         “Poor robot is falling apart, look at its arm dangling by the side,” Mrs. Andersen said with pity.

         
         
         
         
         “Let me try to salvage this robot,” Chen Wei said confidently. Nikita was full of admiration for him.

         
         
         
         
         “DATA. Please do a technical scan,” Chen Wei ordered.

         
         
         
         
         “Affirmative.”

         
         
         
         
         After five minutes had elapsed.

         
         
         
         
         “Scan complete. Robot technology is highly advanced. The motherboard belongs to the Vekon Chip family eighth generation. Water is present in abundance,” DATA reported.

         
         
         
         
         “Do we have this motherboard in store?” Chen Wei asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Affirmative.”

         
         
         
         
         Chen Wei went to the storeroom quickly and got all the things he required. When he returned to the transporter room, he opened up B1287-AT using tools from his toolbox. He took out the old motherboard. There was much water inside B1287-AT. Next, he took out a power suction pump from his toolbox and sucked out all the water inside B1287-AT. He then went on to use a hair dryer to evaporate all remaining water inside the robot. Next, he fix a new motherboard inside B1287-AT and secured all the wire connections. After that, he closed up the opening on B1287-AT’s body and screwed on firmly its dangling robotic arm. He took a small tin of metal polish from his toolbox and began to polish the robot hands. The two robot hands were badly corroded.

         
         
         
         
         "Mmm...,wonder why this robot skin is not affected," Chen Wei muttered under his breath as he polished the corroded robot hand.

         
         
         
         
         "Robot must have a thick skin," Melissa blurted out.

         
         
         
         
         After fifteen minutes, Chen Wei switched on the power. B1287-AT came back to life. It opened its eyes slowly and looked at its surroundings with curiosity. It moved its robotic arms a little and then stood up slowly.

         
         
         
         
         “There you go, as good as new,” Chen Wei said with a sense of accomplishment.

         
         
         
         
         Everybody was overwhelmed with joy.

         
         
         
         
         DATA walked into the transporter room at this moment, followed by Captain Baldwin. She stood several steps away from the alien robot.

         
         
         
         
         "I have been instructed by the Captain to communicate with this robot," said DATA.

         
         
         
         
         DATA lifted her hand and directed a faintly visible communication beam at B1287-AT.

         
         
         
         
         "Communication negative. Unable to proceed," said DATA after a short while.

         
         
         
         
         "I thought we are able to talk to aliens. Let me try," volunteered Melissa. She touched her collar-pin device to make sure it was there and walked closer to robot B1287-AT.

         
         
         
         
         "Helloooo..., are you there?" asked Melissa.

         
         
         
         
         No response from B1287-AT. Melissa turned her head towards her companions and grinned sheepishly.

         
         
         
         
         "The collar-pin device is for communicating with living aliens. Robots only understand machine language. My language protocol can only go down to assembler level. I need a program to bridge the gap between assembler language and machine language. I need a compiler for assembler language," explained DATA.

         
         
         
         
         "Oh my goodness, my headache is getting serious," said Mrs. Andersen.

         
         
         
         
         "Allow me," volunteered Chen Wei. Nikita looked at Chen Wei with utmost admiration. Chen Wei went up to robot B1287-AT and using a spanner, he opened up the tiny robot. He pressed some buttons inside this robot.

         
         
         
         
         "Bee-bor, bee-bee-bor, bor-bee-bee..." B1287-AT made some noises.

         
         
         
         
         "Oh! I get it," said Chen Wei.

         
         
         
         
         "DATA, please display your communication system module," said the Hunk.

         
         
         
         
         With a wide sweep of her hand, DATA displayed her communication system module as a hologram. This holographic structure was as big as four teachers' table stacked together in midair. It showed the intricate internal network of the star-ship's computer system. Walking nearer to DATA's communication system hologram, Chen Wei pulled a nearby chair and sat down comfortably. He began to write a compiler to bridge assembler language with machine language, using the attached holographic keyboard.

         
         
         
         
         "I don't get it. DATA, what is Chen Wei doing?" Melissa was dying to know.

         
         
         
         
         "Chen Wei has decoded the alien robot's machine language, made up of two syllables, bee-bor as corresponding to one and zero in our machine language. He is writing a compiler for my assembler. Once I have the machine language code, I will be able to communicate," explained DATA.

         
         
         
         
         Nikita looked at Chen Wei typing rapidly on the keyboard. Every once in a while, the Hunk would get up from his chair, walked towards the gigantic hologram and touched a small part of it. A bigger window showing the internal codes would appear immediately, very much like a pop-up window in internet-surfing. Chen Wei stared at these codes briefly and got back to his coding task without wasting time. He worked furiously for close to two hours before he finished his coding task. He looked up at DATA. Nikita thought Chen Wei looked a bit tired.

         
         
         
         
         "DATA, try again," said Chen Wei.

         
         
         
         
         DATA lifted her hand and directed a faintly visible communication beam at B1287-AT again.

         
         
         
         
         "Affirmative. Proceed to communicate..," said DATA after a short while.

         
         
         
         
         "Bee-bor, bee-bee-bor, bor-bor-bor, bor-bee-bee..." came from B1287-AT.

         
         
         
         
         "Bee-bor-bee-bee-bee!" Samuel could not stop himself from saying.

         
         
         
         
         "Samuel, stop that. You are making me giddy," said Mrs. Andersen. The rest of the people were laughing away while Melissa was holding her stomach, she laughed so much that her stomach hurt!

         
         
         
         
         "Bee-bee-bee," Samuel persisted.

         
         
         
         
         "Samuel, come here! I'm going to spank you," Mrs. Andersen threatened. Samuel ran to hide behind Chen Wei. He knew this big brother would protect him.

         
         
         
         
         Robot B1287-AT was linked to DATA via wireless communication protocol, very similar to present-day Bluetooth technology, except for a very big difference in data transfer rate and volume. DATA, the super-computer and B1287-AT the robot were talking to each other. They were learning from each other, two different civilisations, terrestrial and Psychon, in close encounter. After ten minutes had elapsed, DATA lowered her hand and the faintly visible communication beam disappeared. B1287-AT looked around the room, having learnt more about its new environment.

         
         
         
         
         “DATA, tell us what happened,” Captain Baldwin ordered.

         
         
         
         
         DATA related all that had happened at planet M221 recently. Everybody listened with attentive ears. It told of B1287-AT executing anti-viral programs and dancing at the same time. Without warning, DATA played a repertoire of hot Psychon space music, as if to prove its point. Vibrant futuristic music filled the air. Melissa could not help getting on her feet and dancing. Soon, everybody got up on their feet and danced, although not all could do it well. After a while of solid dancing and shaking of bodies, everyone was happy and relaxed. Everybody was glad they had saved B1287-AT.

         
         
         
         
         When DATA came to the part where B1287-AT was drowning, everybody was very sympathetic.

         
         
         
         
         “Captain, could we keep this robot? It had no place to go,” Antonio begged.

         
         
         
         
         “Well, I guess we can’t send it away, could we?” Captain Baldwin asked.

         
         
         
         
          Antonio was all smiles. He had taken a liking to B1287-AT. It was a cute robot resembling a kingpin. Antonio went up close to this robot.

         
         
         
         
         "I will call you Beebo," Antonio told the alien robot secretly.

         
         
         
         
         "Bee-bor, bee-bor," B1287-AT replied softly, as if it had understood.

         
         
         
         
         “DATA, take us out of here,” Captain Baldwin ordered.

         
         
         
         
         “Affirmative.”

         
         
         
         
         Back in their sleeping quarters, Nikita and Melissa were talking about their dream idols.

         
         
         
         
         "Did you see Chen Wei just now, the way he repaired the robot? It was wonderful," Nikita was full of admiration.

         
         
         
         
         "Oh, that was a simple thing to do. Many guys in school could do it," Melissa argued.

         
         
         
         
         "Did you see the way he wrote the compiler? It was brilliant," Nikita was mesmerised totally.

         
         
         
         
         "Oh, I guess some guys in school could do it," Melissa argued.

         
         
         
         
         "Some?" Nikita stared at her friend.

         
         
         
         
         "Well, maybe one or two."

         
         
         
         
         Nikita continued to stare at her friend.

         
         
         
         
         "Ok, ok, he's the one and only guy who could do it," Melissa finally gave in.

         
         
         
         
         "He's so good-looking, so sunshine," Nikita blushed terribly.

         
         
         
         
         “Oh gosh! I find him just an average-looking guy,” Melissa teased her good friend.

         
         
         
         
         “I’m not joking.”

         
         
         
         
         "How shocking," Melissa teased further.

         
         
         
         
         “He’s so tall and has flawless complexion,” Nikita went on to disclose her impression of her dream idol.

         
         
         
         
         “You forgot to mention short spiky hair, dark eyebrows and intelligent eyes,” Melissa added.

         
         
         
         
         “He has a dimple when he smile,” Nikita said with a smile on her face, relishing the image she had in her mind of her dream idol.

         
         
         
         
         “He seldom smile. When did you see that tiny, little dimple?”

         
         
         
         
         Both girls giggled helplessly.

         
         
         
         
         “Who is your dream idol?” Nikita evaded her friend's question.

         
         
         
         
         Now it was Melissa’s turn to blush, but Nikita could not see it as the former had dark complexion.

         
         
         
         
         Tonight, Nikita was weaving another romantic dream. She dreamt that she was roaming the starry night sky with her Prince Charming. Each was riding on a unicorn. At the moment, she was far ahead of her Prince Charming. When she stopped and turned her head to look back, a shining knight in white uniform caught up with her. A most handsome guy was looking at her with dark, intelligent eyes. He smiled at her and a tiny dimple was evident at the corner of his mouth. It was Chen Wei! Nikita smiled at him sweetly and looked at him with dreamy eyes.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         Chapter 5

         
         
         
         
         BURGER123 drew close to a shimmering golden planet and hovered above it, staying out of its gravitational pull. Everyone was looking out of the window, admiring a brownish looking planet from the Pegasus star-system.

         
         
         
         
         "DATA, tell us more about this planet which we are approaching," Mrs. Andersen said.

         
         
         
         
         "Planet Fontasia is the third innermost planet from the Pegasus star. It has Earth-like atmospheric conditions. Gravity equals one point five G. Aquatic life-forms, non-existent. Civilisation is predominated by the supernatural. Inhabitants have achieved a remarkable mastery of magic, the level at which other civilisations could only dream of. Fontasians worship the Epsilon Phoenix, a sacred legendary bird that builds its own funeral pyre and is reborn from its own ashes. It had beautiful red and gold plumage and was believed to live for five hundred years or longer. Scientific study and development on this planet is comparatively primitive."

         
         
         
         
         "Mmmm.., supernatural predominance, interesting," Mrs. Andersen remarked.

         
         
         
         
          "I am getting a signal," DATA reported.

         
         
         
         
         "Greetings from Fontasia. This is Zorak, supreme military commander. We will be holding a Robot Competition soon, for the mission of advancing scientific research. We extend an invitation to you and wish for your participation in this competition."

         
         
         
         
         Mrs. Andersen pondered for a moment and called the Captain. She pressed a button on her left wrist communicator and spoke. The Captain agreed to let robot Beebo take part in this competition. Little Antonio was begging to be able to go along as he was dying to see a real alien.

         
         
         
         
         "No, if any accident were to happen to you, your mother will come after me, even if I were to hide inside a black-hole," Mrs. Andersen objected. Being told that he won't be allowed to go along, tears started to well from the corners of Antonio's eyes. Suddenly, little Antonio cupped his face with both hands and sobbed. When nobody came to comfort him, he sobbed even louder and with greater intensity.

         
         
         
         
         Chen Wei whispered something to Samuel and the latter dashed out of the room. Before long, Samuel returned with a food trolley. This type of trolley can be easily seen in many present-day film shows. Suddenly, a pair of hands lifted Antonio from behind and threw him up into midair. He shrieked. He was caught and thrown up again by Chen Wei. A few more shrieks were heard, after which Antonio was put on top of the trolley and wheeled around the room at break-neck speed. Antonio was enjoying himself thoroughly at this moment. Chen Wei was panting when he stopped pushing the trolley. Samuel took the chance to tickle Antonio's waist until finally Antonio was chasing Samuel all over the room. These two little fellows stopped to catch their breaths after running around for twenty minutes.

         
         
         
         
         "Antonio, let me carry you," Chen Wei said.

         
         
         
         
         "I dou want, you bully me, I tell my mother."

         
         
         
         
         Chen Wei could not help suppressing a smile. Nikita saw his left dimple.

         
         
         
         
         "Antonio, you should say 'I do not want'. How many times have I got to remind you?" Mrs. Andersen corrected him. Antonio grinned sheepishly at her.

         
         
         
         
          "I want Nikita to carry me," Antonio begged. He stretched out both hands towards Nikita's direction. Looking at Antonio's chubby face, how Nikita wished she was in his shoes, to be carried by Chen Wei! Carrying Antonio close to her, he whispered into her ears, "I want Cornetto ice-cream."

         
         
         
         
         "Samuel, please go and get Cornetto ice-cream for Antonio," Nikita said. Antonio broke into a smile. A small crisis was finally over.

         
         
         
         
         In the transporter room, robot Beebo moved into position standing outside the decompression chamber. The door to the decompression chamber opened wide and Beebo entered it. The door closed rapidly. A few minutes later, after all the oxygen was pumped out of the decompression chamber, the exit door opened and Beebo flew out of BURGER123. It descended on the surface of planet Fontasia after passing through the atmosphere. It stood on wide, open ground, close to a funny-looking building.

         
         
         
         
         Onboard BURGER123, Antonio kept pestering Mrs. Andersen for a chance to see aliens until she lost her patience.

         
         
         
         
         "DATA, could you transmit the happenings on Fontasia back here? Antonio is driving me crazy," Mrs. Andersen asked.

         
         
         
         
         "Affirmative."

         
         
         
         
         "Oh really?" Mrs. Andersen could not believe her ears.

         
         
         
         
         "I can send out a sweeping radar beam to Fontasia. The reflected signal would be picked up by our detector and displayed on our Big Screen," DATA explained.

         
         
         
         
         "That's good, let's do it," Mrs. Andersen said happily.

         
         
         
         
         "Affirmative."

         
         
         
         
         "I do not want the Big Screen. I wanna go to Fontasia," Antonio insisted. He pronounced 'Fontasia' with emphasis on the syllable 'Fon'. It sounded quite odd, but pleasant to the ears. He was getting to be difficult to handle. He was used to having things in his own ways, and the situation now was no exception. He wanted to join in the fun on planet Fontasia.

         
         
         
         
         "Oh really? In that case, I will leave you on Fontasia. You can stay there for as long as you want. Do you want that?" Mrs. Andersen threatened Antonio. She was at her wit's end in dealing with this adorable boy. Antonio began to sob, sensing the harsh tone in Mrs. Andersen's voice. Chen Wei lifted up Antonio with both of his hands. He carried him and galloped round the command deck like a wild horse. After running a few rounds, Chen Wei was panting heavily. Antonio was smiling.

         
         
         
         
         "DATA, could you do something about this? Antonio is driving me up the wall," Mrs. Andersen asked helplessly.

         
         
         
         
         "Affirmative. Enter the Simulator Room. I will replicate Fontasia inside there."

         
         
         
         
         "Really? What's this Simulator Room all about? Is it a real room?" Mrs. Andersen was incredulous, curious and sceptical all at the same time.

         
         
         
         
         "Simulator Room is just below the command deck. There is a machine inside which could reflect the happenings on Fontasia using Virtual Reality(VR) technology. VR technology is a simple technology using mathematics concept of Matrices taught in elementary school. It uses direct mapping of real-world co-ordinates of atoms and recreate its images in another part of space. The only limitation is that an object in the parallel universe will be created with a fuzzy image," DATA explained.

         
         
         
         
         "That's wonderful, let's do it," Mrs. Andersen was glad to have found a solution. Her head was beginning to spin after listening to DATA's explanation. She always get giddy when listening to technological explanations.

         
         
         
         
         "Affirmative."

         
         
         
         
         Antonio looked up at Mrs. Andersen and grinned widely displaying his adorable little pearl-white teeth.

         
         
         
         
         Before the start of the robot competition, Mrs. Andersen and the kids went down to the second level immediately below the command deck. They came to a room with the label, 'Simulator Room', on the outside of the door. Once they got in, everyone sat down comfortably on a futuristic U-shape sofa, waiting expectantly, as if to catch a performance by a magician. This Simulator Room was a big, rectangular room with a kind of panel on the wall beside the main door. This wall panel had flickering lights on it and served as the control for the simulation system. On the ceiling was attached the simulator device, which was a thin, circular glass panel with six green leave-shaped patterns on it. These leaves were arranged in a regular pattern with their bases joined together. DATA stood next to the wall panel of lights and flashed her palm on a biometric sensor on the panel.

         
         
         
         
         "Simulation system activated. Scene formation will begin in five minutes' time," DATA reported.

         
         
         
         
         The simulator device on the ceiling began to spin slowly at first. It picked up speed rapidly and before long was spinning with a 'whirring' sound. After five minutes had elapsed, myriads of colourful lights streamed down from the spinning simulator device above. A three-dimensional scenery with mountains in the background and sparse vegetation slowly began to take shape. Fontasian landscape was rugged, rugged and still rugged. The flat plain behind the Temple of Azura where the robot competition was to be held was relatively free of vegetation except for the presence of a few tall trees that looked like coconut trees. On a remote mountain range visible from the Temple of Azura, an enclosed valley existed which was the roosting place for pterodactyls.

         
         
         
         
         Pterodactyls are flying reptiles belonging to the Jurassic and Cretaceous periods during Earth's evolution. Their appearances are characterised by elongated heads and wings consisting of a flap of skin supported by the very long fourth digit on each front leg. As this happened to be the breeding season for the flying reptiles, many eggs were laid in nests perched high up on trees.

         
         
         
         
         Behind the Temple of Azura, a total of four robots stood motionless in a wide open field, accompanied by their respective owners, except Beebo. Military supreme commander, Zorak, was a hairy muscular male, no different from humankind. He had dark eyebrows, deep forehead and a goatee. He spoke with a bass. His attire resembled that of an ancient Roman war-general. Zorak was nearly bald except for a thick row of hair running through the centre of his head to his neck behind. He stood in front of the robots and looked awe-inspiring.

         
         
         
         
         The Best Robot Competition was divided into four rounds. The robot that made it to the final round would be the winner. If there were more than one qualifying robot at the final round, another elimination round would be conducted to determine the winner.

         
         
         
         
          "Let the competition begin. Round one, computation. Find the numeric digits from the one-thousandth to one-thousandth and fifth decimal place of pie," Zorak announced. All the robots cleared round one successfully.

         
         
         
         
         "DATA, what's the answer?" Melissa asked.

         
         
         
         
         "£?/XP!"

         
         
         
         
         "Oh gosh."

         
         
         
         
         "Round two, levitation. Contesting robots are to fly above Fontasia's atmosphere. Satellites have been put in orbit to monitor how high you can go," Zorak announced. Robot Super99 failed this round while the others cleared successfully.

         
         
         
         
          "Round three, sensor power. Contesting robots are to generate a sensor beam able to penetrate a ten-metre thick lead wall," Zorak announced. Robot Power888 failed this round. Beebo and SAR22 made it to the final round.

         
         
         
         
         "Round four, weapon power. Contesting robots are to fire a laser beam able to penetrate a ten-metre thick diamond wall," Zorak announced. Beebo failed this round.

         
         
         
         
         "I declare Robot SAR22 to be the winner of 'Best Robot of the Year' contest. The award will be presented during Praise Giving which will be held in this compound tomorrow night. All of you are invited to attend," Zorak announced finally.

         
         
         
         
         "DATA, why did Beebo lost in the final round of competition?" Melissa asked.

         
         
         
         
         "Robot SAR22 can make two additional clones of itself. Hence, its fire-power is tripled."

         
         
         
         
         "Oh gosh."

         
         
         
         
         On the following night, a full moon was shining brightly in the sky. Some glittering stars were visible in the distant sky. There was no wind and only some insect cries could be heard. The Temple of Azura looked like an inverted, elongated funnel and seemed to exude an air of mystery around it. A statue of a gigantic phoenix two hundred metres tall stood not too far behind the temple. This statue sat in the middle of a circular fire-pit about fifty metres in diameter. The Epsilon Phoenix had widespread wings and head lifted up towards the sky and a tail which fanned out behind adding beauty to its majestic frame. A small volume of flammable liquid filled the fire-pit up till knee-level, waiting to be lit at the right moment. About twenty metres further away from the fire-pit stood four brick columns fashioned like torches, each about one hundred metres tall. These torch columns were placed in such a way that they formed the four corners of a square.

         
         
         
         
         A big stage was set for Praise Giving, about fifty metres away from the fire-pit. A row of chairs was placed onstage with a semi-circular backdrop beautifully decorated with Fontasian mythical figures. Multi-coloured lights on the circumference of the backdrop flashed from one end to the other in different patterns. A large crowd of Fontasians had already gathered. All the males had short hair while the females had their hair plaited and adorned nicely on their head.

         
         
         
         
         A short while passed, when the Master of Ceremony walked up onto the stage. He was a handsome Fontasian dressed in a flowing green robe. He walked to the centre of the stage and stood facing the crowd. Slowly, he extended his right hand and a ball of fire formed above the fire-pit. This fire ball quickly divided into five smaller balls, four of which flew in different directions to light up the four torch columns and the last one dropped into the fire-pit below. A raging big fire was ignited. The whole compound was illuminated as bright as day by the torch fires.

         
         
         
         
         At the scheduled time, a row of dignitaries walked up onto the stage. Each of them took up their designated seats, leaving one chair in the centre empty. A short interval passed before a longhorn sounded, signalling the arrival of the Overlord. The Overlord was the Ruler of Fontasia and controlled the land, air and sea. He arrived by levitation, descending gracefully from the sky and sitting on the empty seat reserved for him. He wore a beautifully carved emerald crown and held a sceptre in his right hand.

         
         
         
         
         Silence reigned.

         
         
         
         
         The Master of Ceremony addressed the crowd gathered there.

         
         
         
         
         "Fellow Fontasians, we are gathered here today for praise giving. Our proficiency in magic is divided into four levels, basic, intermediate, advanced and perfection. We all strive to reach the highest level, when we can use magic to make all our wishes come true. Let us give praise to the Epsilon Phoenix, the source of all our magic!"

         
         
         
         
         The Master of Ceremony declared the start of Praise Giving. The longhorn sounded again for a full five minutes. When all was quiet, he asked all the contestant robots to come onstage. Everyone cheered loudly. Robot SAR22 was presented with a magic bracelet which it wore on its robot arm. A long applause followed. When the last sound died, an interlude of chanting came from the ten-member choir at the foot of the stage. This carried on for about ten minutes before the first praise song was sung. The choir was accompanied by a small musical band. Fontasians had good vocals and musical inclinations. Before long, all Fontasians gathered were joined in singing, the quality of which was ethereal. The songs of praises were dedicated to the Epsilon Phoenix because Fontasians believed it to be their divine guardian and protector.

         
         
         
         
         There were altogether five Magical Orders in Fontasia: Ancient, Black, Brachian, Minoric and Pyros. Each Magical Order was guided by an individual commander, dressed in Roman war-general outfit. These commanders looked fierce and imposing. The overall commander of these Magical Orders was the Ancient Order. Many years ago, a conflict arose between the Ancient Order and the Black Order over a small issue. The Black Order wanted to take over command of all the Magical Orders. Kostara was the commander of the Black Order. He challenged the sea-nymph and a fierce battle arose which lasted for many days. Eventually, Kostara lost marginally!

         
         
         
         
         When the last song subsided, the Master of Ceremony called on the Brachian Order of magic to demonstrate its fireworks. The first Fontasian seated on the right-side of the stage stepped forward and began chanting incantations. Suddenly, he stopped and pointed his finger at the sky, very much like one of the actor in the movie 'Grease'. A long horizontal white string of fireworks flashed across the sky, with more fireworks cascading from the original line. It looked marvellous, just like a waterfall of fireworks. "Oooo", "ah", "oh" and "wow" came from the crowd. Subsequently, many more strings of fireworks appeared shooting upwards at different angles, with following cascading fireworks.

         
         
         
         
         The Master of Ceremony next called on the Minoric Order of magic to perform. Fireworks that burst into spherical myriads of green and yellow lights were seen repeatedly high up in the sky. The crowd cheered loudly.

         
         
         
         
         The Pyros Order of magic was last to perform. Fireworks that fanned out when exploded kept appearing in different parts of the sky and at different intervals. Just when everyone thought that the show was coming to an end, the other two Magical Orders joined in the finale!

         
         
         
         
         It was indeed a night to rejoice, when something unexpected happened!

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         Chapter 6

         
         
         
         
         In a faraway Black Canyon, there was a Black Cave where an evil wizard lived. At this moment, he was busy practising an evil spell. Dressed in a dirty, torn and tattered wizard robe, he sat at his dirty work table. His wizard hat was bent at the top, the result of constant knocking against the top of the cave opening. On his table, there were knives, forceps, scissors and all kinds of funny cutting instruments. There were tiny pieces of animals which were unfortunate to be cut up and left lying all over the table. Tongues, tails, wings and teeth could be easily found. A big cauldron hung in the middle of the cave with a fire burning below it. This cave was dim. It was lit by several candles held by candle-stands jutting out from the cave wall.

         
         
         
         
         Kostara was the notorious wizard from the Black Cave in the parallel universe. He fought a fierce battle with the sea nymph of Fontasia one thousand years ago. He lost that battle by just one spell and he disappeared ever since, never to be heard again. After the battle, the Ancient Order disappeared and to prevent further conflicts, the Overlord changed the system and had a supreme military commander took charge of all magical orders. Now, Kostara wanted to come back to our physical universe to exact his revenge on Fontasians.

         
         
         
         
         “Fontasians, I will make you pay for this humiliating defeat! For making me lose face in front of all my junior wizards! Drat the 'Oonbeldi'! I am the leader of the Black Order of Magic, the most powerful Magical Order in the whole universe! I won’t have any other Magical Order more powerful than the Black Order. Never, never, never!” Kostara kept muttering to himself and poring over his big, dusty Book of Black Magic. A severed toad’s head was looking up at him on his right. He happened to look down and saw this pitiful head. With a mighty sweep of his hand, the head landed on the floor. A hungry black cat at one corner of the cave saw this delicious morsel and jumped on it, gulping down the head in an instant. After finishing its meal, this black cat began to lick its paws and rubbed its face in alternate fashion.

         
         
         
         
         Kostara’s long, bony finger was slowly turning through the Book of Spells.

         
         
         
         
         “I have to counter the 'Oonbeldi', mmm…let me see, ‘Blood Spell’, ‘Spell of Sorrow’, ’Hell Fire Spell’. There you are! Need the abdomen of black-widow, sting of Vespa wasp, head of tarantula, centipede jaws, tail of rattlesnake, fangs of King Cobra, and the most evil heart.”

         
         
         
         
         “I have all but the most evil heart, how sickening! Which of you has the most evil heart, hah?! Come here!” Kostara shouted. Perhaps it was the loudness or tone of his voice that frightened all the living creatures around him, suddenly, all these living creatures fled for their lives. Not one living thing could be found near him, leaving a clear space all around him. The evil wizard sniggered. He hobbled out of his cave. He was going to get the heart he wanted, evil or no evil, with or without the owner’s consent!

         
         
         
         
         He came towards the evil-looking tree where he kept a black crow in a wooden bird-cage. Lifting his head, he stared at the captive bird. The poor bird saw the evil gleam in his eyes and flew all over the cage, cawing in stark terror! It somehow knew the end was near. With an outstretched hand, Kostara shot a flame of fire at the wooden bird-cage.

         
         
         
         
         “I killll…. you!” Kostara yelled. The bird-cage went up in total flames along with the crow. A night-owl with two big eyes, perched on the same tree on a higher level bore witness to this tragedy. Terrified by such a horrible crime, the night-owl shrieked “eeee…” and flew away. It flew in an erratic manner with a total loss of sense of direction. Sometimes it flew high and then suddenly changed altitude. Sometimes it headed east and then suddenly changed direction halfway through. It just didn’t know where to go!

         
         
         
         
         When the bird-cage landed in Kostara’s hand, he mumbled to himself. “Well, I have a heart now, a burnt heart, heeheehee…Now, for the ‘Hell Fire’ spell!” This ‘Hell Fire’ spell was the most powerful black magic, feared by all practitioners of magic. It used the most poisonous substances to trap all the fire in a supernova explosion and gave the wizard an endless supply of high-temperature fire, to do whatever he pleased. At this moment, when he was about to return to the Black Cave, his sixth sense told him that he was been watched. Muttering under his breath, Kostara suddenly raised his left hand and shouted, “abracadabra, Thunder Bolt Lightning Spell!” With those words spoken, a streak of lightning shot upwards from his left hand to the sky. At the other end of Black Canyon, a group of junior wizards were looking into their crystal ball to see what their senior was doing. Suddenly, many electrical charges were seen within the crystal ball. A loud booming thunder was heard shortly after. Before these junior wizards knew what happened, “ka-boom”, their crystal ball cracked and broke into tiny pieces.

         
         
         
         
         “That will teach you to spy on me, you fools!” Kostara scolded. The evil wizard hobbled back to his cave, with the last of the ingredient for the ‘Hell Fire’ spell in his hand. This magic spell required at least one week of intense practice before it could be mastered by ordinary calibre wizard. However, Kostara was an expert practitioner in magic and this rule of thumb did not apply to him. He mastered the ‘Hell Fire’ spell in one day! At this moment, he was thinking of improving on this evil 'Hell Fire' spell.

         
         
         
         
         "Let me think. Maybe I should add some more ingredients to increase the evil power. Ha! cat's eyes!" Kostara mumbled. Looking at one corner of his dim cave, he saw the black cat crouched neatly and gazing up at him with shining green eyes.

         
         
         
         
         "Hello, kitty, hello, hello, come here..." Kostara stretched out his hand and tempted the feline. He got up from his table and started to walk towards the cat. When this cat saw Kostara coming at it, it sprang to its feet and dashed out of the cave in split second.

         
         
         
         
         "Drats! Now I have to think of something else," Kostara cursed.

         
         
         
         
         On planet Fontasia, just when the last fireworks subsided, the bright moon began to take on a reddish hue gradually The general festive mood had changed to one of fear and apprehension. “Oh! look at that…”, “blood moon”, “bad omen” came from the crowd. When the moon turned completely red, a huge, blazing ball of reddish yellow fire formed next to it. Slowly, the image of Kostara was seen within this ball of fire in the sky. It was a colossus image equal to the size of ten Mount Everests put together. Kostara with his dark, bushy eyebrows and pointed nose and pointed chin, looked more evil now than it ever could besides the full red moon. Some Fontasians screamed while others trembled in fear.

         
         
         
         
         “Fontasians, I have come back for my revenge. Where is the sea nymph? Prepare to meet your doom, all of you!” Kostara threatened.

         
         
         
         
         “What audacity! Military supreme commander, extinguish this Evil!” The Overlord commanded.

         
         
         
         
         “Your wish is my command. All Magical Orders, prepare for battle!” Zorak issued new military order.

         
         
         
         
         All at once, three war generals enveloped in shimmering globes of yellow, orange and green lights flew up into the sky and headed for the Epsilon Phoenix statue. When they approached the phoenix statue, they slowed down and descended slowly above the torch columns and took up positions above the burning fire! Zorak descended on the last torch column enveloped in a sphere of red light above the torch fire.

         
         
         
         
         “I will burn you alive with hell-fire!” Kostara flaunted his power. Having said that, the wizard extended his right hand and suddenly hundreds, maybe thousands of fire-balls formed in the nightsky, each measuring on average two metres in diameter. With a mighty sweep of his hand, Kostara directed these fire-balls towards planet Fontasia. Burning fire-balls came raining down on this planet.

         
         
         
         
         “Fire-balls!” the Grand Advisor shouted.

         
         
         
         
         Floating above a burning torch fire in a red magic globe, Zorak stretched out both of his hands and worked his magic. Sparks began to radiate back and forth between his two hands. Before long, Zorak conjured up a transparent pyramid between his hands. This pyramid floated higher up into the sky and remained motionless above the epicentre of the torch columns. This pyramid grew until it was many times larger than its original size. Zorak and his war-generals all lifted up their hands and began transferring their magic powers to the pyramid. Electrical charges were seen radiating from the war generals’ hands to the pyramid, which began to glow and spin high in the sky.

         
         
         
         
         “Water shield!” Zorak gave a mighty shout.

         
         
         
         
         Suddenly, a deep rumbling sound was heard. All the ocean waters from the northern hemisphere of Fontasia was swept up continuously via the north pole into the sky to form a seamless water shield about one metre in thickness. This water shield covered the Fontasian hemisphere facing the oncoming fire-balls and remained in the stratosphere layer of the atmosphere. All the fire-balls were extinguished after passing through this water shield. The cores of these fire-balls dropped to the ground, while others landed on the pterodactyl nests in the mountain valley crushing the eggs! The parent reptiles were grief-stricken and all of them were seen flying above their nests making shrill cries. These flying reptiles flapped their wings powerfully and flew in circles above their nests.

         
         
         
         
         After several hours, the Grand Advisor raised his concern to the Overlord that the volume of ocean water had been reduced by thirty percent. All the waters of the northern hemisphere made up forty percent of the ocean volume with the other sixty percent coming from the southern hemisphere. Fontasians needed ocean water to irrigate their crops. The Grand Advisor suggested that all adult Fontasians be mobilised to fight the Evil One. Approval was given by the Overlord. The Sorceress of Azura was given the task of leading this army!

         
         
         
         
         “Where did the Evil One get his power from?” the Grand Advisor asked the Sorceress.

         
         
         
         
         “His power comes from the supernova explosions in the parallel universe. This is the most powerful black magic feared by all Magical Orders,” the Sorceress explained.

         
         
         
         
         The battle was heating up now as the Evil One extended his left hand too and more fire-balls came raining down on Fontasia. The water shield was slowly drying up and many fire-balls were able to pass through it unaffected. Many areas on the ground caught fire and the condition was getting worse. In the nearby mountain valley, more pterodactyl nests caught fire and the eggs inside it were burnt! In other parts of the jungle, many creatures were burnt alive by the fire-balls. Only some which managed to find shelter in caves, deep water ponds and other aquatic habitats escaped this catastrophe. A pair of chipmunks were among the lucky few which escaped as they happened to be near a deep river when the fire-balls came crashing down.

         
         
         
         
         The sorceress ordered the four robots to join the battle, after which she formed a purple shimmering globe around herself and flew up high into the night-sky. She had fair skin and purple eyes. With her black hair plaited neatly behind her head, the sorceress wore a diamond headband with a purple precious stone dangling from her forehead and a diamond necklace. This necklace had many diamonds weaved together at the front forming a V-shape. She wore white lace costume on her upper body and a matching long pant-skirt which flapped freely due to the strong air currents of the battle scene. She closed her eyes, lifted up both hands and began to send out telepathic waves to all adult Fontasians to march into war!

         
         
         
         
         Soon after, many Fontasians heeded the battle call and arrived on the battle scene. They came in many ways using their individual magic. Broomsticks, carpets, pails, tables, chairs, beds, tree trunks and even bath-tubs! Many Fontasians were bathing when the mobilisation order came and they dressed hurriedly and used their bath-tubs to fly all the way to the battle scene. These bath-tubs still had water in them! Those Fontasians who were about to cook their food had to give up the idea and instead stepped on two frying pans and flew to the battle scene. This ten-million strong army assembled close to the water shield looked formidable but yet comical at the same time. The four robots were among them and SAR22 immediately created two clones to increase its power.

         
         
         
         
         “Resistance is futile,” Kostara taunted.

         
         
         
         
         “Futile is absent from my vocabulary,” the Sorceress shot back.

         
         
         
         
         The Grand Advisor alerted the Overlord that all the ocean water from the northern hemisphere had been depleted! Zorak decided to enlist the help of Earthlings. He extended his right arm and opened his palm, a small red ball of light appeared in thin air. He used this magic ball of light to communicate with BURGER123.

         
         
         
         
         “Commander of star-ship, please render help. We are under attack by an evil wizard,” Zorak pleaded.

         
         
         
         
         “We will help you to fight this battle,” Captain Baldwin assured him.

         
         
         
         
         “Thank you Commander.”

         
         
         
         
         The water shield was evaporating rapidly and before anyone knew it, it disappeared. More and more fire-balls came crashing down. The Fontasian army used their individual magic to combat these fire-balls. Hence, magical badminton rackets, tennis rackets, squash rackets and even golf clubs could be seen. This battle resembled a fierce ball-game competition, with the Fontasians on one side and the evil Kostara on the other. On the other hand, the robots aimed their laser beams at those fire-balls with deadly accuracy. One of the Fontasians who sat on a broomstick had his broomstick on fire. Fortunately, another comrade in a bath-tub scooped some water and helped him extinguish the fire. Another soldier did not notice a fire-ball coming from a sharp angle, fortunately for him, his comrade saved him with a large magic squash racket. Further away, another soldier barely managed to evade a fire-ball which had come behind another fire-ball in quick succession. Zorak and his war-generals had finished their first task and they too joined in the battle. Zorak created his own gigantic fishing net and his generals each took one corner, spreading the magic net wide open. They used this net to catch many fire-balls and then closed it to fling it into outer space.

         
         
         
         
         In the nearby mountain valley, those pterodactyls after flying around their nests for sometime decided to join in the battle too. These flying reptiles spit green slime at approaching fire-balls which put out the fire in double quick time.

         
         
         
         
         “How primitive! Don’t make me laugh,” Kostara jeered.

         
         
         
         
         “We’ll see who has the last laugh,” the Sorceress returned eye for an eye.

         
         
         
         
         Flying higher up towards the sky, the Sorceress reached the battle frontline, raising both her arms towards the sky she cried, “by the power of Azura, I call upon the Goddess of Blizzard, extinguish this evil fire!” Immediately, a violent snowstorm swept through planet Fontasia. Powerful winds blew and snow started to fall in abundance. Many fire-balls were extinguished by this force of nature. After six hours had gone by before this snowstorm subsided. Many Fontasians were clad in thick winter clothing by this time. It was the coldest winter in the history of Fontasia for a millennium! The pterodactyls continued to fly in the sky, being cold-blooded, their body temperature had dropped and their skin had turned white! These alien reptiles had evolved in such a way that they could control their skin pigment concentration, to adapt to their surroundings, like terrestrial chameleons.

         
         
         
         
         “I’m sure you can do better than this,” Kostara challenged.

         
         
         
         
         “I never fail to surprise,” the Sorceress retorted.

         
         
         
         
         The Sorceress used another powerful spell to fight the evil Kostara.

         
         
         
         
         “By the power of Mother Nature, I call upon the God of Lightning, rid these fire-balls from Fontasia!”

         
         
         
         
         Immediately, nine bolts of lightning struck from heaven followed by a loud clap of thunder. The Fontasian nightsky began to be filled with massive, thick rain clouds. A strong wind began to blow. Distant thunder boomed several times. Mother nature lit up the whole sky momentarily and thereafter in quick successions. Silhouette of the distant mountain range could be seen repeatedly. Patches of white light moved about in random fashion among the thick rain clouds. The wind began to pick up intensity and blew with all its might. The thick blanket of rain cloud was blown across the sky and floated by visibly. One round patch of the nightsky was lit up for an instant and a thick lightning bolt shot down from the centre of this white patch. Another patch of the sky was lit, followed by a few more patches. Darkness. Suddenly, a long streak of lightning shot diagonally across the sky, branching out into tiny filaments along the way. Thunder boomed. The God of Lightning gave full display to his wrath!

         
         
         
         
         At this instant, lightning flashed from many parts of the sky and converged on the purple magic globe of the Sorceress and began to form a huge electrical web. This tight web of lightning successfully stopped countless fire-balls from bringing more damage. When the fire-balls touched the lightning web, they were broken up into many smaller pieces and dropped harmlessly to the ground. The thick snow on the ground put out the remaining fire immediately. The Sorceress looked like a goddess in the middle of a huge electrical web. It was a beautiful sight! This state of war went on for another four hours.

         
         
         
         
         “Take this!” Kostara yelled. He was losing patience as he could not gain an upper-hand in his fight against the Sorceress.

         
         
         
         
         Inside the Simulator room onboard BURGER123, everyone was following the events closely as they unfolded on planet Fontasia . Everybody held their breath as the war got harsher by the minute.

         
         
         
         
         ”My sensor has detected two sources of anti-neutron beam coming from the eyes of the wizard,” DATA reported.

         
         
         
         
         “Fire neutron beam!” Captain Baldwin ordered.

         
         
         
         
         “Affirmative.”

         
         
         
         
         A V-shaped device ejected from an opening on the topsides of BURGER123. After a few quick rotations, it locked in a stable position and fired two neutron beams towards the Evil One. These two beams successfully neutralised the anti-neutron beams. A big explosion was heard.

         
         
         
         
         “Interesting,” Kostara said.

         
         
         
         
         “Let the power of Azura teach you a lesson you won’t forget,” the Sorceress warned. Tension was building on all three sides now. All three parties got ready for the final showdown.

         
         
         
         
         “Abracadabra, ….” Kostara uttered. The rest of the incantations were interrupted by a loud thunder. A ball of negative energy was beginning to form above the Evil One’s head.

         
         
         
         
         “I call upon the power of Azura, to invoke the Epsilon Phoenix. Help me to send this Evil One back to where he came from,” the Sorceress chanted.

         
         
         
         
         Immediately after this was said, the statue of the Epsilon Phoenix began to burn with purple fire! The statue came alive. The Epsilon Phoenix shook its body and flapped its wings slowly. It turned its head around to look. It opened its beak and a high-frequency sound came forth. It lifted its head high and flew upwards with a shrill shriek. It flew and flew until it took up position high above the planet’s atmosphere. It was small compared to the wizard. Together with BURGER123, the Epsilon Phoenix and Kostara formed a triangle in space. Captain Baldwin decided to launch the ship’s most powerful weapon.

         
         
         
         
         “DATA, fire anti-matter beam!” Captain Baldwin ordered.

         
         
         
         
         “Affirmative.”

         
         
         
         
         A long rod was dropped from the undersides of BURGER123. Once this weapon took up position, it quickly opened up forming eight spokes, very much like an umbrella’s metal frame. Each spoke then went on to elongate until it reached a length of hundreds of kilometres. The firing mechanism at its centre sprang into action. Anti-matter beam radiated from the apertures along the entire length of each of the eight spokes of the weapon. After a short while, this weapon began to spin about its axis of rotation, increasing speed greatly within seconds. The resultant beam took the form of a solid anti-matter cylinder aimed at the Evil One!

         
         
         
         
         “Wow!” Chen Wei exclaimed.

         
         
         
         
         “Take that! You bad boy,” Antonio made punching motions with both his little hands.

         
         
         
         
         By this time, the Evil One had created an energy ball of diameter of several hundred kilometres. With a shout, this ball of energy was hurled towards the Epsilon Phoenix! The Epsilon Phoenix was not to be taken lightly. It too conjured up a concave negative energy force field, reaching a diameter of five hundred kilometres. This concave force field faced the oncoming energy ball from the sorcerer.

         
         
         
         
         The anti-matter beam from BURGER123 struck the Evil One full in the face. At this very instant, another beam of negative energy was shot at the Evil One. With a mighty shout, the Evil One disappeared, swearing he would be back again.

         
         
         
         
         Silence reigned.

         
         
         
         
         The morning sun had just peeped out from the distant mountains. Rampant fire still ravaged certain areas of land. Many houses were destroyed. At this time, out of the Alancia ocean depths rose a blue shimmering globe. This ball of blue light rose above the ocean waters and up into the sky and then stopped at a high altitude. A sea-nymph was inside this blue magic globe. She had beautiful, big green eyes with long eye lashes. She wore a crown of white flowers on her head and a long-sleeve, blue flowing robe made of a velvet material. At her waist level hung many strands of fine cloth fashioned like seaweeds. She had long, wavy black hair reaching down to her waist.

         
         
         
         
         The sea-nymph began to sing a high-pitched, soul-haunting song. "Oooooooo, veh-ri-veh-ray-vo....." She also did a fluid dance, moving her body and hands in wave-like motions. The wind blew strong at this moment. All the strands of seaweed-like cloth danced around the sea-nymph. Suddenly, countless blue beams shot up from her blue magic globe and touched the sky. Glittering stars appeared in the morning sky followed by a gentle downpour of rain. Rampant fire was quickly brought under control. The pair of chipmunks which had taken refuge in the river popped their heads out of the water and looked around them. They saw the jungle which had been badly burnt by fire. Gentle rain-drops fell from above and touched their heads.

         
         
         
         
         At the assembly of ruling Fontasians, the Overlord, Grand Advisor and other dignitaries watched this fierce battle with racing hearts. Many of these noblemen heaved sighs of relief when the evil Kostara was defeated and banished into the parallel universe.

         
         
         
         
         “Look! It’s the Ancient Order of Magic. Long forgotten in the history of Fontasia. The sea-nymph is weaving 'Oonbeldi',” the Grand Advisor said and pointed his finger at the blue magic globe up in the sky.

         
         
         
         
         A group of young Fontasians rushed into the open ground outside their damaged houses. "Listen, it's 'Oonbeldi', the 'Beautiful Day' spell," a little Fontasian girl said in wonder. She raised her head, stretched out both hands and caught many drops of rain in her palm. Everybody cheered when they saw the beautiful sea-nymph up in the sky. They listened spellbound to this ethereal rendition of an ancient magic spell, with rain-drops falling on their open palms and bodies. Smiles were seen on the faces of every Fontasian out in the open.

         
         
         
         
         "....leh-vine-cels-fil-wih-reh-vo,

         
         
         
         
         sodes-leh-voca-leh-vo-ria-veh...." sang the sea-nymph in a soul-haunting voice.

         
         
         
         
         When the last fire was put out, the sea-nymph disappeared mysteriously. Every Fontasian was glad that trouble was over and they could get back to normal life.

         
         
         
         
         Onboard BURGER123.

         
         
         
         
         “DATA, where did the second energy beam come from? The one that sent the sorcerer away,” Mrs. Andersen asked.

         
         
         
         
         “In the science of electrostatics, it is observed that like or same charges repel each other,” DATA began to explain.

         
         
         
         
         “Positive charge repels positive charge. Negative charge repels negative charge,” Chen Wei butt in.

         
         
         
         
         “Phoenix’s force field is negatively charged. The sorcerer’s energy ball is negatively charged. These two energy fields will repel each other. The concave force field will redirect the energy ball back to the sorcerer with an intensity ten times its original amount. Together with our anti-matter beam, which translates into negative kinetic energy, the total amount of negative energy is too much for the sorcerer to hold,” DATA elaborated.

         
         
         
         
         “Cool,” Antonio said.

         
         
         
         
         “Antonio! You should say ‘awesome’,” Mrs. Andersen corrected him. Antonio grinned innocently, exposing his little white teeth. At this moment, the image of Zorak appeared on BURGER123’s Big Screen.

         
         
         
         
         “Greetings, Earthlings. We appreciate your robot taking part in our competition and helping to fight the evil wizard. I present you with our highest honour for bravery - The Ring of Azura. With this ring, you can call on the Sorceress of Azura if you need help in future. We will respond with our utmost effort. Thank you,” Zorak said.

         
         
         
         
         In the transporter room, Beebo floated out from the decompression chamber amid excited welcome. Antonio was the happiest of all. A tiny emerald ring was looped around Beebo’s sensor antenna. Mrs. Andersen then ordered everyone back to their sleeping quarters. In the privacy of their room, Nikita and Melissa were once again discussing their dream idols. They were both munching on their favourite chocolate wafer. Nikita hugged a big soft cushion to herself.

         
         
         
         
         “Who is your dream idol?” Nikita persisted for she was dying to know the answer.

         
         
         
         
         “Zorak,” Melissa replied.

         
         
         
         
         “Oh dear, he’s an alien. Don’t you find it strange?”

         
         
         
         
         “I never thought about that.”

         
         
         
         
         Both girls started to giggle helplessly.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         Chapter 7

         
         
         
         
         In the final round of the 1984 Summer Olympics, the last contestant in the women gymnastics event did several beautiful somersaults on the balancing beam and landed perfectly on the floor. When the score was announced, it was a perfect ten! Mrs. Andersen was enjoying the resounding applause for her wonderful performance when she felt a sudden rush of cold air. She opened her eyes to find herself lying in bed and a pair of blood-shot eyes with heavy eyebags staring back at her. She only managed to see that this pale face had a pair of white fangs jutting out from the corners of its mouth, with saliva dripping freely. She screamed at the top of her lungs!

         
         
         
         
         "Danger. Danger. Alien life-form detected," DATA warned.

         
         
         
         
         Antonio, Samuel and Chen Wei shared the same sleeping quarter. They were awakened by Mrs. Andersen's scream. All of them rushed to the command deck where much noise came from. They saw DATA surrounded in rainbow coloured shimmering light. Not long after, Nikita and Melissa joined them, rubbing their sleepy eyes. At one spot, Mrs. Andersen was crouching behind Beebo, which was firing deadly beams at the alien monster. The monster stretched out both hands menacingly towards Mrs. Andersen, but was unable to approach her. Beebo's deadly beams did not seem to have much effect on the alien as it wore a thick cloak which proved to be an effective shield.

         
         
         
         
         "DATA, why can't I contact the Captain?" Mrs. Andersen panicked.

         
         
         
         
         "A computer virus has infected the communication system. Virus cleaning procedure activated. Communication system will be restored in ten minutes' time."

         
         
         
         
         Unable to reach Mrs. Andersen, the monster turned its attention on the kids instead. A merry-go-round chase started with the vampire hot on the heels of the children. They ran round the circumference of the starship, which was shaped like a large burger.

         
         
         
         
         "I have heard that vampire will not chase you if you hold your breath and stop breathing for a while," Melissa was gasping for air after saying the last word.

         
         
         
         
         "I have heard about that, but what if it still comes after us? We will be caught," Nikita was panting hard too.

         
         
         
         
         "If we stop breathing, we cannot run far. We will still be caught," Antonio ran as fast as his little legs could carry him and flapping his little hands like wings.

         
         
         
         
         "How about trying garlic? Samuel, do you have any garlic?" Mrs. Andersen suggested.

         
         
         
         
         "How about garlic bread? Will this do?" Samuel said, holding two loaves of garlic bread in his hands.

         
         
         
         
         "Just throw it to the monster and see whether it is afraid?" Mrs. Andersen said.

         
         
         
         
         Samuel did as he was told. He threw the two loaves of garlic bread to the vampire chasing close behind him. The monster stopped running, stretched out both hands and caught the two loaves in midair. Out of curiousity, the vampire brought one loaf close to its nose and inhaled deeply. It apparently was not afraid. At this time, all the kids stopped running, to see how the monster would react to the garlic bread. Without any warning, the monster brought a loaf of bread to its mouth and took a bite. It began chewing. Suddenly, it spit out everything.

         
         
         
         
         "Yuck!" came from the monster. It threw away the other loaf of garlic bread and began chasing the children once again. The children ran for their lives.

         
         
         
         
         "Samuel, you have to get garlic, not garlic bread," Mrs. Andersen said.

         
         
         
         
         "Okay. Okay. Let me try again."

         
         
         
         
         This time round, Samuel rummaged through his utility pouch and finally managed to pull out a string of garlic. He held it in his right hand and threw it immediately to the vampire who was closing in on the kids again. The monster caught it and did not seem to be afraid at all.

         
         
         
         
         "It's no use. The monster is not afraid," Samuel said.

         
         
         
         
         "Oh my goodness, this is a mutant vampire. We are in trouble," Mrs. Andersen was worried.

         
         
         
         
         DATA called out to the kids to enter her protective force-field. She had shut down her force-field for a fraction of a minute, just long enough for all the kids to join her. The monster's hands were about to catch hold of Antonio when the force field shot up and stunned the miserable creature, extracting a screeching howl from it.

         
         
         
         
         The monster snarled, bared its teeth, dripped more saliva on the floor and circled the rainbow coloured brilliance, just like a predator hungering for its prey. Every kid was frightened to the core, especially the girls. Nikita hid so close behind Chen Wei, that she could feel his strong back and inhale his fresh male scent. Carrying Antonio close to him, Chen Wei had all the others clustered behind him, making him feel like a mother-hen protecting her flock.

         
         
         
         
         Samuel tugged at Chen Wei's arm and handed him a small canister. The label read 'Itchy Powder - high concentration 750 ml.' After chasing the kids for about half an hour, the monster again turned to Mrs. Andersen. Beebo again fired its beam on the alien monster but this time it was rapidly losing power. The panting, blood-thirsty monster was about to pounce on Mrs. Andersen, when out of nowhere, she took out an umbrella and began to hit the monster over its head with all her strength.

         
         
         
         
         "How dare you frighten me, you miserable creature!" Mrs. Andersen scolded. She poked, jabbed and smashed the monster using her umbrella. The snarling alien crouched in pain as it was jabbed in the waist.

         
         
         
         
         BURGER123 was approaching another star with solar mass three times our sun's and Beebo's solar batteries were quickly recharged to full-strength. Beebo increased its fire-power and the alien monster screeched an unearthly howl, suffering from the scorching intensity of the deadly beam. DATA's force field suddenly shut down due to another malicious computer virus attack.

         
         
         
         
         The alien monster was all too happy to come after the kids as it could not get close to Mrs. Andersen. It chased the kids round the command deck for one complete circle. Once they reached where Mrs. Andersen was, all the kids rallied behind her except for Chen Wei and Samuel who ran further away. They both took up positions facing the monster with their canisters of itchy powder ready for action!

         
         
         
         
         The monster had learnt that it could not get close to Mrs. Andersen, instead it went for Samuel seeing that he was much smaller than Chen Wei. It never knew that Samuel was the imp of the group and not only that, he was very agile and nimble of feet, having won many medals in the academy's annual sports meet. Samuel made a funny face at the vampire and then stuck out his tongue, pulling his ears at the same time. Before the vampire could get hold of Samuel, he had sprayed a high dose of itchy powder in its direction and ducked away. The spray was aimed at the monster's naked hands and arms. The monster began to feel the itch where its skin came into contact with the itchy powder. This was high concentration itchy powder and the effect was almost immediate. Chen Wei, when he saw that the alien began to scratch itself, quickly came from behind and sprayed more itchy powder on its neck. Soon, the monster was lying on the floor and scratching itself all over. It rolled and twisted and scratched and hissed. Samuel and Chen Wei kept spraying more itchy powder on the alien's feet and other exposed parts, just to keep it busy scratching.

         
         
         
         
         The monster began to transform into a bat. It barely flew upwards before it fell to the floor with a 'thud'. It began to change back into a monster and started scratching and laughing like a hyena. The itch proved too much for it to bear and it again changed into a bat and tried to fly upwards. Before it could fly high, it fell onto the floor with a 'thud'. This process repeated itself. Everyone stared in disbelief with their mouths wide open!

         
         
         
         
         "How come like that?" Samuel asked.

         
         
         
         
         "Samuel, you should say 'why is this so?' I have told you many times not to translate directly from your native tongue to a foreign language. The grammar rules and syntax are completely different," Mrs. Andersen corrected him. Samuel looked up from his mischievous task and grinned widely, displaying a set of sparkling white teeth. By this time, DATA's anti-viral cleaning procedure was completed and Mrs. Andersen asked to contact Fontasia's supreme commander, Zorak. DATA immediately sent out a communication signal to Zorak. After what seemed like eternity, video communication was established.

         
         
         
         
         "Earthlings, I have received your distress call. Rest assured that the Sorceress of Azura will come to your rescue," Zorak reassured from afar.

         
         
         
         
         Immediately after this message ended, there was a purple glow beginning to form close to DATA's rainbow force-field. The Sorceress of Azura appeared holding her magic wand. Everyone was glad to see her. She smiled and pointed her magic wand at the monster on the floor, muttering some incantations. Slowly the creature was enveloped by a blinding white light and began to disintegrate right in front of everybody's eyes. When the light faded, what was left of the monster was a pile of dust. This heap of dust disintegrated further into thin air.

         
         
         
         
         "This monster comes from the planet Draconia, the outermost planet in the Pegasus star. This species is a highly advanced form of vampire and feeds on human blood. It will not stop until it has drained its victim dry," the Sorceress informed.

         
         
         
         
         "No wonder it has such a big mouth and thick lips," Melissa said.

         
         
         
         
         "It must have followed your starship after you left Fontasia. See the coffin out there?" the Sorceress pointed to an object floating outside the starship. Everyone looked outside the cockpit window and was horrified to see a dusty cobwebbed coffin floating in space at close range.

         
         
         
         
         "We do not know how to activate the magic ring of Azura. Could you tell us?" Melissa asked.

         
         
         
         
         "This magic ring is attuned to the feminine psyche. It will give out a purple glow when the right person wears it," the Sorceress informed.

         
         
         
         
         Melissa was anxious to experiment with the magic power of the ring and removed it from Beebo's antenna. She wore it on her finger but there was no purple glow. Next, Nikita wore the ring on her finger and this time, a faint purple glow shone from the ring.

         
         
         
         
         "Your psyche is of the same frequency as the magic ring. You can use the power of the ring just by thinking hard. Your wish will be granted. Remember, evil has no place here as this ring draws on the power of Light," the Sorceress instructed. Having said that, the Sorceress dissolved in a pale purple glow. All the kids crowded around Nikita marvelling at the magic ring.

         
         
         
         
         Melissa was feeling upset that the magic ring did not work for her. Nikita saw the sad expression on her face and she suddenly had an idea. She began to think of a spicy supreme pizza laced with onions and chopped chicken meat, pineapple cubes and green chilli. Lol and behold, a pizza materialised on the computer console side-desk. It was exactly what Nikita had wished for. When Melissa saw the pizza, her face turned into a smile. When she ate one piece of the pizza, she was already thinking of the next flavour! Nikita knew her too well so she got her another pizza - seafood flavour. By this time, Melissa was too busy eating her pizzas, spicy supreme flavour on one hand and seafood flavour on the other hand. All thoughts of the magic ring were thrown out of her mind. Everybody had a taste of the pizza. Antonio wanted Cornetto ice cream, so Nikita got one for him too, just by wishing. She was wondering what Chen Wei likes to eat but he did not say anything.

         
         
         
         
         By this time, the starship's communication system had been fully restored to operational status. Mrs. Andersen commanded DATA to power the spaceship forward at warp speed. BURGER123 sped through space.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         Chapter 8

         
         
         
         
         After travelling in deep space for what seemed like eternity, star-ship BURGER123 approached Epsilon Eridani, a K2 red giant star.

         
         
         
         
         “What a beautiful star. DATA, tell us about it,” Melissa said.

         
         
         
         
         “Epsilon Eridani. Magnitude, 3 point 7. Spectral Type, K2. Distance from Sun, 10 point 5 light years. Has five planets revolving around it. We will be passing by the third innermost planet Mora,” DATA reported.

         
         
         
         
         A short while passed before the star-ship approached planet Mora. When the star-ship sent out a sweeping communication signal to Mora, a reply came back. A masculine image was seen on Big Screen on command deck.

         
         
         
         
         “Greetings. I am the head-master of The Moravian Institute of Space Science. Please identify yourself.”

         
         
         
         
         “Greetings to you. I am Captain Baldwin, star-ship commander. We are from planet Earth and happen to be passing by your planet. We are on a deep-space exploratory mission.”

         
         
         
         
         “In that case, I would like to invite your crew to our planet. We will be holding a ‘Power Astronomy Quiz’ in the late afternoon, at 15:30 hours. I welcome your crew to take part in this annual event. A grand prize awaits the champion team.”

         
         
         
         
         “Thank you. We accept your invitation to participate in this quiz.”

         
         
         
         
         "I will arrange for our Sky Shuttle to fetch your team members. We look forward to your arrival."

         
         
         
         
         Not long after, an egg-shaped spacecraft approached Burger123.

         
         
         
         
         "Calling star-ship commander, this is pilot from Mora, request permission to dock."

         
         
         
         
         "This is Captain Baldwin. Permission granted."

         
         
         
         
         Soon after, this spacecraft docked with BURGER123 by means of an extended tube. This white tube connected with the exit door of the decompression chamber outside BURGER123, and served as a passageway between the two spaceships. Captain Jessie, Mrs. Andersen and the children were already inside the decompression chamber waiting impatiently. Once the connection was completed, the exit door finally opened. Everyone walked quickly through the passageway and entered the Moravian spacecraft. Antonio was rather surprised to see a huge egg-shaped cabin.

         
         
         
         
         "What a big egg!' Antonio laughed louldly.

         
         
         
         
         An adult Moravian walked out from the pilot chamber and spoke to Mrs. Andersen and Captain Jessie in a masculine voice. He looked just like a huge teddy bear.

         
         
         
         
         "I am the pilot. Welcome onboard. Have a safe and pleasant ride." He entered the pilot chamber once our space team entered this egg-shaped cabin and sat down on the sofa inside. The children stood up and went close to the window from where they could see outside. They saw the vast expanse of space and a gleaming planet below. At this instant, the shuttlecraft began its journey at a steady speed, much to the relief of Mrs. Andersen, who did not like super-speed transport. She carried herself in a manner befitting a lady of high social standing.

         
         
         
         
         When our visitors descended on planet Mora, they quickly took in the sights and sounds. Many houses were painted in different colours and they looked like toy-houses made from Lego bricks. These houses were big enough for living in. Some of them were even built up till three storeys high. The traffic lights at the road juncture were equally comical. They were built with plastic poles and the traffic lights worked fine, directing the traffic with ease. Only a few cars and motor vehicles were on the road.

         
         
         
         
         A tall Moravian walked up to Mrs. Andersen and introduced himself. He was followed by a group of young Moravians behind him. Adult Moravians looked just like grizzly bears. Hence, young Moravians looked like small cute teddy bears. Samuel and Antonio were very happy to see so many friends of the same age group as them. Both boys made friends with the young Moravians within a short time.

         
         
         
         
         “Welcome to Mora. I am the head-master of The Moravian Institute of Space Science. These are my prefects.” The head-master pointed to those younger Moravians who followed behind him.

         
         
         
         
         “Thank you. I am Mrs. Andersen and this is Captain Jessie. The rest are my students.” Mrs. Andersen introduced her group. The children each gave a short self-introduction. The head-master nodded his head at each introduction with a smile on his face.

         
         
         
         
         “The ‘Power Astronomy Quiz' will be held shortly in our academy. Please follow me,” he said.

         
         
         
         
         When the formalities were over, the head-master quickly hailed a flying cup from the road. This was the usual means of transport for the Moravians. The transport vehicle looked like a cup, except that this cup looked as big as a truck and with a sliding door. It could easily accommodate ten to fifteen persons. Everybody hopped onto this flying cup and off they flew to their destination, the city centre.

         
         
         
         
         Chen Wei, Antonio and Samuel had made many friends with the younger Moravians and they were talking and laughing happily. Captain Jessie wondered what were they talking about. Mrs. Andersen noticed that Nikita was rather quiet and kept looking in Chen Wei's direction from time to time. She was quite surprised at this discovery and guessed that Nikita must have taken a fancy to Chen Wei. Chen Wei on the other hand, was totally unaware of what was going on. Mrs. Andersen's eyes met Melissa's, the latter gave her a mischievous grin!

         
         
         
         
         The flying cup travelled for a short distance before it arrived at its destination. At the city centre, there was a choo-choo train-stop. Everyone alighted from the flying cup. Our crew members were amused to see two plastic trains waiting patiently there. The head-master explained that one railway line ran in the north-south direction while the other railway line ran in the east-west direction. Nikita looked at the travel signboard, which read, “Railway 1 - Moravian Institute (N), Cool Arcade (S), Railway 2 - Sakura Mall (W), Orchid Park (E).”

         
         
         
         
         The head-master ushered everyone up an empty choo-choo train on railway 1, headed for the Moravian Institute of Space Science. Each train was made of hardened plastic, painted brown, had a small chimney and a horn at the front. A horizontal row of multi-coloured lights ran along the middle of all the train compartments on both sides. Each train had on average about ten compartments. Each choo-choo train compartment can only sit one adult passenger. Hence, after discussing with the head-master, it was decided that Captain Jessie and Mrs. Andersen were to sit at the last two compartments while the head-master was to sit in front. This was done in order that all the kids were under adult supervision. The children and young Moravians quickly occupied the remaining empty seats in between. Nikita happened to sit behind Chen Wei. She was thrilled! She could see Chen Wei’s back, and his short porcupine hair clearly. Melissa sat behind Nikita. Samuel and Antonio sat in front with the Moravians.

         
         
         
         
         Chen Wei, Samuel and Antonio were fascinated by so many youngsters on the streets. They were also fascinated by the train they were travelling on, especially the swivel-chairs they were sitting on, which could rotate 360 degrees! These chairs gave them the freedom to face any direction they wanted. Although Chen Wei had almost grown into a young adult, he was still young at heart. He asked his Moravian friend many questions regarding this strange planet. Samuel and Antonio talked and laughed with the young companions they were travelling with.

         
         
         
         
         Chen Wei took out a box of candy which he had brought along. He shared it with the Moravians. The Moravians also shared their fluffly, cotton candies with the Earthlings. These cotton candies looked like big cotton balls and came in colours of red, white, yellow, green and pink! Chen Wei held five sticks of different coloured cotton candies with both of his hands. He turned around facing Nikita and passed some of these candies to the rear of the train to Mrs. Andersen, Captain Jessie and Melissa. Nikita helped in this process. Finally Chen Wei had two sticks of cotton candies left, a red candy in his left hand and a white candy in his right hand.

         
         
         
         
         “Which candy do you want?” Chen Wei asked Nikita. He smiled widely at her displaying a set of sparkling white teeth. He looked at her with his dark, intelligent eyes.

         
         
         
         
          “I’ll have the red candy, thank you,” she replied.

         
         
         
         
         A short while elapsed.

         
         
         
         
         The choo-choo train gave a loud whistle, signalling it was about to begin on its journey. The two rows of multi-coloured lights began flashing back and forth from one end of the train to the other. The train-master started the engine and sounded the horn, making the 'choo-choo' sound. The choo-choo train took off carrying with it a trainload of excited passengers. It travelled happily along the plastic railway at a moderate speed. Along the way, all the passengers could see many Moravian kids blowing soap bubbles and chasing each other around the city area. Before reaching the first station, Big Playground, the choo-choo train slowed down and started playing a tune,

         
         
         
         
         'London bridge is falling down, falling down, falling down,

         
         
         
         
         London bridge is falling down, my fair lady.

         
         
         
         
         Build it up with iron bars, iron bars, iron bars,

         
         
         
         
         build it up with iron bars, my fair lady.'

         
         
         
         
         Antonio and Samuel were very excited when they heard this familiar tune. Wide smiles were seen on their faces.

         
         
         
         
         Inside this Big Playground, many Moravians were having a good time enjoying themselves at the different theme parks. Our passengers had a fleeting glimpse of a huge, colourful toy-aeroplane attached to a long metal rod, which carried many Moravians inside. This toy-aeroplane was whisking its passengers around in the sky at break-neck speed. Many bear grunts could be heard. The choo-choo train continued on its journey after stopping only for a short while at Big Playground. The lights flickered back and forth on the choo-choo train and the horn sounded "choo choo choo".

         
         
         
         
         "Choo choo choo," Samuel said happily. He was good at imitating the sound.

         
         
         
         
         "Choo choo choo," Antonio also followed.

         
         
         
         
         Mrs. Andersen sat behind Antonio, and the little fellow always wanted to stand up whenever the train sounded the horn. Mrs. Andersen had a hard time keeping Antonio seated. Somehow the 'choo-choo' sound had a magical effect on Antonio.

         
         
         
         
         There was a red button by the side of each train compartment. Antonio was feeling bored and out of curiosity, he pressed once on the red button in his compartment. A series of loud sound, 'oink, oink, oink' flooded the train and could be heard by everyone, including the train-master.

         
         
         
         
         'Don't press the emergency button for fun!' the train master yelled back.

         
         
         
         
         Antonio grinned innocently and stuck out his tongue.

         
         
         
         
         Travelling on the plastic train to Moravian Institute of Space Science, Nikita could see many young Moravians on the streets. Some were cycling, others were dashing from one place to another on roller-blades, yet others used power gliders. Very few adult Moravians were on the streets. Nikita was puzzled. Melissa was deep in thoughts as she took in the sights and sound.

         
         
         
         
         Suddenly, Samuel saw an adult Moravian trying to steal honey from a beehive hanging from a tree, some distance away. This was a short, funny-looking tree with branches and leaves arranged like a fan. A big beehive hung on one of the branches. While this Moravian was about to leave after having eaten his fill of honey, a big bee as big as a terrestrial cat, flew out from nowhere. It tried to chase this Moravian away. However the Moravian was too big, and the bee was nearly knocked down by its opponent's paws. This bee made a loud, buzzing sound and before long, more bees came and joined in the fight. The Moravian quickly turned and ran for its life. It finally ended up in a pond! Only then, did the bees flew away.

         
         
         
         
         "Hahaha," Samuel laughed heartily, pointing his finger at the Moravian in the pond.

         
         
         
         
         "What is so funny?" Antonio asked curiously, looking in the direction Samuel was pointing.

         
         
         
         
         "See that bear head above the water, so cute! It tried to steal honey and was chased into the pond by bees."

         
         
         
         
         Antonio turned his head in another direction and saw one young Moravian pulling a caterpillar truck by a string attached to the caterpillar head. This truck had a long body which looked like a fat caterpillar. It could make a series of funny noises, “click clack, click clack, click clack,” to attract attention.

         
         
         
         
         “Look, a caterpillar truck!” Antonio said excitedly.

         
         
         
         
         At the next stop, Toy House station, the choo-choo train played the second tune.

         
         
         
         
         'Old maid Dona had a farm,
eee ai eee ai o,
and a quack quack here,
and a quack quack there,
here quack, there quack,
everywhere quack quack quack.
Old maid Dona had a farm,
eee ai eee ai o.’

         
         
         
         
         Antonio laughed out loud. He was so excited by this tune.

         
         
         
         
         The choo-choo train stopped at Toy House station. Here, one could find many plastic houses painted with different colours. A grand-looking house, Miranda Villa, stood near this train stop. It was a double-storey villa made entirely of hardened plastic. It was painted yellow, red and green in different combinations. Surrounding the villa, there was a large area of grassland where many types of wild-berries and shrubs grew on it. A gentle breeze was blowing at this time. Fresh sweet scent of flowers drifted through the air and greeted our passengers. Nikita could also smell the sweet fragance of the woods, not only that, she could detect the faint masculine smell from Chen Wei seated in front of her. She was intoxicated!

         
         
         
         
         Before reaching the final destination, the choo-choo train began to slow down, and finally came to a halt. The train-master yelled from the front that there was no more battery power!

         
         
         
         
         "Could everyone get down and help to push this train?" the train-master begged.

         
         
         
         
         Looking at the not so gentle slope up the hill, Mrs. Andersen asked, "oh my goodness. You mean I have to push this train up that slope?"

         
         
         
         
         “Sorry about that,” the train-master yelled from the front.

         
         
         
         
         The train-master remained in the train. He urged everyone to come down and push the choo-choo train. Actually, this train was not too big and did not look quite heavy either, as it was made of plastic. Everyone huffed and puffed and pushed this train up the slope and over to the other side. However, the slope at the other side of the hill was also quite steep. This choo-choo train rushed down-slope at breakneck speed, the train-master waved both his bear paws frantically out of the window, one bear paw on either side of the train!

         
         
         
         
         "Ahhh!" yelled the train-master.

         
         
         
         
         Antonio and everyone else could not help laughing.

         
         
         
         
         The train dashed up the next slope before it lost momentum and began to reverse. It travelled back and forth for a while before it finally came to a halt at the bottom of the U-shape valley on the other side of the hill. The train-master went to search for spare batteries and finally found five new batteries in a locked cupboard. He quickly changed the batteries and the train carried on with its journey to the Moravian Institute. The lights flickered back and forth on the choo-choo train and the horn sounded "choo choo choo" .

         
         
         
         
         "Choo choo choo," Samuel said happily.

         
         
         
         
         "Choo choo choo," Antonio also followed.

         
         
         
         
         In a short while, the choo-choo train stopped in front of a magnificent building. The building architecture consisted of a gigantic sphere supported by three slanted pyramids at the base, all made up of the same greyish-white material. A spectacular sign in front of the building read, 'Moravian Institute of Space Science'. The headmaster led this group of visitors into the academy compound.

         
         
         
         
         Once Antonio and Samuel entered the gate of the institute, they saw rows and rows of flying young Moravians landing in a big pool of water. The water was pink! The headmaster told our guests, that this was the aquatic centre. Many Moravians were swimming happily in another big pool nearby. Antonio and Samuel were attracted by this interesting show and Antonio wanted to go and take a look. The two little fellows ran into the aquatic centre as fast as their little legs could carry them. Mrs. Andersen also entered the aquatic centre and stood next to Antonio. In the centre of a big pool stood a long mechanical swing. They saw many youngsters getting on this swing. Once everybody was up on the swing, the operator pressed a button by the side of the wall. This swing began to move back and forth. Before long, it was reaching incredible heights. Many of the Moravians on this swing started to jump off the swing, to land in the pink water! It was most exciting!

         
         
         
         
         "I wanna try the flying swing!" Antonio almost yelled. His adventurous spirit was ignited at this moment and he was dying to go on the swing.

         
         
         
         
         "Errh, I wanna try the swing, errh, errhhh.." Antonio grabbed hold of Mrs. Andersen's hand and shook his body and stamped his feet.

         
         
         
         
         "No way! No. Don't even think about it! If anything were to happen to you, your mother will scold me," Mrs. Andersen defended her decision. Antonio tried to play rough, but Mrs. Andersen grabbed him and carried him in her arms. Before he knew what happend, he received a tight slap on his buttock! He kept quiet henceforth with a pout on his face.

         
         
         
         
         At the main door to the school building, a small band of five young Moravians was playing to welcome our guests. They were hitting on the xylophone, making a melodious tune. Our group of visitors made their way into the academy hall where more aliens were gathered. There was a total of five rows of competitor seats, arranged in single file facing the front. A big screen was erected on the front of the hall. The headmaster directed Chen Wei and the rest of the kids to one of the empty row of seats at the far left. The rest of the seats were already taken up by alien beings. Behind the hall sat an audience anticipating a competitive round of astronomy quiz. Many anxious parents were also waiting to cheer their kids on in this quiz.

         
         
         
         
         The Moravian headmaster walked to the front of the hall and addressed the audience.

         
         
         
         
         "Dear creatures of the galaxy, we are gathered here today to take part in our annual astronomy quiz. This time round, we have added an additional component, project section, which evaluates each team's overall aptitude in astronomy. Let me brief you on the point system, each correct answer will score ten points and a wrong answer will minus five points from the team's total score. The maximum score for the project section is twenty points. The team with the highest score will be the winner and will be awarded a grand prize - Moravian Visual Encyclopaedia of Astronomy. Now, I will hand you over to our Mentor."

         
         
         
         
         "First, let me introduce the competing teams from the various star systems. Team one, Metrozoid from Ross 154. Team two, chimpanzees from Altair. Team three, Moravians from Epsilon Eridani. Team four, tiger cubs from Arcturus. Team five, Earthlings from planet Earth. Let’s clap our appendages, and welcome our contestants. Let the quiz begin, " said the Mentor.

         
         
         
         
         The Metrozoid was a robot with a round metallic head, funny looking eyes and a rectangular mouth. On it's head stood an antenna with a few circular rings. It had a short neck attached to a white cylindrical body. Two powerful pincers were attached to its robot arms. Every now and then, it would move its head and survey the surroundings with utmost attention.

         
         
         
         
         "All contestants have to wear the Language Translator Device in order to give an answer in the universal language understood by all creatures. Press the buzzer first before you make an attempt to answer,” the Mentor instructed.

         
         
         
         
         “Are we ready? Question one, what is the average age of our universe?"

         
         
         
         
         "13 billion solar years," Chen Wei answered.

         
         
         
         
         "Correct. Question two, state one theory for the formation of our universe."

         
         
         
         
         "Big Bang Theory," Metrozoid responded.

         
         
         
         
         "Correct. Question three, name the quantum of electromagnetic energy and also state its characteristics."

         
         
         
         
         "Photon. It is a particle with zero mass, no electric charge and has indefinitely long lifetime," Nikita answered.

         
         
         
         
         "Absolutely correct. Question four, name the galaxy in which our star is located."

         
         
         
         
         "Milky Way Galaxy," Chimpanzee gave an answer.

         
         
         
         
         "Correct. Question five, what is the diameter of Milky Way Galaxy?"

         
         
         
         
         "100,000 light years," Metrozoid pressed the buzzer immediately and gave the answer before anyone could even had time to think.

         
         
         
         
         "Correct. Question six, how many known globular clusters are there in the Milky Way Galaxy?"

         
         
         
         
         "140," Tiger cub team was not to be outdone.

         
         
         
         
         "Correct. Question seven, what is the composition of the cosmos?"

         
         
         
         
         "77% hydrogen, 23% helium and 0.000,000,1 % lithium," The Moravian team managed to give a response before others could.

         
         
         
         
         "Correct. Question eight, name the four fundamental forces controlling the universe."

         
         
         
         
         "1. Gravity. 2. Electromagnetism. 3. Weak force governing how stars shine. 4. Strong force binding the nuclei in atoms." Chen Wei displayed his profound knowledge of astronomy. Nikita found herself admiring this young man beside her more and more.

         
         
         
         
         "Excellent. Question nine, how many galaxies were found in the Hubble Deep Field?"

         
         
         
         
         "3000 galaxies," Metrozoid fought back with a vengeance.

         
         
         
         
         "Right. The last question, how many galaxies were found in the Hubble Ultra-Deep Field?"

         
         
         
         
         "10000 galaxies," the Moravian team refused to give up without a fight.

         
         
         
         
         "Correct. Now, let us take a look at the score of each team. Metrozoids have scored thirty points, chimpanzees, ten points, Moravians, twenty points, tiger cubs, ten points and Earthlings, thirty points. Metrozoids and Earthlings have both scored thirty points. The next round of quiz will determine the overall winner. Each team will have twenty minutes to complete this section. A panel of judges will award the points and its decision is final. Here's the project title, Design an Effective Weapon System for a Star-ship. The time starts now." The Mentor brought all teams to the next round of Quiz.

         
         
         
         
         At the signal to start, each team went to work using the writing utilities available and discussing with each other in their native tongues. Suddenly, a chorus of mixed frequencies could be heard, ranging from low to ultra-high notes. Our terrestrial team members also worked hard, with Nikita doing the writing and the rest contributing ideas. Chen Wei talked most of the time with Melissa interjecting at odd instances. At this moment, Samuel took out a gigantic pencil from his utility pouch. It was more than thirty centimetres long and needed an adult hand to hold it firmly! Antonio, Chen Wei, Nikita and Melissa laughed loudly when they saw this pencil.

         
         
         
         
         “Samuel, stop playing the fool! Be serious,” Chen Wei chided him.

         
         
         
         
         Samuel kept his big pencil and took out a proper pencil from his pouch. Together with Antonio, the two little fellows began to draw the kind of weapons that they thought were powerful and deadly. Twenty minutes flew by quickly. The Mentor gave the signal to stop all writing. He instructed each team to submit their work to the panel of judges in an orderly fashion.

         
         
         
         
         Silence prevailed in the hall.

         
         
         
         
         "While we are waiting for the results of the quiz, I’ll call upon our famous Moravian Acrobatic Troupe to perform for us. Let’s clap our appendages!" The Mentor applauded loudly. Everybody followed. A group of humanoid with bear heads walked onto the stage, dressed in acrobatic outfits.

         
         
         
         
         A special spotlight was attached to the ceiling of this stage. Suddenly, this spotlight was switched on with a loud ‘click’. In front of the stage, the wall was painted green. Six concentric circles of yellow lights were projected on the green wall in front. Techno music flooded the background. All at once, those yellow lights in odd-numbered circles began to revolve in a clockwise direction, while the lights in the even-numbered circles revolved in an anti-clockwise direction. The audience was treated to a spectacular acrobatic performance by the Moravian troupe against a captivating backdrop.

         
         
         
         
         Halfway through the performance, the yellow lights stopped moving. Out of a sudden, these lights began to move outwards from the centre. As they moved towards the outer realm, they also got bigger. It gave the person looking at it the effect of moving rapidly through space filled with yellow balloons! This acrobatic performance lasted for nearly twenty minutes. The applause from the audience was resounding.

         
         
         
         
         "Dear fellow creatures, I have the results of the quiz in my hands," the Mentor announced.

         
         
         
         
          Everybody held his breath.

         
         
         
         
         "Third in position, we have the Metrozoid." Everybody applauded as the Metrozoid stomped to the front to collect its certificate and medal.

         
         
         
         
         "The runner-up team, we have the Moravians." Everybody applauded again as the Moravian team leader went to the front to collect their certificates and medals.

         
         
         
         
         "The champion team, we have the Earthlings." Everybody applauded loudly as Chen Wei and Nikita went to the front to collect the certificates, medals and the grand prize - Visual Astronomy Encyclopaedia. This encyclopaedia, in the shape of a crystal ball was cased inside a transparent box. Nikita held the certificates and medals while Chen Wei lifted up high the encyclopaedia with both of his hands. A thunderous applause followed.

         
         
         
         
         Onboard BURGER123, everyone was talking about the quiz and viewing the astronomy encyclopaedia excitedly.

         
         
         
         
         "Well done kids, I am proud of you," Mrs. Andersen praised her students.

         
         
         
         
         Back in the privacy of their sleeping quarters, the two girls were once again talking about their dream idols.

         
         
         
         
         "I wonder what is he doing now?" Nikita was curious.

         
         
         
         
         "Need me to find out for you?" Melissa teased.

         
         
         
         
         "No! I'm just wondering, that's all," came the reply.

         
         
         
         
         "I wonder what is he doing now?" Melissa suddenly asked.

         
         
         
         
         "Who?"

         
         
         
         
         "Oh, you know who I'm talking about."

         
         
         
         
         "You mean Zorak, the Fontasian?"

         
         
         
         
         "Yep."

         
         
         
         
         "Need me to find out for you?" Nikita's turn to tease her friend.

         
         
         
         
         "No! I'm just wondering, that's all," came the reply.

         
         
         
         
         Both girls laughed helplessly.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         Chapter 9

         
         
         
         
         Planet Goron was the fifth innermost planet in the Pollux star-system. This planet was twice as big as Earth and its average surface temperature was ten degree Celsius below Earth’s average surface temperature, being further away from Pollux than Earth is from the sun. Goronites lived mostly near the equator of the planet, as it was warmer there.

         
         
         
         
         Goronites were humanoids and they were a strictly monogamous society. Each Goronite would take only one life-partner in his lifetime. Goronite had yellow hair, brown skin and red eyes. Inside a big castle on Goron, a baby alien was born admist much commotion. The father-alien waited impatiently outside the delivery room. When the medical doctor walked out of the door, he shook his head at father-alien.

         
         
         
         
         “I am sorry. I have done my best. Say your last words to your life-partner. Hurry!” said the medical doctor.

         
         
         
         
         Father-alien dashed inside the delivery room in three steps and was beside his life-partner in seconds. Looking down at his life-partner who had just given birth to a healthy baby alien, the father-alien felt extremely sad. His life-partner looked up at him and smiled. Her face was pale and she seemed to be gasping for air.

         
         
         
         
         “Take good care of Veah…will… promise me?” she nearly ran out of breath.

         
         
         
         
         No response.

         
         
         
         
         “I remember the time when we first met. By the Lucenda river..”

         
         
         
         
         “You fell into the river after you saw me…”

         
         
         
         
         Mother-alien closed her eyes, smiled and breathed her last.

         
         
         
         
         Father-alien kept quiet and his eyes were filled with tears. He held his life-partner’s hands and weeped. The newborn baby was crying loudly by the bedside.

         
         
         
         
         A week had passed since the grand funeral was held for mother-alien. A Goron nobleman was sitting by the Lucenda river gazing into the distance. He wore a red headband. He was deep in thoughts. Veah's father, Caros, sat quietly by himself, recollecting the past. It was here, by the Lucenda river, that Caros first met his life-partner. At that time, Caros was on his way to meet a business partner when he caught sight of a lovely damsel dressed in a rough cotton dress. This damsel was none other than Veah's deceased mother. She looked at Caros and smiled. This smile captured Caros's heart instantly. Caros lost his mind totally at that moment and was not careful to fell right into the river! From that time onwards, a romantic courtship began and ended in a pompous, extravagant wedding.

         
         
         
         
         As Caros thought about his tender, first kiss with his beloved under a tree, tears formed in his eyes. As he thought about how he rained hot, passionate kisses on his beloved during their nuptial night, he was sobbing his heart out. Her tender, loving care while he was sick in bed stole his heart completely. Caros looked up into the sky and thought he saw his beloved smiling down at him. A deep choking sound came from his throat. He shouted out long and loud, releasing days of pent-up grief. An echo could be heard far away in the mountain valley. Isis stood some distance away and witnessed this sad scene. She was the nanny employed to look after Veah.

         
         
         
         
         Caros was very unhappy with Veah as he thought that his son had caused the death of his beloved. Hence, he did not bother much with Veah, leaving the child-raising responsibility to Isis and the many servants in his house. He took to drinking and did not bother about other things anymore, including his family business. His Renada Goron wine was the most sought-after alcoholic drink in the whole of Goron. His family was one of the wealthiest in the whole of Goron.

         
         
         
         
         Nine years later.

         
         
         
         
         Late into the night, Veah sat by his tiny table reading an old worn-out book which his friend lent him. It was a Goron alphabet book. The faint candle light on his table flickered unsteadily. He had started the day fetching water from a nearby hill, making a total of three trips. The cattle in the barnyard had to be fed twice daily. He had to take care of the three meals now that there was not a single servant left in the house. All of them had left after Veah’s father could not afford to pay them anymore. Veah chopped all the firewood during the afternoon, when he found spare time in between cleaning the many bedrooms in the house. Looking at the Goron alphabets in his book, Veah thought the alphabets seemed to be dancing, his eyelids weighed heavy.

         
         
         
         
         On the next day, Veah left his house early to buy breakfast. The landlord came knocking on the door. Veah’s father answered the door.

         
         
         
         
         “When are you going to pay up? Three months’ rent is overdue. If you don’t pay up by tomorrow, I will chase you out of my property!” the landlord warned and left. Veah’s father was worried that he could not pay the rent. He started to think about how to raise thirty Goron dollars, for that was the total amount of the overdue rent.

         
         
         
         
         Veah was walking along the dusty road clutching a small packet of brown bread under his arms. He had bought it cheaply from the cattle-feed vendor. This type of bread was meant for feeding cattle and was made from mouldy flour. Veah was going to eat this bread for his breakfast!

         
         
         
         
         As he neared a bend of the dusty road, he saw a Goron nobleman walking along with his son, holding his son’s hand. Goron noblemen generally wore a strip of red headscarf around their heads, a sign of their noble heritage, while the common folk dispensed with such formality. At this instant, the little Goron was not careful to step into a depression on the road and hurt himself. The nobleman bent down quickly to attend to his son, wiping away the blood on his son’s foot and using his headscarf to bandage up the wound. Afraid his son would catch a cold from the strong wind blowing at that moment, the nobleman took off his outer garment to cover his son. He lifted up his son and carried him in his arms and walked away into the distance. This act of fatherly love left a deep impression on Veah. Dust particles got into Veah's eyes and some tears formed naturally.

         
         
         
         
         As Veah walked further on, he met Isis, his former nanny. Isis was carrying a basket with food bought from the market. When Isis saw Veah, she did not recognise him at first. Veah called out to Isis, only then did she recognise his voice. She was shocked to see Veah in such a state of neglect. She was even more shocked when she learnt that Veah was going to eat animal feed for breakfast. Isis had great difficulty controlling her tears! She quickly took some food from her basket and gave it to Veah, telling him to eat these instead. Isis also took out an old photograph of Veah's mother and gave it to him.

         
         
         
         
         "This is your mother, keep it well," said Isis.

         
         
         
         
         Veah looked at this photograph for a while and gazing up at Isis, nodded his head. He kept this photograph in his pocket. Veah walked hurriedly home as he was afraid his father might scold him for loitering outside. Isis was already in tears as she watched Veah disappeared round the corner of the sandy road. Just when he stepped into his house, his father called out to him from the bedroom.

         
         
         
         
         "Where have you been?"

         
         
         
         
         "To buy bread."

         
         
         
         
         "Forget the bread! We are running late. Follow me."

         
         
         
         
         His father walked out of the bedroom, already dressed in street clothes. He took a few more steps and was out of the door. Veah dumped the mouldy bread and food on the table and ran after his father. He tried hard to keep up with his father's pace. Veah was stumbling along the uneven road and his stomach was one big vacuum. He was having trouble keeping up with his father, who was walking ahead at a fast pace. Only now and then did his father turned back to look at him, hurrying him along. A cold wind started to blow at this moment. Leaves rustled on trees by the roadside. It was nearing the end of the summer season, going on to autumn. The Goron climate resembled terrestrial climate to a large degree. The sky was overcast. Rain was expected any moment now. The cold wind bit into Veah’s skin and he shivered.

         
         
         
         
         Veah had not eaten a proper meal for many days and he was panting as he hurried to catch up with his father. Dressed in a shabby outfit and having walked for more than five kilometres, his tears were beginning to form in his eyes. When he reached a particular bend of the dusty road, he was not careful to step into a small depression and fell into the roadside drain. He picked himself up and sat by the roadside, looking down at his feet. One of his feet was bleeding badly. His father turned around, looked at him, scolded him for being slow, and carried on his way. The touching scene of the nobleman who bandaged up his son’s wound and carried him in his arms flashed through Veah’s mind and he could not stop his tears streaming down his face. Veah quickly brushed away the blood on his foot and the tears from his eyes using his bare hands, leaving a bloodied mess on his face. He had no time to clean himself and stumbled after his father.

         
         
         
         
         Not long after, father and son arrived at a run-down building. It was a two-storey, gloomy-looking building, which had green mosses growing all over on its wall. Veah could smell the bad odour coming from the interior of this building. Once they stepped inside this building, he saw many dark shapes moving about. It was dim inside. Once his eyes adjusted to the surroundings, he could see better. These dark shapes were ugly aliens moving from one slave-trader to another. He had entered a slave-market, trading in young aliens! These young aliens were either orphans or abandoned by their parents. They were too young to fend for themselves and had no one to depend on. Some of them were sold to unscrupulous traders by their parents for meagre returns. Looking at them each with a price-tag hanging on their necks, their eyes with no spirit, their faces with no emotion, Veah trembled with fear.

         
         
         
         
         "Hurry up, come here," his father called out to him. Veah staggered his way towards his father and stood behind him. His father was talking to a slave-trader and trying to bargain for a good price to have him sold! Finally a deal was struck and the slave-trader took out a price-tag and hung it around Veah's neck. His father took the money, put it into his pocket and walked away hurriedly without even turning his head back to look. Veah stretched out his hand towards his father and opened his mouth to call after him but no sound came forth. Long after his father left, before he was able to utter some sound, then he gave out a heart-wrenching sob, and his tears started streaming down his face.

         
         
         
         
         A roaring, lion-face buyer was at the next stall, looking over a trembling, young alien. This lion-face monster kept pinching the young alien's arms and body to feel the muscles. It was thinking of buying a beast of burden to help with the manual work on its vegetable farm. After paying the money to the slave-trader, this lion-face monster dragged the young feeble alien away. Before going away, it turned its head and looked at Veah. It lifted its head and roared, typical of the Big Cats. Veah was frightened out of his wits. He quickly turned his head away. His heart nearly leapt with joy when he saw his father coming towards him. Tears started to well in his eyes again.

         
         
         
         
         "You have only given me forty Goron dollars! We agreed on fifty! Look," his father opened his palm displaying some currencies, confronting the slave-trader. He stared at the slave-trader who stared in return at the money in his hands, making a quick mental count. The slave-trader quickly gave him more money. After pocketing the money, Veah's father walked away without looking back, just like before. Veah trembled with deep anger. He turned his head away and refused to look at his father's departing form. His heart broke into a thousand pieces!

         
         
         
         
         At this moment, a loud explosion was heard and the whole building shook violently. Big cracks started to appear on the floor and some of the walls began to tumble. Everyone was hysterical and ran to the nearest exit to get out of the building. Veah rushed to the exit on his left and ran for his life. It was a mass exodus of aliens from the building. Every living creature fought to be the first to get out of this crumbling building. Veah followed the crowd and finally ran out of the building before the entire structure began to collapse.

         
         
         
         
         At one corner of the building, a fire started to burn. It quickly spread to other parts of the building. A wall tumbled down and buried a few aliens. Cries for help were heard. Screams followed. One young alien was too shocked to move and simply sat on the ground and cried. It appeared to be a young female alien judging from her crying. On his way out of the collapsing building, Veah came across this alien and scooped her up in his arms and carried her along. After running down the last flight of stairs via the emergency exit, Veah ran out safely onto the main road. He looked around him and spotted a pile of big boulders near a deserted building. Panting heavily, he picked his way up the gradual slope lined with many small pebbles towards this pile of boulders. He hid behind it, put down the young alien and sat down to catch his breath. He was exhausted from this ordeal. This shabbily dressed young alien looked up at Veah with teary eyes. She had stopped crying and kept stroking Veah’s arms. Feeling pity for her, Veah hugged her close and patted her back.

         
         
         
         
         When Veah raised his head to look at the sky, he was stunned beyond words! He saw three gigantic robots wreaking massive damages everywhere by firing their photon beams. Two of these robots each had a photon gun attached to its right arm. The third robot, which looked like a massive scorpion, was firing photon beams from its tail. Many nearby buildings crumbled under this onslaught of firepower. Children were fleeing for their lives. Adults flew off in their space shuttlecrafts.

         
         
         
         
         Suddenly, he thought he heard his father calling him.

         
         
         
         
         "Veah! Veah! Where are you?"

         
         
         
         
         He ran out quickly from where he was hiding and picked his way towards the direction where his father's voice came from. The air was filled with dust and vision was bad. Slowly, his father's voice sounded nearer and louder. Only a few steps more, Veah thought, and he would be able to find his father. Just at this moment, the scorpion swept its tail around and knocked against a building, breaking down several walls and sending rubbles flying all over. Veah looked up and saw a big chunk of rock crashing down on him! Terror was written all over his face. When he thought his head would be squashed to meat pulp by the falling rock, suddenly, a big shadow covered his body. It was his father!

         
         
         
         
         It was the first time his father hugged him, and they saw each other eye to eye. His father smiled weakly at him. Veah could see some blood oozing out from the corner of his father's mouth. Time ticked by slowly. His father gradually closed his eyes and appeared to be in extreme pain, before spitting out a copious amount of blue blood onto the ground. He released his hold on his son and lay on the ground unconscious. Veah clutched at his father and cried and cried, until he was hoarse, until no more sound came from his mouth.

         
         
         
         
         At the security outpost on top of the Morogon mountain, one officer was desperately trying to contact the Inter-galactic Council.

         
         
         
         
         "Transmission failed, seems to be some kind of magnetic storm in quadrant LX985," reported the Goronite officer.

         
         
         
         
         "Quick, switch to low-frequency radio waves, these monsters will tear us apart if we don't get help soon," urged the chief-officer.

         
         
         
         
         "Begin low-frequency radio wave transmission," said the junior officer.

         
         
         
         
         "Mayday. Mayday. We are under attack on planet Goron! Please save us!" messages were transmitted at regular intervals into outer space.

         
         
         
         
         "Hope somebody pick up the message," the chief-officer said gravely.

         
         
         
         
         A Vokon battleship convoy was travelling in deep space at sub-light speed. On a patrol mission sent by the Inter-galactic Council, it was heading for an outlying region in the Pollux star system, where a roaring slave trade was going on. This region was notorious for black-market trading in aliens.

         
         
         
         
         This Vokon battleship convoy consisted of a main battleship, two auxiliary battleships and approximately one hundred escort fighter-crafts. The main battleship took the form of a long cylinder with a nicely proportioned sphere at the anterior. At its posterior were afixed with three small cylinders for fuel exhaust expulsion. A large, round wheel was attached by three spokes to the middle of the cylindrical body of the main battleship. This wheel added an awesome dimension to an otherwise sleek and slim battleship. The whole convoy’s exterior was built with a yellow material which had an unusual sheen.

         
         
         
         
         About half the size of the main battleship, the auxiliary battleship took the form of a sting ray with a rather long pointed tail behind. It had two triangular flaps elevated to about thirty degrees from the horizontal. It's anterior was slightly humped where the command deck was situated. A laser gun was attached to the underside of the auxiliary battleship, making it looked like a ferocious predator.

         
         
         
         
         Each escort fighter-craft was about one-quarter the size of an auxiliary battleship. It had a U-shape base with a transparent cockpit at the front and a weapon gun supported by an inverted V-shape rod behind. It had two fuel chambers at the tips of the U-shape base. Although much smaller in size than the main battleship, it made up for it in numbers. There were close to one hundred of these escort fighter-crafts.

         
         
         
         
         Inside the command deck of the main battleship, Vokon commander Kohn was looking at the navigation console. This creature had an elongated face with a pointed chin. A pair of narrow eyes were slanted upwards and it had no eyebrows. It had a large fish fin on either side of its head. The skin on its body was dry and reptilian-like. It was bald, had a short neck and stood at two metres tall.

         
         
         
         
         Vokon communication officer, Lieutenant Sorog, signalled an alert.

         
         
         
         
         "Commander, we receive a distress signal."

         
         
         
         
         "Where's it coming from?"

         
         
         
         
         "From sector P540, planet Goron."

         
         
         
         
         "Set course for sector P540. Full speed ahead."

         
         
         
         
         "Yes commander."

         
         
         
         
         This Vokon battle fleet headed for planet Goron, not knowing what lay in store for them. Long before they reached Goron, Lieutenant Sorog again signalled an alert.

         
         
         
         
         Inside the Vokon main battleship.

         
         
         
         
         "Commander, three metallic objects detected in sector P540, heading towards us."

         
         
         
         
         On the Big Screen, three tiny metallic robots slowly grew, and grew until they turned into three enormous robots!

         
         
         
         
         "Open communication channel."

         
         
         
         
         "Channel opened."

         
         
         
         
         "This is Commander Kohn. Identify yourself. Who or what are you?"

         
         
         
         
         "Commander, we are being scanned by sensor beams and I’m getting an audio signal," Sorog reported.

         
         
         
         
         "Life-forms detected. Search and destroy!" Omegaton-1 declared.

         
         
         
         
         "How dare you deny our existence!" Vokon commander Kohn was fuming. He took a deep breath and let out a big gust of air. Both of his fish fins by the side of his head were flapping back and forth.

         
         
         
         
         "Search and destroy!" Omegaton-1 repeated. These words were echoed by Omegaton-2 and Omegaton-3.

         
         
         
         
         "You are the three stupidest robots in the universe to make me angry!" Kohn was furious. His fish fins were flapping more rapidly now. His subordinate, Sorog, looked around the command deck and saw all Vokons breathing heavily and their fish fins flapping rapidly by the side of their heads.

         
         
         
         
         Omegaton-1 carried an array of ten arrow detonators on its back. Laid out nicely in an arc, these arrows were stuck onto a special magnetic carrier with grooves made specially for them. Upon activation of this weapon, the magnetic carrier separated into two and lifted itself slightly above Omegaton-1’s shoulders. These two weapon carriers then switched into a horizontal position and took aim at the Vokon main battleship! Two arrow detonators flew towards the main battleship at ultrasonic speed. A series of violent jolts rocked the main battleship as it was being hit by the arrow detonators shot by Omegaton-1.

         
         
         
         
         Omegaton-2 carried a large, crescent metallic cutter on its back. This cutter had a cutting edge of one kilometre with jagged, razor-sharp teeth and looked deadly even to the most well-equipped battleship. Omegaton-3 was fashioned like a scorpion, except that it stretched for twenty kilometres from its head to the tip of its tail. It had two powerful pincers, one on either side of its body and some kind of weapon-like protrusions inside its pincers.

         
         
         
         
         "All stations, take up Torrent Battle Formation! Shoot the enemies!" Kohn issued battle orders with vehemence.

         
         
         
         
         "Yes commander!" Major Thor and Major Sonia obeyed.

         
         
         
         
         "Lieutenant Sorog, maximum power to deflector shield," Kohn ordered.

         
         
         
         
         "Yes commander!"

         
         
         
         
         Major Thor and Major Sonia were the commanding officers of auxiliary battleship-1 and auxiliary battleship-2 respectively. After the battle order was given, the two auxiliary battleships took a portion of the escort fighter-crafts and went for a direct confrontation with the Omegatons.

         
         
         
         
         “All Cryonic fighter-crafts, take up positions at Sector L246,” Major Thor ordered.

         
         
         
         
         “All Xenon fighter-crafts, take up positions at Sector R986,” Major Sonia ordered.

         
         
         
         
         Omegaton-1 and Omegaton-2 were huge metallic robots standing at eight kilometres tall, almost as tall as Mount Everest. In a very short time, Major Thor and Major Sonia saw the Omegatons from their command deck cockpit windows. They were shocked to see such gigantic robots! They began to fear they might not be able to defeat these war-machines. All the Cryonic fighter-crafts were positioned in a straight line on one side of the Omegatons while the Xenon fighter-crafts took up position on the other side.

         
         
         
         
         Just at this moment, the Scorpion shot a beam of death-ray at one of the fighter-crafts, exploding it in a blinding light. Once this act of aggression was committed, all the fighter-crafts went on the offensive. They flew towards the Omegatons in an intimidating fashion, diving down in a spiral path and firing their laser guns at the same time. Omegaton-1 was hit by multiple laser shots. Once these fighter-crafts flew close enough to the robots, they made a U-turn and the next fighter-craft came along. It was like flying a compressed elliptical path. The Omegatons were shot from both sides by the combined Cryonic and Xenon fighter-crafts.

         
         
         
         
         Once these huge Omegatons went on the rampage, it was no laughing matter. Omegaton-1 transformed its right arm into a conical drill, while its left arm was attached with a laser gun. The Scorpion began firing death-ray in spurts from its pincers at the fighter-crafts. Its tail also wrecked massive damages. Omegaton-2 activated its weapon remote control on its right wrist. The weapon carrier behind its back dislodged the big cutter which came to life instantly. This crescent cutter had three red lights shining brightly at its centre. It spinned slowly, drawing a red circle of light. It floated threateningly about in space. This weapon of destruction then started to spin furiously with a high-frequency sound. Its internal circuitry was programmed to seek out heat-generating objects and cut it into two equal pieces. This deadly crescent cutter began to fly towards the fighter-crafts. Soon, the Torrent Battle Formation was thrown into disarray! More fighter-crafts from the main battleship went on to engage these three Omegatons, but they were clearly no match for the big monsters.

         
         
         
         
         “Commander Biron, look out! The scorpion tail!” One Vokon fighter pilot alerted his comrade, but alas it was too late. Commander Biron was unable to avoid the scorpion’s lashing tail. His fighter-craft was hit by its powerful tail and exploded in fire.

         
         
         
         
         “Take that! You metal tin-can,” one fighter pilot took the chance to shoot a laser beam at the scorpion tail. The gigantic tail was not affected in any way and continued to lash out at those fighter-crafts which happened to fly too close to it.

         
         
         
         
         In another part of space, a Xenon fighter-craft made a sharp U-turn and took a shot at the deadly crescent cutter which was following it too closely. The crescent cutter swerved a little, flew off-course and this fighter-craft managed to escape to safety. However, another fighter-craft which happened to lay in the path of this deadly cutter was cut into two and exploded with a big bang.

         
         
         
         
         Onboard auxiliary battleship-1, Vokons were thrown into a flurry of activities.

         
         
         
         
         "Fire gamma-ray!" Major Thor ordered.

         
         
         
         
         Onboard auxiliary battleship-2, the scenario mirrored battleship-1.

         
         
         
         
         "Fire infra-red beam!" Major Sonia ordered.

         
         
         
         
         Two deadly radiation beams shot out from the weapon guns on the undersides of the auxiliary battleships. They were targeted at the Scorpion and Omegaton-1. The two monsters activated their radiation shields rapidly and put on a full defence. Omegaton-2 managed to fly past the battle front-line and began closing in on the main battleship!

         
         
         
         
         "Sorog, activate Weapon Wheel!" Commander Kohn ordered.

         
         
         
         
         Sorog got up quickly from his weapon console and walked to the centre of the command deck where a thin glass column was joined to the ceiling. On the ceiling was a huge circular glass pane with shining yellow light. The glass column also shone with yellow light. Sorog activated his wrist device and pulled up a column of red light on the glass column, which in turn caused the ceiling light to turn red partially.

         
         
         
         
         "Activated!" Sorog replied and walked back to his weapon console.

         
         
         
         
         The gigantic wheel attached to the middle of the main battleship sprang into action. All the weapon guns located around the wheel at regular intervals began to protrude from its openings in the wheel. There were two sets of weapon guns altogether, on both sides of the wheel. These guns were attached in such a way that their firing range could cover the entire hemisphere from where they were located. Most deadly of all, these guns could shoot beams covering the entire radiation spectrum, ranging from gamma-ray, X-ray, neutron beam, infra-red beam to ultraviolet radiation.

         
         
         
         
         Staring at Omegaton-2, the Vokon Commander Kohn whispered to himself, "come on baby, I want to tear you apart, grrrr…." He gritted his teeth, shook his head vigorously and was all set for a deadly encounter! Very soon, the big monster, Omegaton-2, loomed into sight, almost covering the cockpit window of the Vokon main battleship!

         
         
         
         
         "All fighter-crafts, engage enemy!" Kohn ordered.

         
         
         
         
         Immediately, all the fighter-crafts protecting the main battleship went on the offensive and shot their laser weapons at Omegaton-2. All the laser beams struck its target. However, this big monster seemed unaffected by the multiple laser shots. Omegaton-2 recalled its crescent cutter from the battle frontline using its remote control. Soon, the deadly cutter arrived on the scene with a sound that sent shivers down every Vokon spine in the main battleship. Circular flashes of bright red light could be seen following the trail of the cutter. The cutter spinned and hovered in space for a moment. It tilted its angle of spin several times. It made a few tiny revolutions before it zeroed in on one of the fighter-crafts. This fighter-craft was unfortunate to be targeted for attack by the cutter. It tried desperately to flee but was unable to do so. It was cut into two equal parts, right through its U-shape body. Upon completion of the cutting, this fighter-craft exploded into myriad of brilliant lights. The deadly cutter flew in search of the next target!

         
         
         
         
         Omegaton-2 transformed both its mechanical hands into chain-saws and waved them around. Two fighter-crafts flew too close to these chain-saws and were hit directly, which then exploded into brilliant lights. Before long, only a few fighter-crafts were left protecting the main battleship. Just when everything seemed so gloomy, four powerful neutron beams were shot from the front of the Death Wheel and struck the cutter, which was flying towards the main battleship. A small explosion occurred. The crescent cutter, a deadly weapon of destruction, was blown into atoms. Omegaton-2 was also hit by a mixture of deadly beams. It put up its radiation shield rapidly and went on full defence.

         
         
         
         
         The battle raged on fiercely at the front-line. Only a quarter of the fighter-crafts were left. Many of them were destroyed either by the laser beams from the Scorpion or by the conical drill of Omegaton-1. This big monster had transformed one of its arms into a gigantic drill and contacts with them had proven disastrous for the fighter-crafts. The Scorpion also shot out death-rays from both its pincers at the fighter-crafts with deadly accuracy.

         
         
         
         
         Onboard auxiliary battleship-1.

         
         
         
         
         "Borg, maximum death-ray intensity!" Major Thor ordered.

         
         
         
         
         Captain Borg pushed a series of cylindrical prisms of various heights on his weapon console.

         
         
         
         
         "Done!"

         
         
         
         
         Onboard auxiliary battleship-2.

         
         
         
         
         "Rita, maximum gamma-ray intensity!" Major Sonia ordered.

         
         
         
         
         Captain Rita pushed a series of cylindrical prisms of various heights on her weapon console.

         
         
         
         
         "Done!"

         
         
         
         
         Omegaton-1 stole a chance to fling two arrow detonators at the auxiliary battleships. Both battleships were hit as they could not avoid the arrows in time. Omegaton-1 then flew past the auxiliary battleships and began heading towards the main battleship! At this juncture, Omegaton-2 was facing the onslaught of deadly beams from the front of the Death Wheel. Omegaton-1 flew to the rear of the main battleship.

         
         
         
         
         "Here comes another tin-can. Sorog, Death Wheel in full power!" Commander Kohn ordered.

         
         
         
         
         Sorog got up quickly from his weapon console and dashed to the centre of the command deck. Once again he activated his wrist device and directed the column of red light on the glass column right up to the ceiling, which in turn caused the ceiling light to turn red completely.

         
         
         
         
         "Full power, commander," Sorog replied and walked back to his weapon console.

         
         
         
         
         The Death Wheel went into full power and shot out deadly beams from both sides! Omegaton-1 put up its radiation shield and went on defence.

         
         
         
         
         BURGER123 arrived on the scene of the battle.

         
         
         
         
         "Wow! Everybody come and look, there's fighting going on out there!" Samuel called out to the rest of the crew.

         
         
         
         
         "Where's the fighting?" Antonio pricked up his ears on hearing the word 'fighting'. He loved excitement and was not going to miss out on this one. He rushed to where Samuel was standing. Very soon, everybody joined him at the cockpit window.

         
         
         
         
         "Over there, look!" Samuel pointed his finger in the direction of the battle.

         
         
         
         
         "Captain, a distress signal is received," DATA reported.

         
         
         
         
         "Hail spaceship commander, I am Kohn, commander of the Vokon convoy. We are under attack by big monsters. We need help," Kohn pleaded.

         
         
         
         
         "I am Captain Baldwin, star-ship commander. I have seen the trouble you are in. We will do all we can to help." Before the Vokon could reply, his image on the Big Screen in BURGER123 faded away with some unintelligible sounds.

         
         
         
         
         Onboard the Vokon main battleship.

         
         
         
         
         "Commander, we are out of fire power," Sorog informed.

         
         
         
         
         "Activate force field, maximum power!"

         
         
         
         
         "Done. Those big monsters are trying to cut through us. Our force field can't hold long, Commander!" Sorog warned.

         
         
         
         
         From the cockpit window of BURGER123, everybody could see the Vokon main battleship being protected by a green pulsating, spherical force field. Omegaton-1 and Omegaton-2 were using their drills and chain-saws to slice through this force field together at close proximity.

         
         
         
         
         "DATA, locate targets and fire polarity gun, maximum voltage!" Captain Baldwin ordered.

         
         
         
         
         "Affirmative."

         
         
         
         
         The polarity gun popped out from the topsides of BURGER123, it had two spiral tubes attached to a rectangular plate supported by a firm metal rod. On activation, two spiral beams shot out at once. One spiral proton beam was aimed at Omegaton-1. Another spiral electron beam was aimed at Omegaton-2. After a brief instant, Omegaton-1 became positively charged while Omegaton-2 had turned negatively charged. Out of a sudden, these two big monsters flew towards each other and got stuck together, unable to move a single bit! Omegaton-1 transformed its conical drills into hands, and tried to push Omegaton-2 away. It managed to push a short distance before the two robots got stuck together again with a loud clang.

         
         
         
         
         "DATA, fire anti-matter beam!" Captain Baldwin ordered.

         
         
         
         
         "Affirmative."

         
         
         
         
         A long rod was dropped from the undersides of BURGER123. Once this weapon took up position, it quickly opened up forming eight spokes, very much like an umbrella’s metal frame. Each spoke then went on to elongate until it reached a length of hundreds of kilometres. The firing mechanism at its centre sprang into action. Anti-matter beam radiated from the apertures along the entire length of each of the eight spokes of the weapon. After a short while, this weapon began to spin about its axis of rotation, increasing speed greatly within seconds. The resultant beam took the form of a solid anti-matter cylinder aimed at the pair of Omegatons!

         
         
         
         
         Omegaton-1 put up its radiation shield immediately once it detected the oncoming anti-matter beam. Once the anti-matter beam struck the radiation shield, it bore through easily. The anti-matter beam hit the two big monsters squarely in the body. Numerous electrical charges flickered throughout the two monsters. In a matter of seconds, the monsters disintegrated into emptiness, leaving behind no trace. It was awesome.

         
         
         
         
         At this juncture, another super-scale object came onto the scene. It was a spaceship built like a blue-whale and was one thousand times bigger than a real specimen. This colossal spaceship opened its mouth and fired a tractor beam at the Scorpion and towed it in. Soon this monster disappeared into the mouth of the spaceship. One of the extra-ordinary looking creatures inside this spaceship then broadcasted a transmission signal to all the spaceships in the vicinity.

         
         
         
         
         "Greetings to all. We, Centorians, come from Sombrero Galaxy, at the edge of the Universe. We apologise for the damage our robots had caused. This was due to a programming error on our part. We had accidentally modified the robots' mission to 'search and destroy all life-forms'. The original mission was to 'search and destroy all pernicious life-forms'. We are very sorry."

         
         
         
         
         "Oooo, Centorian has three round eyes hanging from its body like light-bulbs," Antonio was thoroughly amused. He was hoping to see more of such interesting aliens. Nikita and Melissa giggled helplessly.

         
         
         
         
         "Your robots have done great damage," Kohn was fuming. Both his gills were flapping rapidly.

         
         
         
         
         "Indeed, we have followed a trail of destruction to track them down. We have seen whole planet being wiped out and the Bosoonian civilisation destroyed," the Centorian said in a matter-of-fact voice. No emotion was forthcoming.

         
         
         
         
         After apologising once again for the Omegatons' attack, the Centorians drove their spaceship away at warp speed.

         
         
         
         
         "Thank you Captain Baldwin. We are grateful for your help," Kohn said.

         
         
         
         
         "My pleasure," Captain Baldwin smiled.

         
         
         
         
         "If you could help us in clearing up this mess, we will be most grateful to you. This territory is under our jurisdiction and we have failed in our duty," Kohn was apologetic.

         
         
         
         
         “No problem at all,” Captain Baldwin said.

         
         
         
         
         The surviving Vokon battleships together with BURGER123 landed on planet Goron on a flat plain near the disaster site. Planet Goron had earth-like atmospheric conditions and the percentage of oxygen was even higher than earth, at 25 percent of atmospheric composition. Captain Baldwin led the entire space team and trooped out of BURGER123. They were met by the Vokon commander, Kohn, and a few other junior commanders. After the military formalities were done away with by both parties, Kohn immediately went about giving orders to his subordinates. Captain Baldwin and our space team members waited quietly by the side for further instructions. Little Antonio was fascinated by the Vokons and being able to stare at them at close range, his eyes nearly popped out of his head. He was particularly interested in their flapping fins, which kept on flapping, very much like fish fins.

         
         
         
         
         Lieutenant Sorog pressed a few buttons on his wrist device and aimed his hand at the main battleship. A trapdoor opened slowly by the side and a strange-looking device floated out and up into the Goron sky. Sorog pressed another button and shot a laser beam at this device. It gave out a whining sound. Slowly, the surrounding debris and broken walls floated up into the air. All the casualties lay on the ground, waiting to be rescued. Goron buildings used a large amount of steel as reinforcements. As such, the electro-magnetic force generated by Sorog’s device was able to lift up all the debris and broken walls into the air.

         
         
         
         
         Thor pressed a button on his wrist device and scanned the surrounding areas. He was looking for a building, a building suitable as a temporary hospital!

         
         
         
         
         “900 kilometres north-east from here. The Proxy Radio Station. Evacuate the casualties there!” Thor commanded.

         
         
         
         
         At this moment, Vokons and Earthlings needed no instructions to proceed with rescue work. They helped all the casualties into their spaceships and flew towards Proxy Radio Station. Lieutenant Sorog retrieved his electromagnetism generator before flying off. All the debris dropped onto the ground with a loud rumbling sound.

         
         
         
         
         After travelling for about two minutes, the entire rescue convoy arrived at their destination, Proxy Radio Station. Working hand in hand, all the casualties were brought inside this temporary hospital. Many of them were young aliens and they were badly wounded. Some were suffering from shock and others from dehydration.

         
         
         
         
         “Lieutenant Sorog, check the water and food supply!” Kohn ordered.

         
         
         
         
         “Yes sir.”

         
         
         
         
         “Doctor Spik, get the medical supply from our ship. You have work to do.”

         
         
         
         
         “Yes commander.” Doctor Spik was the Vokon chief medical doctor.

         
         
         
         
         Shortly after, Lieutenant Sorog returned and reported to Kohn that water supply is available but food supply can only last for three days.

         
         
         
         
         “Calling Andromeda mission control, this is Kohn, Vokon commander 8651. Request for evacuation fleet. Planet Goron. We have 569 casualties and three days’ food supply. This is an emergency! Over,” Kohn spoke into his wrist communicator. His fins were flapping rapidly.

         
         
         
         
         A short while passed before a distorted reply was received.

         
         
         
         
         “This is Andromeda ... mission control. Request granted. Fleet ... arrive in three days’ ... Over.”

         
         
         
         
         The Vokon medical team went to work immediately. One of these medical doctors stood out from the rest. He was slightly plump and walked in a way that resembled a penguin. He was the chief medical doctor, Doctor Spik. Antonio could not take his eyes away from him. Antonio was giggling most of the time and tugging at Samuel and whispering into his ears.

         
         
         
         
         Suddenly, this doctor looked at one patient’s medical record and was very angry.

         
         
         
         
         “This patient is suffering from shock and dehydration. You classified him as code blue while that one had bruises and you classified him as code red. Are you out of your mind?” He stormed. Suddenly, he adjusted his wrist device and shot a stun-ray at this junior medical doctor. Immediately, this doctor started laughing. He went on and on and could not stop. According to inter-galactic medical protocols, casualty classification used the following colour, red for serious, yellow for moderate, blue for light and black for dead. Many of the other Vokon medical doctors turned their heads and looked in this direction. Doctor Spik glared at them. They turned their heads away quickly, afraid to land up in the same fate as their compatriot. The stun-ray stimulated the Vokon nerves and its effect would last for half an hour.

         
         
         
         
         Captain Jessie finally had a chance to demonstrate her superb medical skills at this moment. She treated one patient after another for nearly two hours non-stop. Captain Baldwin, Chen Wei and Mrs. Andersen helped to bring in the casualties and lay them on beds. The rest of the other kids helped around inside this temporary hospital, running errands, bringing medical supplies to doctors, cheering up patients. All except Samuel!

         
         
         
         
         Captain Jessie was attending to Veah’s father. She placed her medical scanner above her patient’s chest. Before long, a detailed anatomy map was projected above the patient’s chest. It was a green three-dimensional hologram showing the internal organ structure. Every now and then, this hologram would rotate a small angle to present a different perspective to the viewer. In addition, this medical scanner had the capability to pinpoint the wounded area and direct the viewer’s attention to it by having the wounded part coloured red. At this moment, a large part of the patient’s lung was coloured red as well as a few rib-bones.

         
         
         
         
         “Mmmm…, punctured lungs and fractured ribs. Going to be tough, but not without hope..,” muttered Captain Jessie under her breath.

         
         
         
         
         She set herself to work in healing. First, she put the patient under general anaesthesia, after which she used a big syringe with needle and filled this syringe with some kind of organic gel. She inserted the horrific needle into the punctured lungs and set about gluing up the broken tissue. When this was done, she pumped out the excess blood to prevent the patient from suffocation. Next, she used a kind of laser-gun to mend the broken rib-bones. The laser penetrated the patient’s chest. All this while, Veah’s father was unconscious.

         
         
         
         
         Veah’s bed was just beside his father’s. Veah looked on as his father was attended to by the renowned Captain Jessie, who held a doctorate degree in neural surgery! Time ticked by slowly. When Captain Jessie shut off the laser-gun and put it aside, she saw a flickering red thumb hefore her eyes!

         
         
         
         
         “Samuel, I’m busy, don’t make me laugh,” Captain Jessie chided him. Samuel wore a rubbery skin over his thumb and this toy had tiny electrical circuits inside which flickered when turned on. He loved to play pranks on others. Captain Jessie proceeded to put her patient under intravenous drip. After this was done properly, she walked off to attend to the next patient.

         
         
         
         
         Samuel and Antonio turned their heads and looked at Veah. Veah stretched out his hand towards his father. He wanted to hold his father's hand, but however hard he tried, he could not reach the hand that he longed to hold.

         
         
         
         
         "You push that side, I push this side," said Antonio. He was standing at the foot of Veah’s bed and directed Samuel to the other end of the bed. Together, the two tiny fellows pushed with all their might. The bed hardly moved an inch. It was too heavy. Chen Wei came in at this time carrying a casualty on his back. He laid the casualty down on an empty bed and rushed over to help. The three fellows huffed and puffed and finally managed to push Veah's bed close to his father's. Veah held his father's hand tight. He shook his father’s hand but there was no response. His eyes were red and he had no more tears left.

         
         
         
         
         Meanwhile, all our space team members had gathered around Veah’s bed. Looking at Veah at this moment, Nikita who was soft-hearted by nature, could not control her tears. Chen Wei was standing next to her. She turned her head and buried her face in his shoulder. Chen Wei lifted his other hand wanting to comfort her, but let it fall before touching her shoulder. Before long, Chen Wei's shoulder area was totally wet. Even Mrs. Andersen could not restrain a tear when she saw this sad scene. She had to use a tissue paper to wipe away a tear welling from the corner of her eye. She walked over to Veah and comforted him by holding his other hand.

         
         
         
         
         "It's all right. Your father is sleeping. It's all right," she soothed him.

         
         
         
         
         “Mrs. Andersen, Samuel make me,” Antonio complained.

         
         
         
         
         “What did he make?” she turned her head to look at Samuel.

         
         
         
         
         “Samuel! Stop pinching Antonio, for goodness sake,” she scolded him.

         
         
         
         
         At this point in time, Chen Wei walked to the front of Veah’s bed. Out of everyone’s expectations, he began to sing ‘Twinkle Twinkle Little Stars’ to Veah. Everybody in this makeshift hospital looked up from their tasks and stared at him. Seeing Chen Wei behaving in this way, Nikita thought to herself, “how charming.” Chen Wei stretched and brought his fingers together on both hands, imitating the twinkling stars. He opened his eyes wide and looked at Veah. Looking at Chen Wei’s funny expression, Veah managed a tiny smile. When Chen Wei was about to finish singing, out of a sudden, Samuel nudged Antonio. Antonio stared at Samuel and Samuel winked at him. Samuel also started to sing ‘Twinkle Twinkle Little Stars’ with Antonio joining him. Both boys sang at a high-pitch and imitated Chen Wei’s actions. It was wonderful to hear them. Veah looked at these two little fellows and smiled widely. When the song ended, Veah slowly drifted to sleep holding his father’s hand. He was tired out from his ordeal.

         
         
         
         
         Nikita and Melissa went outside the temporary hospital for a breath of fresh air. They saw some pretty wild-flowers growing by the roadside. These flowers looked like terrestrial sunflowers except for the colour, which came in pink, white, light green and purple. They exuded a pleasant fragrance, very much like menthol. Nikita suggested to pluck them for Veah. Melissa agreed. They returned with a bouquet of beautiful alien flowers. They got a vase and put these wild-flowers into it and placed the vase on the side-table beside Veah’s bed. This simple act of kindness brightened up the gloomy environment at once. The air was filled with a pleasant fragrance too.

         
         
         
         
         The next morning, when Pollux the red giant star peeped out of the horizon, a shrill bird cry was heard. Some Vokon medical personnel opened their slit-eyes and looked around. Many living creatures were still deep in slumber. Samuel woke up the earliest. Finding everyone still sound asleep, he got up and quietly went out of the hospital. He loved gallivanting. Walking a short distance away from the hospital, he came to a quiet spot by a small stream. He saw a strange sight! There, right in front of him was a big furry tail wagging away! The head and body of this furry creature was inside some kind of dog-house, well almost, except that this house had tiny windows all around it. It could be a doll-house, for all we know.

         
         
         
         
         Samuel looked around him and his eyes gleamed with mischief. He picked up a small stone from the ground and aimed it at this furry butt and threw with all his might. The furry creature gave a yelp, retreated from the dog-house, turned its head, bared its teeth and snarled at Samuel. Samuel got a shock, turned his back and ran for his life. This furry creature gave chase immediately and followed Samuel all the way back to the hospital.

         
         
         
         
         This furry Goron dog ran into the patients’ compartment and seeing so many beds in front, it jumped! It happened to land on Veah’s bed and licked him all over the face. Veah woke up and found himself smothered by this furry creature. Very soon, his face was full of saliva. Still not satisfied with its show of affection, this Goron dog began to lick Veah’s waist. Veah finally broke into a laugh!

         
         
         
         
         Veah’s father was awakened by this commotion. He turned his head and looked at his son laughing. Veah’s laughter sounded so strange to him, for Caros could not remember when his son last laughed! When the Goron dog jumped off the bed onto the ground, he saw the price-tag hanging around Veah's neck. Veah looked up at his father and smiled. This was also a strange sight, for Caros could not remember when his son last smiled at him! At this moment, Caros saw a photograph lying on Veah's bed and he took it in his hand. For one magical moment, he saw his deceased life-partner smiling at him. He smiled back at her and took a few steps backwards and fell right into the Lucenda river - an incident which happened fifteen years ago! The next scene to flash through Caros' mind was that of his beloved asking him to take good care of Veah, which happened nine years ago.

         
         
         
         
         “Take good care of Veah…will… promise me?” she nearly ran out of breath.

         
         
         
         
         Caros' conscience pricked him and his eyes turned moist. He looked at Veah smiling at him now and he smiled back. He reached out his right hand towards Veah, grabbed the price-tag hanging around his son’s neck and with a tug, pulled it off. He threw the price-tag on the ground.

         
         
         
         
         Slowly as time passed by, the temporary hospital came to life again with a flurry of activities. Captain Jessie was making her rounds and happened to approach Veah’s father at this time. She ran a few medical tests on her patient.

         
         
         
         
         “Condition stable. Should recover soon. Don’t worry,” she told Veah’s father. Veah heard this and felt happy. A big stone was lifted from Veah’s heart. When Captain Jessie finished her medical examinations and walked off to attend to another patient, Veah popped a question.

         
         
         
         
         “Dad, could I keep this dog?” Veah pointed to the furry dog which lay quietly on the ground. It looked up at Veah, stuck out its tongue and panted. This dog looked like a terrestrial spaniel, with big drooping ears and was almost twice as large.

         
         
         
         
         “Sure,” his father replied and smiled.

         
         
         
         
         Three days later, a Vokon medical fleet landed at Proxy Radio Station. Just when the patients were brought out from the hospital and about to board this medical fleet, more spacecrafts of different shapes and sizes arrived on the scene. These spacecrafts belonged to the parents who sold their children in the slave market. These alien parents stepped out of their spacecrafts and searched frantically for their children in the midst of the patients. Many happy reunions occurred all round. It was a touching scene.

         
         
         
         
         Captain Baldwin led his team members back into BURGER123 and continued with their space journey.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         Chapter 10

         
         
         
         
         BURGER123 was cruising along at sub-light speed in a region of space where there were few stars. It was approaching the middle of The Void, a vast expanse of vacuum between star clusters. Mrs. Andersen and the children were all sitting close together on the U-shape sofa in the recreation quarter. Robot Beebo was standing close to Antonio. There was nothing much to do except talk. Samuel and Antonio were both feeling terribly bored. They wanted to do something exciting. In the past, children were seen and not heard. Children these days were different from the past, they wanted to be seen and heard.

         
         
         
         
         "Let's play a guessing game," Melissa suggested. She liked guessing game.

         
         
         
         
         "What do you call a person who studies biology?" She asked the first question.

         
         
         
         
         "Biologist," Nikita disclosed the answer.

         
         
         
         
         "Right. What do you call a person who studies diseases?" She asked again.

         
         
         
         
         "Pathologist," Chen Wei offered the answer.

         
         
         
         
         "Correct. What do you call a person who studies fossils?" Melissa asked the third question.

         
         
         
         
         "Paleontologist," Mrs. Andersen said.

         
         
         
         
         "Right."

         
         
         
         
         Before she could ask the next question, Antonio butt in.

         
         
         
         
         "So lame, I do not want to play anymore. Could we play robot spiders?"

         
         
         
         
         "Count me out," Melissa said.

         
         
         
         
         "Me too," Nikita echoed.

         
         
         
         
         "Mrs. Andersen, Samuel make me!" Antonio complained.

         
         
         
         
         "What did he make?" Mrs. Andersen turned her head to look at Samuel.

         
         
         
         
         "Samuel! stop pulling Antonio’s ear."

         
         
         
         
         "What is a demon?" Samuel stopped his mischief and suddenly popped this question.

         
         
         
         
         "Demon is a human soul known as genie, ancestral spirit, or incarnated ghost, usually having evil intentions. Unlike soul, which inhabits the spirit world exclusively, demon assume bodily form in order to perform wicked acts. The most powerful demon is Sakunthala, the demon queen, who feeds on fear. She will haunt a man until he dies of fright. According to legend, Sakunthala died a tragic death, she was murdered in cold blood and her corpse was severed into many parts and never found. She was a vengeful spirit, intent on frightening people to death and would not rest until she achieved her aim," Beebo read from his data-bank.

         
         
         
         
         "I have not heard of a genie, what is it like?" Samuel asked.

         
         
         
         
         "Haven't you read 'Arabian Nights'?" Melissa asked.

         
         
         
         
         "No," said Samuel.

         
         
         
         
         "See, if you don't read, you don't know many things," said Melissa.

         
         
         
         
         "I read what I like. I don't like 'Arabian Nights'," came the reply.

         
         
         
         
         "A genie lives inside a magic oil-lamp. Whoever has this magic lamp is the master of the genie. If he were to rub this lamp three times, the genie will come out to serve its master," explained Melissa.

         
         
         
         
         "Come out from where?" asked naughty Samuel.

         
         
         
         
         "From the spout, don't you get it?" Melissa was losing her patience.

         
         
         
         
         "Beebo, how does Sakunthala look like?" Antonio was curious as a cat.

         
         
         
         
         "Awful."

         
         
         
         
         "How awful?" Antonio persisted.

         
         
         
         
         "Nobody has seen her face before. Those who had seen her face, never lived to tell," said Beebo. At this moment, the air-conditioning unit was working extra hard and a powerful gust of cold air swept through the room.

         
         
         
         
         "I have never seen a demon before," Melissa was sceptical.

         
         
         
         
         "Me too," Nikita echoed and shivered.

         
         
         
         
         "Same here. Maybe it is not real," Samuel said.

         
         
         
         
         "I am scared," Antonio said. He shivered visibly.

         
         
         
         
         "Come here Antonio, let me carry you," Chen Wei offered.

         
         
         
         
         At this point in time, Nikita really wished she was in Antonio’s shoes. As Antonio got up and walked towards Chen Wei, Samuel pounced on him from behind. Antonio dashed towards Chen Wei and hugged him tightly. He was almost in tears. Samuel did not give up and pounced on Antonio again. This time round, Antonio got such a shock that he burst into tears and cried loudly. Samuel leapt away, smiling to himself. Mrs. Andersen was terribly annoyed. She scolded Samuel and wanted to spank him, but he dashed off to take refuge in the pantry. Melissa was looking out at the window during this time. There was not much to see except for a few isolated stars. Suddenly, she saw a strange object in the far distance. She strained her eyes to have a better look at this object until she was squinting both eyes. She looked a comical sight.

         
         
         
         
         "Everybody look! I think this looks like a big skull. It's floating towards us now..., it has stopped," Melissa said loudly.

         
         
         
         
         "It looks like some kind of spaceship," Nikita said softly.

         
         
         
         
         "Quite unusual," Chen Wei was curious too.

         
         
         
         
         "It looks evil to me," Mrs. Andersen was filled with disgust.

         
         
         
         
         "That is the spaceship belonging to Sakunthala," Beebo informed.

         
         
         
         
         "Oh my goodness! Speaking of the devil, is she here already?" Mrs. Andersen panicked.

         
         
         
         
         "Once you see Sakunthala's spaceship, she has arrived," Beebo informed.

         
         
         
         
         Just then, the alarm sounded.

         
         
         
         
         "Power production, reduced by fifty percent. Room temperature, ten degree Celsius," DATA informed. Many of the lights in the star-ship began to flicker. Some lights went off completely. The light in the recreation room flickered for sometime and finally shone at half-intensity. Everybody felt cold all of a sudden. At this very instant, two screams were heard, one following another, one higher in pitch than the other. Samuel dashed into the room, shivering from head to toe. He looked pale.

         
         
         
         
         "I saw...,I saw a ghost!" Samuel stammered. After saying these words, he broke into tears.

         
         
         
         
         "Orrr..., come here you naughty fellow. Let me hug you," Mrs. Andersen took pity on him. Samuel dashed into her embrace. She patted him gently on his back and said soothing words to him. After a while, he calmed down and was able to reveal more details of what he saw in the pantry.

         
         
         
         
         "I…I saw a white ghost in the mirror, she has a big ball of green hair on her head and green lips with one sharp teeth sticking out of her mouth. She was glaring at me with green eyes! Then, she wanted to catch me. I saw her green fingernails. I screamed. She also screamed," Samuel related his horrific encounter.

         
         
         
         
         On hearing that there was a ghost in the pantry, Chen Wei immediately gave Antonio to Nikita and rushed into the pantry to take a look. He scrutinised every nook and corner closely, even lifting up the cover of the waste disposal bin to inspect inside. He could not find any ghost in there. Next, he went into the restroom to look further, but was still unable to detect anything unusual. A big mirror with flowery border was hung above the wash-basin. The reflection in the mirror revealed an extraordinary handsome teenager, with piercing and intelligent black eyes. His mouth was parted slightly to reveal sparkling white teeth. When he smiled, a small dimple was visible at the corner of his mouth. Close-cropped, black hair grew on his head. Together with a fine chiselled nose, smooth complexion and dark eyebrows, a desirable Prince Charming in the mirror smiled back at Chen Wei.

         
         
         
         
         Without finding anything out of the ordinary, Chen Wei returned to the recreation quarter. Everybody was relieved to hear that nothing was found in the pantry. Samuel was still in shock and refused to believe Chen Wei.

         
         
         
         
         "I saw the demon. It was there in the mirror!" Samuel insisted.

         
         
         
         
         Chen Wei smiled, thinking to himself, “how can I turn into a demon?”

         
         
         
         
         "Sakunthala has chosen to haunt Samuel. No one else can see her," Beebo informed. On hearing these words, Samuel burst into tears again, clutching Mrs. Andersen tightly.

         
         
         
         
         "Could we ask the Sorceress of Azura for help?" Melissa asked.

         
         
         
         
         "The Sorceress may be powerful but sorcery cannot exorcise demons," Beebo said.

         
         
         
         
         "What are we suppose to do then?" Melissa was beginning to worry.

         
         
         
         
         "You need the Holy Water from the Shrine of The Almighty for exorcism," Beebo searched his data-bank before answering.

         
         
         
         
         "Where is this Shrine of The Almighty?" Nikita asked.

         
         
         
         
         "The Shrine of The Almighty is found in the Holy Ground at the centre of the Universe. To travel there at warp speed requires thirteen billion years," Beebo said.

         
         
         
         
         "By then we are all dead. Is there a shortcut?" Nikita reasoned.

         
         
         
         
         "Yes, through the Time Gate. The Sorceress of Azura will be able to help," Beebo said.

         
         
         
         
         Suddenly the spaceship was rocked by a powerful force throwing everyone off-balance. The alarm system was activated again and a loud siren was heard all over the command deck.

         
         
         
         
         “DATA, what is happening to the spaceship?” Mrs. Andersen had barely spoken these words when the spaceship experienced another jolt and threw her on the floor. She remained sitting on the floor, grapping the leg of a chair.

         
         
         
         
         “A powerful external force has gripped the spacecraft,” said DATA.

         
         
         
         
         “Could you break free?” Mrs. Andersen asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Affirmative.”

         
         
         
         
         Barely were the word uttered when Mrs. Andersen began to float in the air due to a loss of artificial gravity. All the kids were also floating in midair. They were laughing and shouting away, enjoying the weightless condition. Out of playfulness, Antonio started to swim across the room using breaststroke, laughing hilariously along the way. When Melissa followed suit, no one was spared laughing as the plump Indian girl presented such a comical sight. Antonio began to chase Samuel around the room in midair. Samuel began to chase Melissa. Nikita just floated quietly nearby, hoping Chen Wei would chase her. At this point, Chen Wei was not to be left behind. He did a flying-kick through the air with a holler, capturing everybody’s attention, especially Nikita, who thought it was so heroic. For a moment, Mrs. Andersen was bewildered but she regained her composure quickly.

         
         
         
         
         “Watch me!” Mrs. Andersen declared loudly. She then proceeded to perform a series of cartwheels across the room in midair. Everybody laughed for it was indeed a rare sight! Before anyone could stop laughing, the spaceship started to spin furiously. Everybody was plastered to the wall, unable to move an inch.

         
         
         
         
         “DATA, what is happening?” Captain Baldwin’s voice was heard over the spaceship’s inter-com speakers.

         
         
         
         
         “Is someone trying to be funny with me?” the Captain sounded furious. He was in his private quarters enjoying some quiet moments with his wife. He hated to be disturbed in whatever way during these times.

         
         
         
         
         “The spaceship is gripped by a strong external force,” said DATA.

         
         
         
         
         “Put up the deflector shield and navigate to sector L358. Warp speed ahead,” Captain Baldwin ordered.

         
         
         
         
         ”Affirmative.”

         
         
         
         
         Before long, everything returned to normal and everyone was back on their feet. Antonio was still chasing Samuel around the room on foot, not gotten over the excitement yet.

         
         
         
         
         “Nikita, please call the Sorceress of Azura to help us get rid of this demon,” Mrs. Andersen told Nikita. She detested demons.

         
         
         
         
         Nikita closed her eyes and concentrated hard. She thought of nothing else but the magic Ring of Azura, even the most dazzling image of Chen Wei was momentarily erased from her mind! The magic ring on her finger began to glow a brilliant purple. Suddenly, the serene and beautiful Sorceress of Azura appeared at one corner of the room enveloped in a purple globe of shimmering light. Everybody saw her and felt a strong power emanating from her presence. She smiled knowingly at everyone.

         
         
         
         
         "I can help to open the Time Gate. Ordinary mortals cannot step on Holy Ground. Nikita has the magic ring which will protect her from the Holy Light from the Eternal Lamp." Having said these words, the Sorceress took out her magic wand with a purple star at the tip and pointed it at the wall opposite her. She cried, "By the Power of Azura, I call upon the Time Guardian to open the Time Gate. Power from four corners of Fontasia, I command you to flow..., flow to Azura!" A blinding streak of purple light shot out from the star at the tip of the magic wand and hit the opposite wall. Immediately, this streak of purple light opened up a pentagonal void on the wall! The Sorceress lowered her magic wand and told Nikita to enter this void in order to get to the Holy Shrine.

         
         
         
         
         "Nikita, show your reverence to The Almighty," the Sorceress reminded Nikita before she stepped into the void. Once Nikita stepped into this pentagonal void, it closed immediately and she seemed to have been swallowed up by the wall. Finding herself in a region of extreme brightness, she closed her eyes automatically. Remembering the Sorceress' words, Nikita went down on her knees and put her palms together slowly in front of her and bowed her head. She began to say a quiet prayer. The magic ring on her finger began to glow and the power within it began to envelope her in a shimmering purple glow. After what seemed like eternity, a gentle breeze began to blow around Nikita, caressing her lustrous black hair and beautiful young face. She opened her eyes slowly and saw a momentary vision.

         
         
         
         
         In the far horizon, the Eternal Lamp floated high in midair. A sparkling white flame burnt in the centre of this lamp, casting numerous rays of Holy Light in all directions. This was a huge lamp made up of pink lotus leaves. These lotus leaves were stacked layers upon layers on top of each other. There were at least ten layers of bright pink lotus petals on the lamp. When Nikita looked down, she found herself kneeling on the surface of the water in the middle of a huge lake! She was enveloped in a faint purple glow. She saw many water lilies and round leaves floating on the lake. A white vase appeared before her eyes, floating above the water. This Holy Vase shone with such a bright light that Nikita had to close her eyes once more.

         
         
         
         
         When Nikita opened her eyes again, her hands were still joined together in front of her. However, she found herself back in the recreation room with everybody staring at her and the white Holy Vase on the table nearby. The Sorceress told Nikita to bring this Holy Vase to the place where Sakunthala appeared and sprinkle some Holy Water on the floor. She obeyed and brought the Holy Vase to the restroom. Samuel refused to go along and kept insisting that the demon was in the mirror. Only Chen Wei volunteered to follow Nikita to exorcise the demon. When both of them stepped into the restroom, a foul stench greeted them. All the restroom facilities had automatic self-cleaning tools attached. The cleaning process ran like clockwork and hence, this type of stench came from an unknown source - definitely alien.

         
         
         
         
         Following the Sorceress' instruction, Nikita gently tilted the Holy Vase and spilled some Holy Water on the floor. Immediately, a demonic scream was heard and many white bubbles formed where the Holy Water touched the floor. Nikita went to the wash-basin and spilled more Holy Water into it. A louder demonic scream was heard and finally a hollow hissing sound resembling that of a snake faded away into the distance.

         
         
         
         
         Silence reigned.

         
         
         
         
         Nikita looked into the wash-basin mirror and a beautiful young girl stared back at her. Her reflection smiled sweetly. Before she knew it, a smiling Prince Charming appeared in the mirror next to her! She lowered her head quickly and her heart beat faster than usual. At this moment, Mrs. Andersen stepped in and wanted to find out if the demon was still around. She was carrying Samuel in her arms.

         
         
         
         
         "Let Samuel look into the mirror to see if the demon is still there," Chen Wei said. Naughty Samuel had covered his eyes with both hands. After much reassurance from Mrs. Andersen, he turned his head slowly towards the wash-basin mirror and parted two fingers to peer through. Only when he saw his own reflection did he remove both his hands, and stared back at his own face in the mirror. 

         
         
         
         
         Everyone returned to the recreation room. They were glad that the demon was gone. "The demon has been exorcised. The Holy Vase will return to where it came from. I have to return to Fontasia. Farewell." Having said that, the Sorceress vanished into thin air. The Holy Vase also disappeared right in front of everybody's eyes.

         
         
         
         
          “I wonder why Samuel is not afraid of the vampire from Draconia but so scared of Sakunthala,” Melissa said.

         
         
         
         
         “All of you were there with me to face the vampire, but I have to face Sakunthala alone. She looks horrible!” Samuel explained.

         
         
         
         
         Everybody could not help laughing. Indeed, there was bravery in numbers.

         
         
         
         
         Back in the privacy of their sleeping quarter, the two girls were once again talking about their dream idols.

         
         
         
         
         "I wonder whether he has a girlfriend?" Nikita was curious.

         
         
         
         
         "I guess he must have many girlfriends, he's so good-looking," Melissa teased. She seemed to enjoy doing this lately.

         
         
         
         
         "I wonder who is the lucky girl?"

         
         
         
         
         "Maybe it's Diana, or maybe it could be someone else," Melissa was thoroughly enjoying this.

         
         
         
         
         Nikita sighed.

         
         
         
         
         Back in the guys' room, Samuel and Antonio were gathered around Chen Wei.

         
         
         
         
         "Is Nikita pretty?" Samuel asked Chen Wei.

         
         
         
         
         Chen Wei kept quiet. He smiled and ruffled Samuel's hair.

         
         
         
         
         "Is she pretty? huh, huh" Antonio wanted to know too.

         
         
         
         
         Chen Wei gave a thumbs up and ruffled Antonio's hair too.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         Chapter 11

         
         
         
         
         Onboard a pirate spacecraft, a group of pirates were getting ready for the morning roll-call. This was their daily routine before the start of a normal workday. All of them were tense and somewhat afraid. Their leader was the notorious pirate chief, ‘Peter The Great’, known far and wide for his ‘Terror Whip’. He welded this laser whip like a professional animal trainer. He learnt this skill from the old pirate, Mogul, many years ago and coupled with his intelligent mind, was now able to whip any place he wanted with astonishing accuracy. Aldebaranites were humanoids and had grey skin, blue hair and red eyes. There were seven pirates altogether on this spacecraft, all of them rogues from the planets of the Aldebaran star system. They were commonly called the ‘Seven Rogues of Aldebaran’.

         
         
         
         
         At the designated time for the roll-call, the pirate chief stomped into the assembly area, which was a wide space normally used for recreation. All the pirates were lined up in a straight line and stood at attention. They were dressed in the normal pirate gown one would expect from a sea pirate on planet Earth, except for one thing and that was the headscarves they wore on their heads. All of them wore pink headscarves with white polka-dots.

         
         
         
         
         “Why are you not standing in a straight line?” Peter snapped at one of the pirates. His laser whip lashed out at this pirate’s foot which was out of line. After this whip lash, all the feet were in a perfect straight line.

         
         
         
         
         "Begin roll-call," Peter ordered.

         
         
         
         
         "Alfonso from planet Mondel."

         
         
         
         
         "Lucas from planet Zoren."

         
         
         
         
         "Victor from Nahu."

         
         
         
         
         "Jared from Mocoby."

         
         
         
         
         "Karl from planet Falkstaug."

         
         
         
         
         "Romel from Sarko."

         
         
         
         
         "Bronto from planet Wahlel."

         
         
         
         
         “We pirates must rob the rich to give to the poor, and rule number two is to rescue damsel in distress. This is our Aldebaran pirate tradition. Remember!”, Peter gave a few more lashes with his terror whip to drive home his point. Once his back was turned, pirate Victor made a funny face at the chief pirate. Victor used both his hands to stretch his face taut and stick out his tongue at Peter’s back. Out of a sudden, Peter’s Terror Whip came lashing at Victor. Victor quickly turned back-somersaults to evade the whip. The Terror Whip lived up to its reputation, every lash followed Victor like a bloodhound, striking at the landing spot just after he made a new back-somersault. Victor made a total of nine rapid back-somersaults before he was hit at the tenth somersault, just when his body was hanging upside-down, half-way in the air. His butt got the brunt of the whiplash.

         
         
         
         
         “Owwwwl….. Ouch! Ouch! Oooo...” Victor yelled.

         
         
         
         
         “There is no escape from my Terror Whip, you numbskull! When will you ever learn?” Peter scolded.

         
         
         
         
         The rest of the other pirates managed to control themselves from bursting into laughter. They knew better than to laugh at a time like this. It would not only anger their pirate chief but also make him increase the laser intensity of his Terror Whip. This was something which nobody in his right mind would ask for. When Peter left the room to inspect other sections of the spaceship, the pirates finally burst into uncontrollable laughter.

         
         
         
         
         “Let’s take a look at Victor,” Bronto suggested.

         
         
         
         
         “To see how bad his butt was burnt, heehee...” Jared laughed.

         
         
         
         
         “This is fun,” Lucas said excitedly.

         
         
         
         
         The pirates went to check in on Victor, and they were shocked to see such a big scorching wound on his butt. It was fortunate that these pirates were well-prepared for such an emergency. Each of them always wear protective gear underneath their normal clothing, of which the butt was the most well-protected of all areas. All of them wore special underwear made of titanium alloy which was heat-resistant and comfortable enough for normal daily activities. Even though this was the case, Victor was still badly burnt.

         
         
         
         
         After the morning roll-call, the pirates began their daily chores : cleaning the kitchen, mopping the floor, washing the toilet and brushing their teeth. Some of them took up stations at the navigation deck to monitor the consoles there. Victor went back to his own bunk to apply some medication on his wounds, swearing he would get back at Peter once he got a chance.

         
         
         
         
         At the end of the workday, all the pirates were gathered in their pirate bunk and busy talking.

         
         
         
         
         “What so great about our chief? Why must he be called ‘Peter The Great’ and not just ‘Peter’?, this is so unfair!” Victor grumbled.

         
         
         
         
         “He comes from Alkinawa, the biggest planet in our star system, that’s why!” Karl volunteered an explanation.

         
         
         
         
         “He’s the youngest among us,” Romel suggested.

         
         
         
         
         “Well, he is very handsome, more handsome than all of us put together I must say,” Jared reasoned.

         
         
         
         
         “Have you seen those female captives’ eyes following his every move? It’s disgusting!” Lucas added.

         
         
         
         
         “He also makes us brush our teeth three times a day. We are pirates, not school children,” Victor protested.

         
         
         
         
         “I agree with Victor. Look at our ridiculous headscarves! Have you ever seen any space pirate wearing pink headscarf with white polka-dots? The whole galaxy must be laughing at us!” Alfonso said.

         
         
         
         
         “Why is our chief wearing a grand-looking, woolly, black hat? Shouldn’t he also wear the same as us?” Victor was fuming.

         
         
         
         
         “I am fed up with our chief. I want to join another pirate gang, unless our chief changes his ways,” Romel stated his decision.

         
         
         
         
         “Let’s find a female companion for our chief. I think that’s the whole problem. If our chief has a female companion to make him happy, perhaps he will get better,” Bronto suggested.

         
         
         
         
         “I agree,” chorused the rest of the other pirates.

         
         
         
         
         The martial arts training chamber was located in the uppermost layer/level of the pirate spaceship, which was transparent. This layer/level was made of a different material from the rest of the spaceship. All the stars in the galaxy could be easily seen from this training chamber. At the far end of the chamber, there stood a computerised console with an internal speaker system. This training system was fully automatic and operated on voice command. Peter The Great entered the training room. It was dark inside.

         
         
         
         
         “Start advance training session,” Peter commanded the computer.

         
         
         
         
         “System started. Five hundred fireflies released,” the computer responded with an emotionless voice.

         
         
         
         
         All at once, a small trapdoor opened at the base of the training system. Numerous fireflies gushed into the air. It was a marvellous sight with so many fireflies flying around in a confined space. It was pitch dark, except for the faint starlight filtering in from outer space. Suddenly, Peter took out his Terror Whip and started his training session. One could only see a beautiful display of laser whip-play, executed with superb mastery. Before long, all the fireflies in the air were lying dead on the ground, their light shining no more.

         
         
         
         
         “Time taken, fifteen minutes thirty seconds. All dead. Excellent. Do you wish to continue?” the computer asked.

         
         
         
         
         “No,” Peter replied and left the room. He did not know that he was being watched. The other pirates had cleverly installed a monitoring camera in one secluded spot on the wall of the training room. All his training moves were seen by his subordinates.

         
         
         
         
         “Holy shit!” Victor exclaimed.

         
         
         
         
         “Holy Mackerel!” Jared exclaimed.

         
         
         
         
         “Suffering migraine!” Karl echoed.

         
         
         
         
         “Did you see that?” Romel asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Can any of you beat this display of whiplash?” Alfonso asked.

         
         
         
         
         “I must perfect my flying dagger skill!” Victor decided on the spot.

         
         
         
         
         “You have flying dagger, I have flying darts!” Jared echoed.

         
         
         
         
         “Don’t be stupid, even with the two of you fighting together, you don’t stand a chance. Peter has reached the epitome of perfection,” Bronto concluded.

         
         
         
         
         “Anyone has any ideas?” Karl asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Why not we join forces together?” Bronto suggested.

         
         
         
         
         “We all specialise in different weapons, darts, daggers and boomerangs. How to join forces?” Lucas asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Why not we use the basic skill that all of us know, the laser pole?” Bronto asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Why, you are a genius!” Romel exclaimed. He began to see what Bronto was driving at.

         
         
         
         
         “All of us know the two basic types of laser pole formations very well, the ‘Top Down’ Formation and the ‘Left Right Centre’ Formation,” Bronto went on to explain.

         
         
         
         
         “If we combine these two formations, then it becomes the ‘Top Down Left Right Centre’ Formation. Isn’t this name a bit too long?” Victor asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Victor is right. We need a nice, yet terror-striking name, just like the ‘Terror Whip’,” Alfonso agreed.

         
         
         
         
         “Anyone has a good name?” Lucas asked.

         
         
         
         
         “How about ‘Invincible Whacking Pole’ Formation?” Jared asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Good, now that we have a name for our formation, but what about the whacking strokes?” Romel asked.

         
         
         
         
         “That’s easy, just use three strokes from the first formation, then use three strokes from the second formation and repeat the sequence using the rest of the strokes in succession,” Bronto explained.

         
         
         
         
         “Peter will be in trouble once we mastered this ‘Invincible Whacking Pole’ Formation. Could we start practising tonight?” Victor asked eagerly. He wanted to start training early so that he could get back at Peter. He was nursing his wounds on his butt, which he suffered this morning for making a funny face at Peter. It was still hurting.

         
         
         
         
         As BURGER123 sped through space at sub-light speed, Nikita was looking out at the cockpit window, it was a wonderful feeling to see so many stars whisking past your very eyes. Antonio walked up to Nikita and shot up both his arms, signalling that he wanted to be carried. Nikita carried him without hesitation and the little fellow was all smiles as he saw so many stars flying past him outside the window. It was a beautiful sight.

         
         
         
         
         “We are approaching Aldebaran star. A K5 red giant in Hyades star cluster in Taurus. It lies 65.1 light years away from our Sun. This region is terrorised by a group of space pirates, who call themselves the Seven Rogues of Aldebaran led by Peter The Great,” DATA reported.

         
         
         
         
         “Activate all shields. Approach with caution,” Captain Baldwin ordered.

         
         
         
         
         “Affirmative.”

         
         
         
         
         Onboard the pirate spaceship, Peter The Great was sitting on his command chair at the command deck gazing out at the cockpit window. Victor, Karl and Bronto were busy at their station consoles monitoring the multiple flickering lights, which gave vital information about the galaxies outside. Karl detected a flying object on his monitoring console.

         
         
         
         
         “Flying object identified. Approaching us at sub-light speed,” Karl reported.

         
         
         
         
         “What is this flying object? You nitwit!” Peter scolded.

         
         
         
         
         “It looks like a spaceship,” Karl said.

         
         
         
         
         “Looks like? You are pathetic. I want a definite answer,” Peter scolded again. He was exasperated with this group of pirates for their incompetence.

         
         
         
         
         “Ok. Ok. Now it comes closer, I can see. It’s a spaceship,” Karl answered.

         
         
         
         
         “Scan alien weapon system,” Peter ordered.

         
         
         
         
         “Sensor beam activated,” Karl obeyed.

         
         
         
         
         Before long, the pirate spaceship had got a detailed analysis of BURGER123’s weapon capability. BURGER123’s weapon system technology was considered state of the art. It would easily fall under the ‘Advanced’ category under any classification system. Peter, the pirate chief was taken aback.

         
         
         
         
         “Neutralise their weapon system,” Peter ordered.

         
         
         
         
         “Computer Virus Beam beta version X9 activated,” Karl said.

         
         
         
         
         A small needle-like apparatus shot out from the topsides of the pirate spaceship. This apparatus began transmission of a virus beam of high-frequency radio wave directed at BURGER123. This beam of computer virus was targeted at a spaceship’s weapon system. It was able to neutralise the most advanced form of weapon system, including those that were still under testing. The virus program used the technique of Trojan Horse, disguising itself as a harmless communication signal. Once any spaceship picked up this signal, it would penetrate its communication system and find its way into the central processing unit. From there, the virus would be able to access security files and sabotage the weapon system. The spaceship would be rendered defenceless within a blink of an eye.

         
         
         
         
         “Virus beam has been picked up by approaching spaceship,” Karl reported.

         
         
         
         
          “Put it on visual,” Peter commanded.

         
         
         
         
         When BURGER123 appeared on the Big Screen in the pirate spaceship, all the pirates guffawed when they saw it.

         
         
         
         
         “Suffering migraine. Have any of you seen this in your doggone life?” Karl asked.

         
         
         
         
         All the pirates shook their heads in disbelief.

         
         
         
         
         “Nope. Not in my entire doggone life,” Bronto said, shaking his head slowly.

         
         
         
         
         Onboard BURGER123, when the pirate spaceship appeared on its Big Screen, everybody could not help laughing either. They saw a spaceship shaped like a big birthday cake with four layers, the topmost layer somewhat transparent, otherwise unnoticeable if not for the erect radar mast on the top layer.

         
         
         
         
         At this point in time, the Computer Virus beam from the pirate spaceship hit BURGER123. All the computer systems went down in a matter of seconds and DATA froze. BURGER123 was rapidly rendered defenceless. Another scanner beam shot out from the pirate spaceship and began to scan for life-forms. When the image of Nikita appeared on the Big Screen and Peter saw her, he was dumbfounded momentarily. Nikita’s resemblance to the Princess of Alkinawa was too uncanny. Peter had been searching for his lost love for such a long time that he had almost given up hope of ever finding her. Looking at the mirror image of the Princess of Alkinawa smiling at him now on the Big Screen, he was speechless with joy.

         
         
         
         
         “Little lamb is ready for slaughter. Permission to go ahead?” Victor asked. He was using the pirate slang to mean that BURGER123 was defenceless and ready for capture. Peter was very angry when he heard that. Without a warning, he took out his Terror Whip and whipped Victor hard on his butt. He pointed at Nikita on the Big Screen.

         
         
         
         
         “Just look at that poor damsel in distress!” Peter raised his voice.

         
         
         
         
         “But, but, …. aren’t we going to rob the spaceship and sell the captives in the slave-market? I am merely following rule number one,” Victor argued.

         
         
         
         
         “Rule number two, is to rescue damsel in distress. Have you forgotten?” Peter asked.

         
         
         
         
         “She doesn’t look like a damsel in distress to me,” Victor argued further.

         
         
         
         
         More whip-lashes were directed at Victor’s butt. This laser-whip could raise the temperature of the item it came into contact with by a large margin. Victor felt the heat rising in his titanium underwear and he stopped arguing with Peter.

         
         
         
         
         Onboard Burger123, Peter’s image appeared on the Big Screen.

         
         
         
         
         “I am Peter The Great, and I am looking for a long-lost friend,” Peter identified himself.

         
         
         
         
         “I am Mrs. Andersen and these are my students. What can I do for you?” Mrs. Andersen asked.

         
         
         
         
         “The friend I am looking for resembles one of your students, the one with long black hair,” he replied.

         
         
         
         
         “I’m afraid she’s not the one you’re looking for. Nikita has never left planet Earth before, this is her first trip to outer space. Absolutely not, I’m sure of that,” Mrs. Andersen affirmed.

         
         
         
         
         “Could you help me to find my friend? I have an important matter to talk to her,” Peter pleaded.

         
         
         
         
         “I can try. Wait awhile,” Nikita said. She closed her eyes and concentrated. She thought of the Princess of Alkinawa, an easy thing to do as she only had to think of herself wearing a diamond tiara. The Magic Ring of Azura on her finger shone a bright purple. With the help of Fontasian magic, Nikita’s feminine psyche went in search of the Princess of Alkinawa throughout the Universe with a speed and accuracy that totally defied logic. Her brainwave searched entire star systems and galaxies in seconds. Finally, her mind brought her to the Megallanic Cloud, on a remote planet Taybor.

         
         
         
         
         “The Princess of Alkinawa is on planet Taybor in the Megallanic Cloud,” Nikita revealed.

         
         
         
         
         “Thank you so much little princess. Your spaceship will return to normal once I shut down my virus beam. I have to get going now,” Peter said. He was in a hurry to find his lost love, the object of his desire.

         
         
         
         
         Peter gave the order to locate the coordinates of planet Taybor.

         
         
         
         
         “In sector C203 of the Megallanic Cloud,” Karl reported.

         
         
         
         
         “Lock navigation system. Full speed forward!” Peter ordered. The birthday-cake-like pirate spaceship flew off at warp speed towards the Megallanic Cloud, in search of the Princess of Alkinawa.

         
         
         
         
         Peter The Great gave orders to find out more about planet Taybor and the Megallanic Cloud. When pirate Romel found out that Taybor was a deserted planet in a mysterious region in the Megallanic Cloud, he rushed to inform the rest of the other pirates. All at once, everybody started talking and speculating.

         
         
         
         
         “Now we are going to a strange planet, don’t know what monster we’ll find over there?” Victor grumbled.

         
         
         
         
         “I agree. We better master our ‘Invincible Whacking Pole’ Formation, just in case we meet a monster,” Karl suggested.

         
         
         
         
         “That should not be a problem, if we practise hard enough, we should be able to master it in another four hours. No monster would be able to stand in our way,” Bronto affirmed.

         
         
         
         
         Peter gathered his gang of pirates and told them that The Killer Mongoose lived on planet Taybor. Mongoose is a small, agile and carnivorous mammal of the Civet family. It has a slender, thickly furred body and a long bushy tail. Mongooses eat rodents, insects, eggs, birds and snakes. Some may be domesticated, but most are highly destructive. Peter wanted his pirates to obey his orders when they reached Taybor. Those who refused to obey would be dealt with on the spot, using his Terror Whip. All the pirates kept mum and nodded their heads in obedience. When Peter left the command deck, he chuckled to himself, all his training efforts had not been in vain. His Terror Whip struck fear in his subordinates!

         
         
         
         
         When the pirate spaceship approached Taybor, Peter looked out from the cockpit window and saw a bright planet below. Soon, the spaceship touched down on the planet surface. After getting environmental data from the ship’s sensor and affirming that it was safe to venture out into the open, Peter and his gang of pirates stepped out into the open air of Taybor. They went in search of the Princess of Alkinawa. With the help of their advanced tracking system, Peter was able to detect the Princess’ location to an accuracy of plus minus one metre.

         
         
         
         
         Very soon, Peter’s wrist detector beeped continuously. The Princess’ exact location had been found. He yelled to his pirates to follow him. After walking for a short distance and climbing over a sand dune, he led the way to a dazzling architecture, made up of glass cubes. On approaching this architecture, Peter found each glass cube measured about two metres in length and there were four layers altogether, stacked one on top of each other. These glass cubes were arranged in a symmetrical way. To an outsider, they appeared to be one big glass cube measuring eight metres with many cubical holes in between.

         
         
         
         
         Suddenly, out of nowhere, a giant mongoose stood on the very top of this magnificent architecture. It stood at more than two metres tall and wore a cape draped over its shoulder. Just at this moment, a strong desert wind blew and the cape was blown high behind the mongoose’s back, flapping majestically.

         
         
         
         
         “Who are you and what brings you here?” the Killer Mongoose asked.

         
         
         
         
         “I am Peter The Great. I am here to look for the Princess of Alkinawa.”

         
         
         
         
         “The Princess is my slave. I bought her from the slave-market for twenty thousand Taybor dollars.”

         
         
         
         
         “In that case, I will redeem her for thirty thousand Taybor dollars,” Peter tried to strike a bargain.

         
         
         
         
         “No. She cooks well for me, especially her fried adder. I will have no other cook,” the Killer Mongoose rejected.

         
         
         
         
         “Looks like I have to resort to violence,” Peter threatened.

         
         
         
         
         “Hahaha, this is my territory. I am afraid of no one!” Killer Mongoose challenged.

         
         
         
         
         “We’ll see about that.” Peter signalled to his pirates to get ready for a fight. At this juncture, the Killer Mongoose took out a small pipe and blew with all its might. Very soon, a huge, black two-headed eel burrowed its way out of the sandy ground. It raised its two heads high above the ground and was as big as a bulldozer. It stared at everyone with two big shiny eyes on each of its head. It twisted its body and jabbed its head in all directions. Electric sparks were seen flickering all over its body.

         
         
         
         
         “Keep this stupid eel busy, I will fight this darn varmint,” Peter commanded his pirates and quickly took out his Terror Whip. He rushed towards the Killer Mongoose and lashed out his whip in quick fashion. Before the whip lash could reach the Mongoose, it had disappeared into the glass cube architecture, just like a rat taking shelter in its hole.

         
         
         
         
         “So you want to play hard-to-get, hey?” Peter shouted. He entered the glass cube architecture in a jiffy. Inside this architecture, it was a maze, with many glass cubes stacked up against one another. One could see his own reflection vaguely in the glass cube. He could also see light passing through the glass cube from another object or creature from the opposite side of the cube. It was indeed an exciting venue to play hard-to-get. However, Peter had no time for such a game. He was desperate to save his darling Princess and wanted to defeat this Mongoose in the shortest possible time. He increased the laser power of his Terror Whip to maximum and executed his most formidable strokes. One could only see a dazzling display of laser whip play. At each lash of the whip at a glass cube, it broke into pieces within a few seconds. Before long, the Killer Mongoose was darting high and low to avoid the laser whip in the few remaining glass cubes.

         
         
         
         
         “Come out and fight like a pirate, you coward!” Peter shouted at the Mongoose. He was beginning to lose his patience.

         
         
         
         
         “You will have to catch me first, you slow tortoise!” the Mongoose retorted. It was thoroughly enjoying itself in this game of catching.

         
         
         
         
         Outside the glass cube architecture, the Seven Rogues of Aldebaran were faced with a formidable enemy, the Electric Eel, which was as big as a bulldozer. Before Victor realised it, one of the heads of this Electric Eel came close enough for him to see two big shining eyes and a big hollow mouth with no teeth. A gust of foul smell like rotten eggs came from this big mouth. It was horrendous. “Holy shit!” Victor exclaimed and quickly executed his back-somersault several times and got out of harm’s way. When he finally landed on his two feet, he threw a series of flying daggers at this monster. All the daggers struck the monster but was quickly thrown away with a few violent twists of the eel’s body.

         
         
         
         
         “Watch my flying darts!” Jared threw a number of darts at the eel too. However, the end-result was the same as Victor. All the darts were dislodged with a few violent twists of the eel’s body. When Romel hurled his boomerang at the Electric Eel, it struck one of the heads squarely in the nose region. Suddenly, the eel sneezed! The resulting air current of the sneeze was strong enough to blow the boomerang off-course. It veered towards the left and flew over the sand dune, disappearing from sight in an instant.

         
         
         
         
         “Sickening toad!” Romel cursed. He tried to recover his boomerang by punching some computer code into his wrist control. After what seemed quite a while, the lost boomerang flew back into Romel’s hands.

         
         
         
         
         “The ‘Invincible Whacking Pole’ Formation, quick!” Bronto yelled. All the pirates took out their laser pole snub and on activation, they were holding seven deadly laser poles in their hands. Each of them swing and fling his laser pole in quick succession and began to take up position. Very soon, they were executing the ‘Top Down’ and ‘Left Right Centre’ combined laser pole formation. The Electric Eel was no match for this devastating laser whacking pole formation. It got a real good whacking! Before long, it was screeching and squeaking. Many parts of its body was scorched by laser. It became a pile of dead meat in a matter of minutes. Before it breathed its last, it let out a high-pitch scream.

         
         
         
         
         Inside the glass cube architecture, the Killer Mongoose heard the dying scream of his pet eel. It quickly took out its whistle and blew hard. Before it knew what happened, Peter’s Terror Whip knocked the whistle to the ground. Outside the glass building, out of the sandy ground there arose a big iguana. It had a body of tough leather which looked very much like armour plates. It walked slowly and menacingly towards the Seven Rogues of Aldebaran.

         
         
         
         
         Slightly further away, there was some movement on the sandy ground. A black gleaming head with two ugly pincer-like jaws poked out of the sand. This was the famous Taybor Mutant Beetle. Beetle is an insect characterised by horny front wings that serve as protective covers for the membranous hind wings. These protective sheaths are often brightly coloured. Beetles are usually stout-bodied, and their mouthparts are adapted for biting and chewing. They are poor fliers, but are protected from injury and drying up by an exoskeleton. Most feed on plants, some prey on small animals, including other insects, whereas others are scavengers. The Taybor Mutant Beetle was as big as a terrestrial gorilla and could fly easily. Together with its powerful pincer jaws and two big compound eyes, it had serious attacking power.

         
         
         
         
         “Holy Mackerel! Here comes another monster,” Jared exclaimed.

         
         
         
         
         “Suffering migraine! Why does this varmint keep such horrible pets?” Karl asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Don’t ask. It is coming at us!” Jared yelled. The iguana walked nearer towards the pirates and breathing fire at the same time. The Taybor Mutant Beetle lifted its hard outer wings and flew towards the pirates. It started later than the iguana but reached the pirates first.

         
         
         
         
         “Execute the ‘Whack Until See Star’ stroke!” Bronto instructed everyone. All the pirates took action at the same time and skipped and jumped according to the ‘Invincible Whacking Pole’ Formation. They used their laser poles to whack with all their might and executed each stroke with deadly accuracy. Before long, the fire-breathing iguana lay limp on the ground, breathing no more. The Taybor Mutant Beetle was rendered flightless when its hind flight wings were injured. Sensing the grave danger it faced from these pirates who welded these magnificent laser poles with superb mastery, the beetle scurried away seeking refuge.

         
         
         
         
         Inside the glass building, Peter and the Mongoose fought a fierce battle. All the glass cubes had been broken by Peter’s Terror Whip. The Mongoose got no place to hide except to face Peter head on. This Killer Mongoose had evolved further from our terrestrial species. It not only had razor-sharp teeth but also claws that can tear through steel. It was agile, can climb trees and even able to make tall leaps into midair. Its encounter with Peter proved disastrous. Although it was a formidable opponent, it was no match for Peter as time goes on. Peter welded his Terror Whip like a martial arts exponent. They sparred beautifully. At the last turn of the whip, the Mongoose was hit right on its head. It fainted. Peter took the chance to tie up the creature with his titanium lasso. “There, that will teach you to act tough with me!” Peter mumbled under his breath, as he finished tying the last knot.

         
         
         
         
         At this moment, Peter lifted his head after tying the Killer Mongoose securely. He thought he heard some noises coming from one insignificant corner of the glass edifice. A moving form could be seen through the glass wall. It seemed to be banging with two hands at the glass wall, trying to get out. Without further hesitation, Peter took out his Terror Whip and executed his ‘Whip Until Break’ stance. The glass wall crumbled under the continuous whiplash. Much to Peter’s astonishment, the Princess of Aldebaran stood before his very eyes!

         
         
         
         
         Onboard the pirate spaceship, in the privacy of their rest quarters, the Princess and Peter shared quiet moments together.

         
         
         
         
         “What have you been doing here living with that darn varmint? Did he treat you bad?” Peter asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Now, now, one question at a time my dear,” the Princess calmed Peter.

         
         
         
         
         “I cooked for the Mongoose, it loved my fried adder so much that it would only eat this dish for two months in a row. I added sulphuric acid to all my cooking, hoping this would make it vomit and release me from bondage. It turned out otherwise,” she was very happy with herself for coming up with this wicked idea.

         
         
         
         
         “You should have also added chilli padi!” Peter suggested.

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t know from where did it catch so many adders?” the Princess giggled.

         
         
         
         
         “I miss you so much,” Peter confessed with a look of profound longing.

         
         
         
         
         “You do not have bad breath anymore. Did you go and see the dentist that I told you to?” The Princess chuckled.

         
         
         
         
          “Yes.”

         
         
         
         
         “I heard that you make your pirates brush their teeth three times a day. You bad boy.”

         
         
         
         
         “That’s right. They like to eat garlic bread so much that they stink whenever they open their mouths! I even make them bathe three times a day,” Peter laughed heartily.

         
         
         
         
         The Princess chuckled too.

         
         
         
         
         “They hate me to the core for these, even went so far as to plot a mutiny.”

         
         
         
         
         “Is that so?” She was surprised.

         
         
         
         
         “They planned to master the ‘Invincible Whacking Pole’ Formation to counter my Terror Whip, those imbeciles! They did not know my Terror Whip can strike at eight directions on one plane. With three planes on our physical universe, eight to the power of three, that works out to 512 directions in total.” He explained further, blowing his own trumpet in full blast, his male ego inflated to the point of bursting!

         
         
         
         
         “What if we quarrel, would you use your whip on me?” The Princess asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Of course not! Why would I do a stupid thing like that?” Peter denied vehemently. He went on to display his woebegone facial expression in front of his lover and tried hard to regain her confidence, sorely afraid she would be displeased with him.

         
         
         
         
         “I just want to be a good boy to you,” Peter affirmed.

         
         
         
         
         “Then marry me,” she replied shyly.

         
         
         
         
         “Are you serious? Oh! I’m so happy. Let’s get married tonight!” Peter said eagerly.

         
         
         
         
         “Now, now. First, you have to get well from your injury. Then you must help me to fight my enemies and recover my throne. We need to prepare a grand wedding. All these will need time, my darling.” She smiled and lowered her head.

         
         
         
         
         “At your commands, my dear darling.” He held her hand tightly, so afraid that he would lose her again. The Princess rested her head on Peter’s chest and snuggled close to him. They became oblivious to the world around them. After a while, the Princess sat up by the side of the bed and lifted Peter’s left arm. She then took out her wedding ring and put in on her lover's finger. Peter gave out a long-drawn howl. As was the usual Aldebaran tradition, it was common for lovers to exchange wedding rings and the husband-to-be was supposed to howl with all their might!

         
         
         
         
         All the rest of the pirates at the command deck heard their chief howling.

         
         
         
         
         “Suffering migraine, what was that?!” Karl asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Holy Mackerel, did you hear that?!” Jared echoed.

         
         
         
         
         “I did. I did,” chorused the rest of the other pirates.

         
         
         
         
         “I think our problem has been solved. Our chief is now in the seventh heaven. He would/will be too busy to give us any more trouble.” Victor chuckled.

         
         
         
         
         Every pirate clenched his right fist and did a back-jab with his right elbow. A chorus of “Yes!” followed. This action signalled victory on their plan to subdue their chief. Next, they imitated their chief by howling long and loud.

         
         
         
         
         "I think we should call ourselves the 'Seven Wolves of Aldebaran'," Karl chuckled.

         
         
         
         
         "I agree totally," Bronto said in jest.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         Chapter 12

         
         
         
         
         In the Taurus star system, on a remote planet Remon, there existed a tall mountain called Nutmeg Mountain. It was more than one thousand metres tall. This mountain was situated near the planet's equator and it was covered by tall trees. Thick vegetation grew in abundance at the foot of this mountain. Many strange species of plants could be found here, some of which were carnivorous. These carnivorous plants resembled terrestrial Venus fly-trap, with two leaves that opened most of the time and closed in fast motion in order to trap insects. The only difference was that the plants that grew here were very much bigger.

         
         
         
         
         On this mountain, a large number of white-faced Capuchin monkeys made their homes here. This species of monkey has long prehensile (grasping) tail, appears all black except for the face and chest region and can climb trees well. They belong to the New World Monkey. For the Old World Monkey, many do not have a tail, even if the tail is present, it is not prehensile.

         
         
         
         
         Taurus was just peeping out from the horizon in the early morning. The air was fresh. Many dew-drops could be found on leaves. Many Capuchin monkeys had woke up from their slumbers. They put out their heads from their various houses and looked at the world outside with curious eyes. They had built comfortable homes for themselves, unlike terrestrial species which continued to lead nomadic lives. Most Capuchin monkeys lived in tree-houses on top of tall trees, while others lived in caves and near river-banks. Long, dangling vines were commonly found growing on tall trees. Capuchin monkeys used these vines to swing from tree to tree and also to go up or down a tree in the fastest way possible.

         
         
         
         
         This was the summer season on Nutmeg Mountain. The temperature could easily reach thirty-five degree Celsius during noon. Many butterflies flittered from flowers to flowers. Many rare species of multi-coloured flowers grew here. Bees were flying all over the place. A bird chirping in the distance could be heard. A wood-rat stuck its head out from the ground and surveyed its surroundings. A large mountain condor glided gracefully across the early morning sky.

         
         
         
         
         A yellow bird perched on a branch on top of one of the many trees in Nutmeg Mountain. It had found a fat, white caterpillar hiding in its hole. This bird tried to pull the caterpillar out by all kinds of ways. It poked its beak into the hole but its beak was too short. It used tiny leaves, but these were too soft. Next, the bird used a small twig but this twig could not get inside the hole either. Out of frustration, the bird threw away this twig. All of a sudden, the worm poked its tail out of the hole and shot an oily black jet at the bird. The predator screeched in surprise and flew away in a hurry.

         
         
         
         
         Not far from Nutmeg Mountain, there was a natural waterfall about one hundred metres tall. From this waterfall, large volume of water gushed down from great heights. A small pool was formed at the foot of this waterfall. Mist and water vapour combined to make rainbow a permanent phenomenon in this scenic spot. Many tall trees grew around this area with dangling vines. At this moment, several monkeys were swimming and playing in the pool. A few of them were splashing water at each other, chattering all the while. Out of a sudden, a mischievous monkey swung on a vine and when it reached the middle of the pool, it let go of the vine and landed right in the water. It caused much laughter and uproar among the monkeys in the water.

         
         
         
         
         Somewhere near this waterfall, there lived a family of monkeys. They lived in a charming tree-house. There were father-monkey and mother-monkey, twin sister-monkey, Rena and Rona and little brother-monkey, Bingo. All of them were having breakfast at the table. Mother-monkey had laid many fruits on the table.

         
         
         
         
         "Don't move dear! How am I suppose to catch all the fleas on your back?" Mother-monkey chided father-monkey for moving unnecessarily. She was helping to catch fleas on her mate's back. Usually, fleas were found in large numbers on almost all adult monkeys.

         
         
         
         
         "You know, there's this legend about the Horok. How it loved to eat monkey tails," father-monkey told his family.

         
         
         
         
         "Good gracious, how awful!" Mother-monkey was terrified.

         
         
         
         
         "Exactly," father-monkey agreed totally.

         
         
         
         
         "How are we going to face the world without a tail?" Rena asked.

         
         
         
         
         "It is possible for Old World monkey not to have a tail. But, we are New World monkeys. New World monkeys must have tails," Rona said emphatically.

         
         
         
         
         "No one has seen the Horok. It's just a legend," Rena was sceptical.

         
         
         
         
         "Maybe it's true," Rona was more trusting by nature.

         
         
         
         
         Bingo ate little.

         
         
         
         
         "Dad, mom, I'm going out now. Bye!" Bingo dashed out of the house to meet his friends.

         
         
         
         
         Many adult Capuchin monkeys were ready to go out and look for a mate. Usually the male monkey would take the initiative and swing from tree to tree using vines. If it saw a female monkey which it liked, it would do all it can to attract attention from the opposite sex. Anything from the ordinary to the extreme hilarious could be expected in this first encounter.

         
         
         
         
         An imposing male monkey, Tango, stood silently under a big Angsana tree. There was a tree-house up here on this tree. Rena looked out of the kitchen window and saw Tango below. She was stunned for a while but quickly composed herself. She had seen him for many days already and was quite annoyed to find him waiting below her house. Suddenly, Tango disappeared behind one of the trees and reappeared later with a basket of exotic fruits. He kept pointing at the basket of fruits and then pointed at her. His intention was clear, he wanted her to have this basket of fruits which he had taken much trouble to prepare.

         
         
         
         
         "Mum, he has brought a basket of fruits again!" Rena told her mother. She came back to the dining table and sat down.

         
         
         
         
         "How sweet of him, I thought you like fruits," mother-monkey replied.

         
         
         
         
         "I don't like him. He has been doing this for the past two weeks, so dumb!" Rena said firmly.

         
         
         
         
         At this time, Rona got out of her chair, walked towards the kitchen window and stared out of the window too. When she saw Tango, she felt so happy. She fell in love with him the first time she saw him two weeks ago. He looked sheepish and was scratching himself all over then. She smiled and waved at him now. Tango saw Rona and smiled and waved his hands too. He was puzzled as to why the sudden change in behaviour from his object of desire. He scratched his head and disappeared into the jungle. He went on his way to take part in the Power Glider Race, with his power glider slung over his shoulder.

         
         
         
         
         "But he always bring exotic fruits. So sweet of him," Rona defended Tango.

         
         
         
         
         "That's right. Rena, you have got to learn to be appreciative of other's good intention," mother-monkey taught her daughter.

         
         
         
         
         "I don't like him!" Rena said positively. She was eating a bunch of bananas all by herself.

         
         
         
         
         There was a sudden commotion in the forest, many birds were disturbed and flew away. A monkey in the next tree-house laughed loudly. Rona giggled. Rena rushed to the kitchen window to take a look outside. She stood beside Rona. What she saw outside made her giggled too. Father-monkey and mother-monkey also rushed to the window to take a look. A big male Capuchin monkey was hugging a tree trunk. This was an old tree trunk with rough barks. Soon, this monkey could not hold on any longer and began to slide down the rough tree trunk!

         
         
         
         
         "Argh, argh..." the male monkey groaned.

         
         
         
         
         This family of monkeys laughed so loudly that more monkeys came out from other tree-houses to take a look. Eventually, the sliding monkey reached the ground. When he looked up, he was very surprised to find two identical twin monkeys up in the tree-house. It was one of them, Rona, who had caught his attention and made him bang against a tree while swinging on a vine. This big Capuchin was Bongo, on his way to take part in the Power Glider Race. He grinned sheepishly and waved at his object of desire. After hesitating for a moment, he went on his way.

         
         
         
         
         "Must hurt a lot," Rena told Rona. Both monkeys giggled helplessly.

         
         
         
         
         "Let's go take a look at the Power Glider Race. It will be starting soon," said Rona. She was harbouring thoughts of seeing Tango, her ideal mate.

         
         
         
         
         "Wait, let me finish eating this banana first," said Rena who had gone back to the table to finish her breakfast.

         
         
         
         
         Somewhere near the foot of Nutmeg Mountain, a group of young Capuchin monkeys were getting ready to go on an adventure. They carried their makeshift canoes with them, which were carved out from the tree trunks of the Angsana tree. Bingo was among them. They walked along the river-bank going upwards. They wanted to float down the Grand River in their canoes. After walking for close to one hour, this group of monkeys decided it was far enough.

         
         
         
         
         They floated their canoes on the river and jumped into it. Very soon, the current was pushing these canoes down the Grand River. All the monkeys chattered and pointed their hands in all directions. Some waved both hands above their heads. A few scratched their bodies. Some stamped both feet, making the canoe bobbed up and down in the river. It was fun and exciting to travel down this river with a group of friends. There was so much to see and chat.

         
         
         
         
         It took more than half an hour to reach the foot of Nutmeg Mountain. There was a sharp river-bend when they were getting close. A few protruding rocks stood in the way of the canoes. Bingo's canoe crashed onto one of these rocks and capsized. He was submerged in water. Fortunately, he was a good swimmer. The other monkeys were overjoyed to see him in the water. They jumped up and down in their canoes, waved their arms and gibbered. Suddenly, one of the canoes rocked too much and one monkey fell into the river. The others laughed and gibbered. The wet monkey poked his head out of the green water and then swam towards one of the monkeys who laughed the loudest. When he reached this canoe, he grabbed hold of the sides and started rocking it. He shook so hard that before long, this dry monkey on the canoe also fell into the river. The other monkeys laughed even more. The two monkeys in the river then took out their betel nuts and aimed at the other dry monkeys. They threw with all their might. Two of the monkeys in canoe were hit on the head and fell into the river. They, in turn took out their betel nuts and threw it at other dry monkeys. Very soon, all the monkeys were in the river having a great time!

         
         
         
         
         Further down along the Grand River was the start-point of the Power Glider Race. There was already a crowd of monkeys gathered there. They were waiting impatiently for the race to begin. The Power Glider Race was an annual event organised by the Nutmeg Space Control Station. The top winner of this race would be awarded a premium tree-house on top of the tallest Angsana tree. He would also be eligible for the alpha-Hawk trainee pilot course. It was the dream of many monkeys to win the top prize in this race. Apart from the attractive prizes, the top winner would also draw the attention of many female admirers. Many monkeys also took this opportunity to look for a mate in this annual gathering. Many of them came with their friends and were gibbering happily. Others were busy searching for their life-partners!

         
         
         
         
         The glider race was about to begin. The entire river track stretched for four hundred kilometres. It began at the foot of Nutmeg Mountain and ended at the mouth of the Grand River. Along the track, several obstacles were erected to test the contestants' reflexes.

         
         
         
         
         Bingo and his friends were rowing their canoes towards the start-point of the glider race. All of them had got back on their canoes after playing in the water for some time. When they got closer to the start-point, they saw a rope stretching from one bank of the river to the opposite bank. This would be the start-line for the glider race. Many tall trees grew near the river. A few monkeys were up on the trees. Without any warning, these monkeys jumped and landed right in the river. They gibbered and made so much noise in the water that every monkey laughed. A few more monkeys followed suit and jumped into the river. More laughter followed.

         
         
         
         
         At the start-point of the race, Tango was bent over busily checking his power glider. He made sure that the backup power generator was working perfectly. He did not want a repeat of last year's incidence whereby his power generator went out of order at the last minute and caused him to fell into the river. That mishap cost him dearly - he lost his sweetheart to the champion!

         
         
         
         
         At this time, an imposing adult Capuchin monkey arrived in a speedboat. He was the Chief Monkey of Nutmeg Mountain and also the commander of Nutmeg Space Control Station. He stepped out of the speedboat onto the river-bank. He walked towards a big boulder, climbed on top of it and told all the monkeys that the glider race would be starting soon. He had a booming voice.

         
         
         
         
         "Where are all the monkeys taking part in the glider race?" Chief Monkey asked.

         
         
         
         
         "Tango."

         
         
         
         
         "And Bongo from Nutmeg Mountain!" Bongo cut in.

         
         
         
         
         "Bistoon and Koen from Evergreen Grove."

         
         
         
         
         "Visor from Black Forest."

         
         
         
         
         "Madwolf from Lone Hill."

         
         
         
         
         "Sian and Relag from Timberland."

         
         
         
         
         All the contestants reported at the start-point. They took out their life-jackets and began to wear them. All of them activated their power gliders, after which they stepped onto their gliders and began to take up position at the start-line. Each contestant occupied a four-metre wide water lane which had been assigned to him beforehand. Every spectator on land waited expectantly for the race to begin. The Chief Monkey was holding a red flag in his hand. He shouted at the contestants to get ready and then raised the flag. The deep humming sound of the gliders could be heard. When the Chief Monkey brought down his red flag quickly, all the gliders dashed off into the distance. Each glider was specially made with regards to design and propulsion system. All contestants moved like the wind.

         
         
         
         
         At the start, all gliders moved forward neck-to-neck. At the 100-kilometre mark, the first obstacle appeared. It was a transparent, winding tunnel, about two kilometres long. All the gliders entered their tunnels at about the same time. Once inside these tunnels, some contestants could not swerved in time when rounding sharp bends and their gliders crashed. Gliders belonging to Bistoon and Visor were damaged. They could no longer carry on with the race. They carried their damaged gliders under their arms and walked till they reached the end of the tunnel. From here, they swam to the river-bank.

         
         
         
         
         The other six contestants sped on in the race. At this point in time, Tango from Nutmeg Mountain was clearly in the lead followed by Bongo, Madwolf, Sian, Koen and Relag. It was competitive. Every monkey tried his best to outrun his rival.

         
         
         
         
         When they reached the 200-kilometre mark, the second obstacle appeared. It was an elevated slope at an angle of forty-five degrees to the horizontal. Further away from this slope, there stood a big hoop which was covered by a thin polystyrene board. Each contestant had to penetrate his hoop and break the thin polystyrene board, failing which he would be disqualified from the race. All six monkeys finally went up the slope but only four managed to penetrate the hoop, they were Tango, Koen, Madwolf and Relag. Bongo and Sian missed the hoop by a big margin, so they could not continue with the race anymore.

         
         
         
         
         Rena and Rona were watching the race on top of a tree at this spot. At first, they could see the river, but later more monkeys came and it was impossible to watch the race from ground level. So Rona suggested to Rena to climb a tree. When Rona saw Tango leading the pack, she was so excited and yelled at the top of her voice.

         
         
         
         
         "Tango! Tango! Go! Go! Go!' exclaimed Rona.

         
         
         
         
         "Bongo! Bongo! Go! Go! Go!' exclaimed Rena, who did not want to miss the fun of yelling.

         
         
         
         
         At this time, Tango was still leading the pack by a distance. The other competitors were closing in on him. He was followed by Madwolf, Relag and Koen. As Tango sped towards the end, the winds beat strongly against his face, the cheering from the spectators was faintly audible, the sceneries on the river-banks whisked past him and he could see the finishing line coming at him! After a short while passed before Tango crossed the finish-line and emerged champion. Madwolf took the runner-up position while Koen was third. Relag came in last.

         
         
         
         
         A small stage was set up at the end-point. The prize-giving ceremony was officiated by the Chief Monkey, who had flown here from the start-point on a light-weight air-craft. He had followed the entire race from the air. A docile, adult female monkey announced the winners and the Chief Monkey presented medallions to them in the order which they were called. When the last medallion was given out, the Chief received a call on his mobile communicator. He was alerted to an emergency. A space communication satellite had detected the arrival of the Horok!

         
         
         
         
         Just when he was thinking about how to handle this emergency, a glaring white light appeared in the sky above. It moved steadily at a slow pace. It was the spaceship belonging to Horok. This spaceship was made up of two parts, the top part and the body. The top was made up of three boomerang-shaped structures linked together by a central rod. This central rod was joined to the body of the spaceship by two parallel rods slanted at a forward angle. The spaceship body was rod-shaped with a boomerang-shaped tail.

         
         
         
         
         Before any monkey knew what happened, a trap-door opened on the spaceship body. Out flew a gigantic creature, about two hundred metres long. It looked like a flying snake with scaly body and had two huge leathery wings. Its wingspan easily reached two hundred metres. It seemed to be carrying a funny-looking pouch below its body. It flew quietly and only the sound of its flapping wings could be heard, "whoosh, whoosh, whoosh". This flying snake was searching and then it found its prey - Capuchin monkeys! There were so many of them below.

         
         
         
         
         The Horok swooped down at an incredible speed towards the crowd of monkeys on the river-bank. Just when it was fast approaching its prey, its head suddenly split into six smaller heads! Six long tongues protruded from each head and caught six Capuchin monkeys within a blink of an eye. These monkeys were then dropped into the pouch which the Horok carried below its body. The six-headed serpent flapped its wings rapidly and gained altitude. It prepared for another round of attack. Every monkey ran for his dear life. Many screamed and yelled. Many took shelter in caves and thick vegetation. The Chief Monkey quickly activated his mobile communicator and called for help.

         
         
         
         
         "Space Control Station, this is Commander Koron. We are invaded by aliens. Send all alpha-Hawks here. Quick!" He boomed into his communicator.

         
         
         
         
         "Commander, this is Captain Lyon, red alert activated. All alpha-Hawks mobilised. Over and out," the deputy commander of Nutmeg Space Control Station reported.

         
         
         
         
         Nutmeg Space Control Station was situated inside a cave in the middle of Nutmeg Mountain. Here, Capuchin monkey officers took turns to man the station. Right now, the siren sounded loud and clear. All alpha-Hawk pilots rushed to the launch-pads to await further orders.

         
         
         
         
         "We are being invaded by aliens. Trouble sector, T246. Mission, search and destroy. Execution time, immediate." Captain Lyon issued orders.

         
         
         
         
         Shortly after, ten alpha-Hawks arrived at the troubled spot. These were grey, metallic fighter-crafts programmed for attack. They were shaped like hawks on the attack, with spread wings and grasping talons. Each alpha-Hawk had a wingspan of twenty metres, could utter shrill cries which were deafening to the ears. Two laser guns were located at the eye region. Together with a powerful beak and sharp claws that could rip through steel, the alpha-Hawk was a lean and mean fighting machine.

         
         
         
         
         A fierce battle with the Horok unfolded.

         
         
         
         
         The Horok was circling the air above the river-mouth searching the ground below.

         
         
         
         
         All the alpha-Hawks arrived in battle formation. They zoomed past the sky and made a thunderous sound. Once the Hawks saw the Horok, they split into two groups, one group flew to the right and the other group flew to the left. Very quickly, these two groups of fighter-crafts aimed their laser guns at the Horok and fired simultaneously. The Horok wailed.

         
         
         
         
         Thereafter, one Hawk landed on the Horok's body and grasped the scaly skin with its talons. It fired lasers at close range. At this time, one of the Horok heads turned in its direction and saw the tiny Hawk. It stared at the Hawk with its only eye. Suddenly, it opened its big mouth and jabbed its long tongue at the Hawk. The tiny Hawk was quickly disengaged from the Horok's body and fell into the river below.

         
         
         
         
         Furious for being attacked at close range, the Horok flew closer to the Hawks and flapped its two wings powerfully. One of the Hawks was not careful and was hit by the wings. It collided with another Hawk and both crashed onto the mountain sides. Before the fighter-crafts exploded, both pilots managed to eject safely and landed on the ground below.

         
         
         
         
         At this time, the Horok was chasing one of the Hawks and was closing in. It shot out its long tongue again and managed to entwine this fighter-craft. Suddenly, it took aim and threw this fighter-craft at another approaching craft which could not dodge in time. A big explosion occurred in midair. The debris dropped onto the ground below and many monkeys ran helter-skelter to take cover.

         
         
         
         
         More than three hundred Capuchin monkeys had left Nutmeg Mountain since the arrival of the Horok. Many were headed for a nearby mountain where there were many caves. In these mountainous regions, caves provided the best refuge from predators. Only five alpha-Hawks were left defending the sky. The Horok grew bolder in its attack. It lashed and jabbed its long tongues at the Hawks. Its two wings would sweep powerful air currents to upset the fighter-crafts' movements. The Hawks retaliated by increasing laser power and uttering ultra-sonic cries, which could damage the sense of hearing. The Horok was getting dizzy.

         
         
         
         
         The battle for supremacy raged on.

         
         
         
         
         The Chief Monkey received another signal from space satellite on his mobile communicator. The signal came from BURGER123.

         
         
         
         
         "Greetings. I am Captain Baldwin, star-ship commander. Please identify," Captain Baldwin said.

         
         
         
         
         "Greetings. I am Koron, commander of Nutmeg Space Control Station. We are under attack by the Horok. Please help us!" Koron pleaded.

         
         
         
         
         "Don't worry. We will do our best to help," Captain Baldwin assured him.

         
         
         
         
         At this moment, Horok swept down from the sky like a big nasty snake. It had caught sight of two young monkeys, Rena and Rona, perched precariously on a branch on top of a tree. It wanted to catch these delicious morsels of food. "Whoosh!" The sound of rushing wind as Horok swooped down and caught its preys by their tails. It dropped these two screaming monkeys into its captive pouch and began to fly upwards again towards the sky, flapping its huge wings powerfully. Rena and Rona found themselves in a dark and warm environment. They felt many hairy bodies around them.

         
         
         
         
         Suddenly, Rona screamed "who's holding my tail?"

         
         
         
         
         "It's me, Rena."

         
         
         
         
         Suddenly, it was Rena's turn to scream.

         
         
         
         
         "Who's holding my tail?"

         
         
         
         
         "It's me, honey," a husky male voice replied.

         
         
         
         
         "Get away from me, you big ape!" Rena yelled.

         
         
         
         
         "Ok, ok. We're all big apes in here. You're making me deaf," the male-monkey backed off.

         
         
         
         
         BURGER123 entered the planet Remon's atmosphere and flew towards Nutmeg Mountain. It was getting cloudy and the noon sun was hidden behind clouds. A small wind blew across the land. Horok was beginning to launch its third attack on the alpha-Hawks when BURGER123 arrived on the battle scene. Horok had caught one of the Hawks with its tongue. The flying serpent was using this fighter-craft to smash against the other Hawks. Two of the alpha-Hawks were badly damaged and came crashing down to the ground. The pilots ejected to safety before the fighter-crafts hit the ground and exploded. Only two alpha-Hawks were left defending the sky.

         
         
         
         
         "DATA, take aim and fire ultra-sonic gun!" Captain Baldwin ordered.

         
         
         
         
         "Affirmative."

         
         
         
         
         A small gun ejected from an opening on the topsides of BURGER123. It took up position quickly and aimed at the Horok. A high-frequency sound wave was directed at the flying serpent. Very soon, two of its heads shut its eyes and began to swirl as if in pain. The two remaining alpha-Hawks continued to fire laser at this monster. Suddenly, the flying serpent let loose its tongue and freed the captive Hawk. This fighter-craft was damaged beyond recognition and dropped to the ground in a wasted heap of metal. At this juncture, one of the Hawks was lucky to shoot its laser gun at the strapping mechanism of the captive pouch. The pouch dropped safely into the river below. All the monkeys got out of the pouch and swam to safety. Rena and Rona managed to swim safely to shore and went to hide in a nearby cave.

         
         
         
         
         "DATA, fire freezer gun," Captain Baldwin ordered.

         
         
         
         
         "Affirmative."

         
         
         
         
         Another small gun ejected from an opening on the topsides of BURGER123. It took up position quickly and aimed at the Horok. A powerful jet of liquid-nitrogen was directed at the flying serpent. It took about ten minutes before the Horok turned into solid ice. Unable to flap its wings anymore, the monster crashed onto the ground below. It broke into many fragments. All the monkeys cheered loudly. They streamed out of the caves from where they were hiding. Many descended from tall trees and many came out from underground holes. They jumped and gibbered. Many danced in sheer joy.

         
         
         
         
          "Captain Baldwin, I, Koron, like to represent all our people to say 'thank you' to you and your crew for helping us. We would like to invite you to stay for a few days to show our hospitality, if you could afford the time," Koron invited.

         
         
         
         
         "Thank you for your invitation. I'm afraid we cannot afford the time as we have another mission to accomplish," Captain Baldwin declined. They communicated through the air. BURGER123 ascended the atmosphere and soon left planet Remon behind.

         
         
         
         
         The remaining two alpha-Hawks in the sky fired tractor beams at the Horok spaceship and towed the spacecraft back to Nutmeg Space Control Station for scientific investigation. All Capuchin monkeys returned happily to Nutmeg Mountain.

         
         
         
         
         Two months' time elapsed.

         
         
         
         
         A grand wedding was held for Rona and Tango. This wedding took place on a wide, open ground near the waterfall. Many monkeys were gathered there. Rows of long wooden tables were arranged neatly, in front of the couple's wedding table. Dressed in splendid Remon wedding costumes, Tango and Rona sat at their table. Exotic fruits of all kinds were placed on each table. The guests were either gibbering or eating the fruits happily.

         
         
         
         
         A musical band entered the scene. This group of monkeys brought with them drums, cymbals and tambourines. They began playing their musical instruments once they settled down at a table near the newly-wed couple. A lively music filled the air.

         
         
         
         
         Behind Tango and Rona's table, there stood a decorative piece of painting, mounted on a tripod. While enjoying the fruits and music, Tango's tail went in search of Rona's. He finally touched her tail, but Rona pushed him back. He did not give up and tried again, but encountered rejection. Rona glared at him, but Tango ignored her. He kept trying hard until his tail knocked against the tripod and the painting behind him collapsed! The two monkey tails darted back and forth. Tango tried one last time and Rona finally allowed him to twine his tail around her's. Tango was so happy that he threw back his head and laughed heartily.

         
         
         
         
         Tango and Rona lived happily ever after in a tree-house on top of an Angsana tree. They did quarrel occasionally, but most of the time they were happy together.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         Chapter 13

         
         
         
         
         When stars several times bigger than the sun reach the end of their lives, they flare up in a violent explosion called a supernova. The outer regions of the star are thrown off in a supernova, but a core of densely packed material remains. This may form a pulsar. However, if there is enough material in the tight-packed core, its gravity becomes so strong that it keeps on getting denser and denser. As the core’s density increases, its pull of gravity becomes even stronger. Eventually, the gravity becomes so strong that light cannot escape from the star. It then becomes invisible. Astronomers call this remarkable state of affairs a black hole. Besides imprisoning light, a black hole has even more bizarre effects - its gravity distorts space and time and the laws of physics break down at its centre. No one can look inside a black hole, but mathematicians can explore them using Einstein’s theory of general relativity. This shows strange effects at the edge of the black-hole and deep inside it, where its matter has collapsed into a singularity - a point of zero volume and infinite density. Some mathematical calculations suggest that black holes could be gateways to other universes!

         
         
         
         
         Current theory of stellar evolution and observations of stellar populations in space suggests that out of a total of 100 billion stars in our Milky Way Galaxy, there could be as many as 100 million black holes formed from the collapse of giant stars. All black holes have the same basic structure. The singularity at the centre is surrounded by an invisible boundary called the event horizon: nothing can escape from inside of it. The size of the event horizon is an area of about 60 kilometres in diameter. A spinning black hole is more complex, with an ergosphere (a region like a cosmic whirlpool), an extra inner event horizon, and a singularity shaped like a ring.

         
         
         
         
         Some black holes are small, called primodial black holes, created during the Big Bang. These black holes are the size of atoms but have masses up to billions of tons. They give out radiation. Others are supermassive black holes found at the centres of galaxies. These weigh in at millions or even billions of Suns. They were produced not by supernovas but by the collapse of huge gas clouds in the galaxy's past. Their immense gravity can attract dust and gas from large areas of space, forming massive accretion disks.

         
         
         
         
         Black holes can be detected only if they are close to another star. The hole's powerful gravity pulls streamers of gas off its companion at high speeds. The gas pours down toward the black hole, forming a spiral vortex around it called an accretion disk. Friction makes the swirling gas so hot that it glows fiercely - the hottest parts reach up to 100 million degree Celsius and emit X-rays. A typical example of this is Cygnus X-1, a binary star system eight thousand light years away from Earth. It has a mass of sixteen suns and emit X-ray, with just the time variability and frequency distribution one would expect from a blue giant star orbiting a black-hole.

         
         
         
         
         Travelling at warp speed for close to four hours, BURGER123 had left Nutmeg Mountain far behind. It was now approaching Cygnus X-1. Looking out of the window, Chen Wei exclaimed, “What a beautiful blue giant star!” Antonio was the first to rush over to the window and wanted to look outside. Standing close to Chen Wei, the little fellow tugged at Chen Wei's hand. With a sweep of his hands, Chen Wei carried Antonio in his arms. Very soon, the others also joined them. Antonio stared hard. He saw that gas was torn away from the blue giant star by the black hole's powerful gravity. This gas formed a long streamer, travelling faster the closer it got to the black hole. This streamer hit the gas orbiting the black hole and created a bright hot spot. Around this black hole, gas formed a whirling vortex around it, creating the accretion disk. This accretion disk was dark and cold around the edges, and the black hole's gravity heated the gas until it glowed near the centre. As this superheated gas fell into the black hole, it emitted large amount of X-ray. Close to the black hole, gas could be heated to 100 million degree Celsius!

         
         
         
         
         BURGER123 switched to ion-drive, travelling at sub-light speed as it approached Cygnus X-1. The star-ship was careful to avoid travelling too close to this binary star system, for fear of being trapped by its strong gravitational pull and sucked into a black hole. As the star ship was pulling away from Cygnus X-1, a huge stellar wind swept across space without warning. It came from the Toby Jug Nebula. Stellar wind of this magnitude would sweep any spacecraft off course. BURGER123 was brought closer to the hungry black hole!

         
         
         
         
         “Danger. Danger. Sensor detect strong gravitational pull. One thousand G. From Cygnus X-1,” DATA reported.

         
         
         
         
         “Captain, we are being sucked into a black hole! Do something before we end up as spaghetti on the breakfast table,” Mrs. Andersen spoke into her wrist communicator. Before long, Captain Baldwin entered the command deck.

         
         
         
         
         “DATA. Activate anti-gravity shield. Destination, Alpha Centauri B. Maximum warp speed forward!” Captain Baldwin ordered.

         
         
         
         
         “Affirmative.”

         
         
         
         
         "Captain, I receive a signal from Speedy Transmission Network, a private telecommunication company," DATA reported.

         
         
         
         
         "Open communication channel," Captain Baldwin ordered.

         
         
         
         
         "Honey! honey, are you there?" Mr. Andersen nearly shouted. Shortly after, Mr. Andersen's image appeared on the Big Screen in the command deck. He was very worried about his wife on learning that BURGER123 was approaching a black hole. He wanted to know if his wife was all right.

         
         
         
         
         "Yes honey, I'm here," Mrs. Andersen was overjoyed to hear her husband's voice and see his image on the Big Screen.

         
         
         
         
         "The kid's parents were very worried too and they wanted me to tell their kids not to worry, they will take the next star-ship and come for them," Mr. Andersen said.

         
         
         
         
         "I know. I love you dear."

         
         
         
         
         "I love you too honey."

         
         
         
         
         The communication signal was interrupted at this point by random static in space.

         
         
         
         
         When the star-ship came too close to Cygnus X-1, it was caught up in the whirlpool of gas falling into this black hole.

         
         
         
         
         “Time will be slowed down very much before we enter the 'event horizon'. High temperature. Extreme external gravity expected. We will reach the 'event horizon' of this black hole in five minutes. Status - red alert,” DATA warned.

         
         
         
         
         “All crew members, execute emergency procedure 199!” Captain Baldwin ordered.

         
         
         
         
         Everyone took up seats and fasten their safety belts, bracing for the ride of their lives! After five minutes had passed, a strange thing happened. When Samuel accidentally knocked down a mug on his desk, it fell to the floor in slow motion! Everyone stared with his mouth wide-open. Soon after, they began to notice another stranger event, that all their actions were in super slow-motion! Blinking of eyes, mouth opening, closing and hand movements, all these actions were completed in double slow time!

         
         
         
         
         “Ohhh…myyy….goodnesssss.” Mrs. Andersen’s remark was said in three minutes’ time, instead of the usual five seconds. Seeing this, Samuel started to laugh, but in slow motion. The scene was so comical that everyone followed suit. All laughed in slow motion! It was out of this world.

         
         
         
         
         After a powerful tug-of-war with Cygnus X-1, BURGER123 was unable to break free from the grasp of this black hole. It was getting closer to the 'event horizon' with each passing minute and the fate of its passengers were bleak. Opposite the spaceship, the blue giant star continued to be swallowed up gradually by this black hole. Spaceship and blue giant star swirled around this black hole in a vortex.

         
         
         
         
         "External temperature. Five million degree Celsius. Life-support system stable," DATA reported.

         
         
         
         
         After one minute elapsed.

         
         
         
         
         "External temperature rising. Fifty million degree Celsius. Life-support system stable," DATA reported.

         
         
         
         
         After three minutes elapsed.

         
         
         
         
         "External temperature intolerable. Ninety-nine million degree Celsius. Air-conditioner working overdrive," DATA warned.

         
         
         
         
         At this moment, everyone was beginning to feel the heat. The adults were very worried. Chen Wei was deep in thoughts. Nikita was not too worried as she had Chen Wei with her. Melissa was busy watching Nikita and Chen Wei closely, to see how this couple would end up finally. Samuel sat next to Antonio. Samuel was pinching Antonio's cheek until it was red. Antonio was trying his hardest to push Samuel away.

         
         
         
         
         After four minutes elapsed.

         
         
         
         
         “Danger! Danger! We are approaching the opening of the black hole,” DATA raised the alarm.

         
         
         
         
         “What is going to happen?” Chen Wei asked.

         
         
         
         
         “External gravity exceeding one million G expected. Entering black hole now. External gravity. Five thousand G. Anti-gravity shield holding. Radiation level, high,” reported DATA. Before long, BURGER123 tilted and dropped into this black hole!

         
         
         
         
         After one minute elapsed.

         
         
         
         
         “External gravity. Four hundred thousand G. Anti-gravity shield holding. Radiation level, very high,” DATA sounded another alert.

         
         
         
         
         At this point in time, the crackling of walls and the louder than usual humming of machines could be heard. The spacecraft began to shake uncontrollably. If not for their safety belts, everyone would have been thrown to the floor in this violent shake-up.

         
         
         
         
         “External gravity. Nine hundred thousand G and building. Captain, the anti-gravity shield will not hold when external gravity exceeds one million G. Radiation level, dangerous,” DATA alerted again.

         
         
         
         
         “Anyone has any idea how to get out of this crisis?” Captain Baldwin was worried. He had not encountered this type of situation before and he wanted to get everyone out of this perceived danger situation.

         
         
         
         
         “Let me try using the magic ring of Azura.” Having said this, Nikita focused her concentration and her magic ring began to glow even brighter than usual. She wished for another layer of force-field to protect the spaceship. Slowly, the spacecraft was engulfed in another layer of alien force-field and it began to get more stable with the passage of time.

         
         
         
         
         “External gravity. One point five million G. Radiation level, deadly. Life support system, stabilising,” DATA reported. Captain Baldwin heaved a sigh of relief.

         
         
         
         
         “Where are we now?” Antonio asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Inside a black hole, my dear,” Mrs. Andersen told him.

         
         
         
         
         “Oooo, that’s fun,” Antonio said innocently. Everyone could not help suppressing a smile.

         
         
         
         
         “Look! there’s a light at the end,” Samuel yelled.

         
         
         
         
         Everyone looked out of the cockpit window and sure enough, there was a glaring expanse of white light at the far end, just like the opening of a tunnel.

         
         
         
         
         “DATA, where are we headed?” Captain Baldwin asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Negative. Uncharted territory.”

         
         
         
         
         “Oooo, we are lost inside a black hole,” Antonio said.

         
         
         
         
         “Could we get out of this black hole?” Melissa asked.

         
         
         
         
         No reply was forthcoming. BURGER123 had gone where no man had gone before - inside a black hole! Black hole represented the darkest mystery of the universe where even light cannot escape.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         Chapter 14

         
         
         
         
         After a roller-coaster ride through the black hole, Cygnus X-1, BURGER123 finally came to a stop. It landed on hard ground. Fortunately, the impact was minimal and nobody was hurt. Looking out of the cockpit window, it was an unbelievable scene! Brightness was all over the place, so much so that shadow could not find a foothold. From the far distance, a soft melody of a stringed instrument came floating by. It was pleasing to the ears and everyone could not help wanting to dance were it not for the safety belts holding them back. Once the safety belts were released, Nikita and Melissa sprang to their feet and began to dance. Looking at the way Melissa danced made everyone nearly burst with laughter. On the other hand, Chen Wei could not help admiring Nikita. She was slim, graceful and exude feminine charm. With her shoulder-length black hair tied up neatly and let loose behind her head, he thought she was most beautiful. He swallowed hard and his adam’s apple bobbed up and down in his neck.

         
         
         
         
         Just at this time, Antonio happened to look out of the cockpit window.

         
         
         
         
         “Look! A pink elephant. It’s waving it’s trunk at me,” Antonio exclaimed.

         
         
         
         
         “There’s a blue gorilla over there,” Melissa yelled.

         
         
         
         
         “Hey, there’s a purple goat here,” Samuel yelled.

         
         
         
         
         “Oh my goodness! Am I seeing things? I believe I see a jellyfish walking on two legs,” Mrs. Andersen said.

         
         
         
         
         “Mrs. Andersen, it is staring at you with two big eyes!” Antonio pointed out to her.

         
         
         
         
         “I think I'm going to faint,” the mature lady said.

         
         
         
         
         Suddenly, a young-looking beautiful girl appeared before everybody’s eyes. She was blond, with a pair of sparkling blue eyes and the sweetest smile imaginable. She was flapping her wings, waving her hand and making some hand signals. She looked like a friendly creature. Chen Wei tore his eyes from Nikita and looked at this angel-like creature with utmost fascination. Nikita felt a pang of jealousy in her heart when she saw Chen Wei gazing admiringly at another creature. She had this sudden impulse to slap that alien beauty. Later when she thought about this, she was quite puzzled as to why she was feeling this way.

         
         
         
         
         “DATA, damage report,” Captain Baldwin ordered.

         
         
         
         
         “All systems operational. Ship’s exterior ten percent crushed by extreme gravity. Self-repair procedures activated. Estimated time to complete, thirty minutes.”

         
         
         
         
         “I want an update report later,” Captain Baldwin ordered.

         
         
         
         
         “Alert. Alert. My data-bank security has been breached,” DATA alerted.

         
         
         
         
         A short while passed before a sweet voice was heard on deck. It came from the beautiful angel-like creature as was evident from its lip movements and exaggerated hand signals.

         
         
         
         
         “Howdy! Earthlings. I am Shela from Aborea.”

         
         
         
         
         Everyone giggled at this funny greeting.

         
         
         
         
         “Greetings to you. I am Captain Baldwin, star-ship commander. Do tell us more about this place.”

         
         
         
         
         “I am sorry for breaking into your computer data-bank. This is the only way to learn about and communicate with you,” Shela explained.

         
         
         
         
         “I see,” Captain Baldwin smiled.

         
         
         
         
         “Aborea is a land of peace and harmony. Every Aborean has the power of molecular re-arrangement and the right to assume any shape he desires, although the most popular choice is humanoid. I believe you must have seen some extraordinary shapes. Oh, that is Bimbo the pink elephant. She wants to be friend with all of you!”

         
         
         
         
         "Meh, meh, meh," the purple goat made a din.

         
         
         
         
         "Oh, that is Manny the purple goat. He wants to be your friend too," Shela said.

         
         
         
         
         At this moment, the blue gorilla decided to make its voice heard by thumping its powerful chest with its hands. It raised its hands for a while and then continued thumping its chest.

         
         
         
         
         "Oh, I almost forgot. That is Navy the blue gorilla. He's dying to know you."

         
         
         
         
         “We come here by accident. Could you help us to return to where we came from?” Captain Baldwin asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Don’t worry, I need to check my time-table as to when the next white hole will be approaching. Once it arrives, you will be able to return to where you came from. We call them white holes here. Aborea is a rotating flat plain with no boundary. These white holes come and go all the time. We have not had any visitors for a long time, you must stay and explore our land and let me show my hospitality. You will have a wonderful time, I assure you.”

         
         
         
         
         After a short discussion with Captain Baldwin, Mrs. Andersen and the children decided to accept the invitation to tour Aborea! The children were excited tremendously, especially Antonio, who loved to meet aliens. Captain Baldwin decided to remain in the spaceship but assigned his wife to follow Mrs. Andersen’s group, to take care of their emergency medical needs. The whole group gathered outside the decompression chamber. When the door opened slowly, everyone entered the decompression chamber. Inside this chamber, the air pressure was equalised with the external air pressure. It took a mere three minutes for this process to complete, after which the external door opened and the group ventured outside into Aborean territory. Not far from where they were, they could see a mushroom-shaped house. Shela stood outside the door. This golden mushroom house had a golden door and two windows as well as a transparent mushroom cap. Mrs. Andersen led this group towards the direction of the house. Soon, they were standing close to Shela.

         
         
         
         
         “Howdy!” Shela was overly excited and could not control her flapping wings. As a result, she kept flying and landing on her feet. Chen Wei was fascinated while Nikita was getting a bit jealous.

         
         
         
         
         “Howdy to you. I am Captain Jessie, medical doctor and this is Mrs. Andersen,” Captain Jessie introduced. The children each took turns to introduce themselves. Mrs. Andersen smiled.

         
         
         
         
         “Let me show you around my house. Do make yourself comfortable,” Shela said.

         
         
         
         
         When Shela opened the door to the mushroom house, they were greeted by a blinding golden light! When they entered the house, everyone stared in disbelief! Everything was made of gold. Golden chairs, table, sofa, bed and kitchen appliances. Even the toilet bowl was made of gold!

         
         
         
         
         “You seem to have plenty of gold around here,” Captain Jessie remarked.

         
         
         
         
         “Oh yes, gold is very common here, there is a river of gold just behind this house. It originated from the volcano range, Cognos, situated some distance away from here. We use gold to make all our furniture and appliances.”

         
         
         
         
         When Shela brought the group up to the roof-top, they were greeted with a chorus of “Tokiki”, “Conana”, “Tokiki”, “Conana”. Antonio was most curious as he quickly looked around the room to find out who was making the noise. He saw a pair of parrots perched on a bird-stand at one corner of the room. They had bodies of red feathers and wings mixed with red, blue and yellow. Shela fed them some strawberry cubes to stop them from calling each other.

         
         
         
         
         “They are so colourful. Are those their names?” Samuel asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Yes. They have been calling each other by their names since birth,” Shela said.

         
         
         
         
         “Ooooo, they are so cute. Which one is Conana and which one is Tokiki?” Antonio was beside himself with curiousity.

         
         
         
         
         “They are twins. Many times even I get confused which is which.”

         
         
         
         
         Looking out of the unusual house, a wide panoramic view of Aborea presented itself. There were mushroom houses all over the place, all with transparent mushroom caps. This mushroom cap was made of tempered glass strengthened with silicon. Each house was surrounded by patches of red. Aboreans loved to eat strawberries and hence planted strawberries around their houses.

         
         
         
         
         “You must be hungry. Let me treat all of you to our delicious strawberry set meal.” Having said that, Shela took a basket of strawberries and emptied it into a sort of funny looking kitchen appliance and pressed some buttons by its side. The machine went to work and very shortly produced eight complete set meals. The food items came rolling out by means of a conveyor belt and by order of appetizer, main course, side dish, desserts and strawberry fruit punch. Everybody collected their food using a big tray and settled down to a sumptuous meal. There was the appetizer, mesh strawberry, main course, ‘Strawberry Delight’ which was an assortment of strawberry cup-cakes, side-dish, strawberry salad and desserts, strawberry pudding.

         
         
         
         
         Looking out from where they were seated, not far away, many Aboreans were gathered around a fountain. They seemed quite excited. Shela told them that the Fountain of Youth was the most exciting place for Aboreans. It was here that aging Aboreans got a chance to become young again.

         
         
         
         
         “Oh my, I would love to go there, could we?” Mrs. Andersen asked excitedly.

         
         
         
         
         “Of course. But, let me check the time when the next white hole would appear,” Shela said.

         
         
         
         
         Having said that, she stepped on a remote button on the floor and a big map of this unknown universe appeared on the floor. She pointed at one of the symbols and then another and made some mental calculations.

         
         
         
         
         “White hole Kitora will be here tomorrow at 12:00 hours. I will help you to return to your universe. You have that much time to explore Aborea. It should be enough,” Shela informed.

         
         
         
         
         The group of visitors and Shela left the mushroom house and made their way to the Fountain of Youth. Along the way, they met some old Aboreans who had difficulties walking and young energetic Aboreans walking away from the fountain. It was a stark contrast. Mrs. Andersen seemed to be walking faster than usual. Captain Jessie was also fighting to be the first person to reach this fountain. Such was the power of youth and rejuvenation! When they reached the fountain, they found that the water was sparkling clear and there were many gold cups lying around the edge.

         
         
         
         
         “One cup of water will make you younger by ten years,” Shela said.

         
         
         
         
         “I also want to drink!” Antonio begged. He dreaded to be left out of anything fun and exciting.

         
         
         
         
         Chen Wei could not help suppressing a smile. Nikita saw his left dimple and was thankful she was not an ice-cube, else she would melt. Antonio had his special winning ways, he was innocent, chubby, cuddly and had big dreamy eyes. Chen Wei was the only son of a media magnate and often wished he had a younger brother to play with.

         
         
         
         
         “Oh no, you will turn into a baby. I suggest that Mrs. Andersen and Captain Jessie drink one cup each. The children do not drink at all,” Shela advised.

         
         
         
         
         “I think I will drink half a cup. I don’t want the Captain to get a shock,” Captain Jessie said giggling at the same time. She was twenty nine years old and the thought of herself getting younger by ten years amused her very much. She thought it best to try half a cup and not be too greedy.

         
         
         
         
         After drinking from the fountain, Mrs. Andersen felt more refreshed and alive. She saw her hair turning back to its original colour, brownish yellow. Her skin felt taut and the muscle aches disappeared. All her other aches also disappeared and her vision improved greatly. It was amazing! Captain Jessie too felt the same way, although she drank half a cup from the Fountain of Youth. She was many years younger than Mrs. Andersen. Both women admired their own reflections in the fountain and seemed to be lost for a while. All the Aboreans present there were doing exactly the same thing - admiring their own reflections in the fountain.

         
         
         
         
         “The effects are amazing! Could I collect some water for scientific analyses?” Captain Jessie was curious.

         
         
         
         
         “This water evaporates too fast. I have tried to bring it back to my house, but was unable to do so,” Shela informed.

         
         
         
         
         “The water from this fountain contains many rare vitamins, which reverse the aging process. Many rare elements are also found in the water which are critical for cell regeneration and repair,” Shela explained.

         
         
         
         
         “Mmmm…fantastic. This is so much better than my avocado face mask,” Mrs. Andersen looked at her reflection and grinned with great satisfaction. She felt alive all of a sudden and danced a traditional folk dance right there beside the fountain.

         
         
         
         
         Shela brought the group to the next destination, Rainbow Park, situated at the foot of Cognos. They arrived in a short while with Shela flying most of the way and a younger Captain Jessie and Mrs. Andersen leading the children.

         
         
         
         
         One could see a big rainbow above Cognos Volcano. At the foot of this volcano sat a huge natural lake with willows growing along its edge. Gentle winds swayed the willows. Birds chirped merrily in the air. Strawberries grew all over the place. A distinctive strawberry fragrance came from a cluster of mushroom houses nearby. A tall column of concentric circular platforms stood nearby. At the entrance to the park stood a gigantic, semi-circular, rainbow coloured arch.

         
         
         
         
         “This is our famous Rainbow Park, the one and only in the entire universe! That’s the Rainbow Watch Tower beside the Rainbow Lodge, where the fragrance is coming from. Are you guys hungry?” Shela asked.

         
         
         
         
         As the group made their way into this extraordinary vacation resort, they saw a few Aboreans relaxing on easy-chairs underneath the willows, by the side of the lake. They were sipping some fruit juices and gazing at the beautiful scenery before them.

         
         
         
         
         Shela led the group to the Rainbow Watch Tower. There were two Aboreans sitting on a bench next to the tower, a butterfly-shaped creature and a dragonfly-shaped creature. Both of them were arguing who was the more popular choice for air-lifting Aboreans up the watch tower.

         
         
         
         
         “I am more beautiful than you, look at my big, colourful wings,” the Butterfly boasted.

         
         
         
         
         “I am more steady than you when I fly. People prefer safety more than beauty,” the Dragonfly argued.

         
         
         
         
         “Let’s ask our visitors,” the Butterfly challenged.

         
         
         
         
         “Oh sure, I am not afraid of you.”

         
         
         
         
         The Dragonfly asked Shela using a strange Aborean tongue who was the more popular choice. When Mrs. Andersen, Captain Jessie and the kids made their choices known, it was the adults who chose dragonfly and the kids who chose butterfly.

         
         
         
         
         “See, I told you, I am more popular!” the Butterfly said proudly.

         
         
         
         
         “Since there are five children here and there’s only one butterfly, I will transform into a butterfly to help bring you guys up there.” Having said these words, Shela immediately transformed her body into a butterfly-shaped creature. Her wings became bigger, more beautiful and colourful. Her body transformed into thorax and abdomen of a butterfly. Her head remained the same as before but with an addition of two feelers! Chen Wei stared in shock!

         
         
         
         
         "Oh my god!" Chen Wei blurted out.

         
         
         
         
         Nikita smiled secretly to herself. Melissa was holding the sides of her stomach to prevent from bursting in laughter.

         
         
         
         
         “Melissa, why are you holding your stomach? Are you painful?” Antonio asked innocently.

         
         
         
         
         "She's biting her lips. Of course it must be painful," Samuel giggled.

         
         
         
         
         “Melissa, what is so ticklish? Share the joke with all of us,” Mrs. Andersen said.

         
         
         
         
         Melissa just shook her head and could not utter a single word. She finally burst out laughing. She did not stop laughing even when she reached the top of the watch tower. She saw the big Rainbow Lake, mushroom houses in the distance, Cognos Volcano with a conveyor belt going up to the top. Rainbow in the horizon. It was a spectacular sight indeed! The group finally came down from the watch tower. Shela transformed her body back to her original - cherub.

         
         
         
         
         "Er, excuse me, your wing," Mrs. Andersen pointed out to Shela that one of her wings was not transformed properly. It was still a butterfly wing. Shela quickly changed her molecular arrangement for that wing.

         
         
         
         
         "Your feelers also," Samuel pointed out to Shela. After everything was completed, this group made their way to Rainbow Lodge. As they approached the reception counter, a friendly face greeted them.

         
         
         
         
         “Welcome to Rainbow Lodge. Please make yourself at home. Could I get some refreshments for all of you?” the receptionist at the information counter asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Please do, thank you,” Shela answered. She then led the group to a map hanging on the wall nearby.

         
         
         
         
         “This is the Rainbow Splash and the Rainbow Pedal, and that is the Rainbow Bumper and Rainbow Rower. Oh! I almost forgot, we have the Rainbow Kite over here.” Shela pointed to a few spots on the map and introduced it to our curious visitors.

         
         
         
         
         “I want to play the Rainbow Splash and the Rainbow Kite!” Antonio begged, always ready for fun.

         
         
         
         
         “These are our most popular attractions. Every Aborean has tried these at least once. You will love it.” Shela brought the whole group to Rainbow Splash platform by the lake. There were many big transparent rainbow coloured balls floating near the platform. Each ball could only accommodate one person. Shela helped Antonio to get into one ball, strapped him securely using the attached safety belts inside and closed the door. She helped the rest of the group into other balls and despatched them one at a time. These balls were caught up by a conveyor belt going up towards the volcano top. When the balls reach the top, they followed a U-shape, narrow and winding path down to the bottom and right into Rainbow Lake! On the way down, each person experienced a world gone topsy-turvy amidst rainbow colours. Everybody screamed at the top of their lungs!

         
         
         
         
         When Captain Jessie came out from the ball and walked down from the platform, she immediately sat down on the sandy ground to recover herself. Mrs. Andersen did the same. Only the kids were still active and made their way to the party table where Shela was standing. Much food was on the party table and the kids helped themselves to the food. Nikita was the last person to step out from the ball and the only person to fall into the lake! She screamed and yelled that she couldn’t swim! Chen Wei dashed up the platform in three steps and jumped into the waters to save her. He was a life-guard in the academy’s swimming team and well-versed in life-rescue. Before long, he had Nikita out of the lake and lying unconscious on sandy ground. Captain Jessie also rushed to help and performed first aid on her.

         
         
         
         
         A few minutes passed before Nikita regained consciousness. Captain Jessie instructed Chen Wei to piggy-back Nikita back to the Lodge for a more thorough medical examination. When Nikita was gently placed on Chen Wei's broad back, she felt extremely happy to be so close to her dream guy, one who even saved her life! She felt she was tasting a big bowl of honey at this point in time.

         
         
         
         
         Back at Rainbow Lodge, Captain Jessie performed a detailed medical examination using a scanner, and was relieved that Nikita was perfectly all right except for a minor shock and over-consumption of chlorinated water. Rainbow Lake contained a slightly higher percentage of chlorine.

         
         
         
         
         Chen Wei walked out of the changing room dressed in a funny Aborean singlet and long pants. Shela had given these to him, seeing his space uniform was wet totally. Chen Wei's swimmer physique was apparent to all curious eyes. Nikita stared admiringly at his sun-tanned muscular arms. "Oh! my hero," she thought to herself. She quickly lowered her head when Chen Wei turned in her direction.

         
         
         
         
         Just at this time, Antonio suddenly kicked up a fuss.

         
         
         
         
         "So painful! My finger is bleeding," his tears were streaming down his face.

         
         
         
         
         "Where? Let me take a look," Mrs. Andersen was most anxious.

         
         
         
         
         "What happened?" Captain Jessie asked.

         
         
         
         
         "I pricked my finger while touching the flowers there," Antonio pointed to a pot of pretty flowers on a side-table by the window.

         
         
         
         
         Captain Jessie came over and examined his thumb, which oozed a drop of blood.

         
         
         
         
         "Oh, it's just a minor injury. A plaster should do the job. Mrs. Andersen, could you please get a plaster from the first-aid box?"

         
         
         
         
         Mrs. Andersen walked over to Antonio with a box of plaster in her hand. She took a plaster out from the box and quickly applied it on Antonio's wound. To make the treatment more complete, she blew a little on his thumb.

         
         
         
         
         "There you go, as good as new," Mrs. Andersen said softly.

         
         
         
         
         She took a tissue paper and wiped away the tears on Antonio's face. The little fellow shot up both arms indicating his wish to be carried. Mrs. Andersen carried and hugged him tight. She patted him gently on his back. "It's all right now..., no more painful..., no more," she soothed him. Antonio calmed down after a while. Before long, a tiny smile appeared on his face.

         
         
         
         
         Suddenly, Samuel also kicked up a fuss. He held up his right thumb which was flickering with red light! This was a toy for kids which was meant to be worn around the finger and inside it, there was an electrical circuit. Once it was switched on, the red lights inside would flicker.

         
         
         
         
         "So painful," Samuel imitated Antonio with a wailing sound. Almost everyone laughed, except Mrs. Andersen. Glaring at Samuel, Mrs. Andersen ordered, "come here!" Samuel quickly hid behind Chen Wei and stuck out his head to look. He was saved by Shela who interrupted at this time.

         
         
         
         
         “I have to tell you that you need to get back to your star-ship now and prepare for your return journey. I have a cloaking device here called a black-box. It will help your star-ship to enter the white hole and return to where you came from. Just push the green button to activate this device when you approach the white hole. Push the red button to stop.” Shela handed the black-box to Captain Jessie.

         
         
         
         
         “Thank you so much Shela, for your hospitality. We will always remember you.” Captain Jessie thanked the amiable host.

         
         
         
         
          “Thank you Shela, for a wonderful time and experience. Come on kids, bid Shela good bye,” Mrs. Andersen told the kids.

         
         
         
         
         The kids waved good bye to Shela. Before she sent them off, she handed a box of refreshments to Chen Wei. Shela then proceeded to connect with DATA onboard BURGER123 by telepathy. A short while passed before Mrs. Andersen's entire group returned safely to the spaceship. In the command deck, Chen Wei opened the refreshment box to find a wide variety of food inside. Strawberry fruit-cake, strawberry ice-cream, strawberry cocktail, strawberry candy, and strawberry tart. He handed a strawberry tart to Nikita first before distributing the rest to the other crew members. Nikita was exhilarated. Captain Baldwin was checking on everyone to make sure that all was well. His wife, Captain Jessie, handed him the black-box device.

         
         
         
         
         “I’m glad everyone returned safely,” Captain Baldwin was relieved.

         
         
         
         
         At this point in time, Shela appeared at the cockpit window waving to everybody. She looked a little sad this time.

         
         
         
         
         “Greetings Captain Baldwin. The white hole, Kitora, will appear directly above Rainbow Lodge in twenty minutes’ time. You need to activate the black-box device now and then re-compute your travel co-ordinates. I will feed the computing parameters to DATA. It has been my pleasure to see all of you. Hope that you will come back again. Farewell, my friends!”

         
         
         
         
         “Farewell. Thank you for everything!” Captain Baldwin said. Shela waved a last good bye and flew off into the distance, flapping her wings gracefully.

         
         
         
         
         “DATA, perform technical scan on this black-box,” Captain Baldwin ordered.

         
         
         
         
         “Affirmative.” A scanner beam shone on the black-box.

         
         
         
         
         “This device is made of unknown elements. Internal architecture suggests it to be a force-field generator. Perhaps this could help us withstand the extreme external gravity inside a white hole,” DATA reported.

         
         
         
         
         BURGER123’s propulsion engine came to life and ascended the sky steadily. It headed for Kitora and after a fleeting second was approaching the white hole.

         
         
         
         
         “Crew members, we are about to enter a white hole, something which we have never done before. Everybody, execute emergency procedure 199!” Captain Baldwin ordered.

         
         
         
         
         He then pressed the green button on the black-box device. BURGER123 was immediately enveloped by an alien force-field. This force-field was able to absorb light and hence, the star-ship appeared black - a black burger!

         
         
         
         
          “Approaching white hole in thirty seconds. Three, two, one….entering white hole Kitora. External brightness, one million lumens. External gravity, one point eight million G. Radiation level, deadly. Life support system, stable,” DATA reported.

         
         
         
         
         At this moment, the star-ship shook a little. Every crew member had their safety belts fastened securely. Before anyone knew it, the star-ship had reached the opening of a black hole in our universe. BURGER123 began to climb out of this black hole. It traversed the 'event horizon’ once more. The same phenomenon of ‘slow motion’ happened again.

         
         
         
         
         “Nnottt…..aaggaain…..” Mrs. Andersen took thirty minutes to complete her sentence! Once the star-ship reached the outer limit of the 'event horizon', Captain Baldwin gave the order to pull away to a safe distance.

         
         
         
         
         “We just exit from black hole, MGROJ-1655-40,” DATA reported.

         
         
         
         
         “Look at the clock, it has just begun to move from the time when we first entered a black hole,” Melissa said.

         
         
         
         
         “Time stood still when we entered black hole, Cygnus X-1. The time spent at Aborea was not recorded by our clock. This is a bizarre characteristic of black hole,” DATA explained.

         
         
         
         
         “Oh gosh,” Melissa said.

         
         
         
         
         “Mrs. Andersen, you still look as young as ever,” Nikita remarked.

         
         
         
         
         "Oh really?" She touched her face. The mature lady was so happy and excited that she dashed out of command deck to look for a mirror! Everybody laughed.

         
         
         
         
         “Well, this black-box device seems to have done a good job of getting us out of deep trouble!” Captain Baldwin pushed the red button on the black-box to deactivate it.

         
         
         
         
         “The force-field generated by this device absorbs light, is anti-gravity in nature and also a radiation shield. That is why we were able to exit Aborea, travel through another tunnel, and get out at the other end from black hole, MGROJ-1655-40, to return to our galaxy,” DATA explained.

         
         
         
         
         “I will give this box to Technical Department to incorporate it into future star-ship design,” Captain Baldwin decided.

         
         
         
         
         “Take us home, DATA.”

         
         
         
         
         “Affirmative.”

         
         
         
         
         BURGER123 began its return journey home.

         
         
         
         
         Back in the privacy of their sleeping quarters, Nikita and Melissa were busy talking.

         
         
         
         
         “Are you sure it was Captain Jessie who did the CPR? Not Chen Wei?” Nikita asked.

         
         
         
         
         "What's CPR?" Melissa asked.

         
         
         
         
         "CPR stands for cardio-pulmonary resuscitation. Haven't you heard of it before?" Nikita was incredulous.

         
         
         
         
         "Oh! You mean the mouth-to-mouth thing! Nope, I have not heard of it before," Melissa said.

         
         
         
         
         “I remembered it was Chen Wei who saved me from the waters.”

         
         
         
         
         “Chen Wei saved you from the waters at Rainbow Lake, but Captain Jessie performed CPR on you. Are you hoping Chen Wei to be the one who did it?” Melissa asked in jest.

         
         
         
         
         At these words, Nikita blushed like a red tomato!

         
         
         
         
         Melissa hugged her caterpillar bolster to her chest and peered at her good friend. “Oh gosh, I knew it! You were hoping Chen Wei to be the one to perform CPR on you. How could you be so naughty?” Melissa teased.

         
         
         
         
         “Have you tried using your magic ring to make Chen Wei fall in love with you?” Melissa asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Nope,” came the reply.

         
         
         
         
         “I don’t believe you. Come on, out with it.” Melissa got up from where she was and made the action of trying to tickle her friend’s waist.

         
         
         
         
         “Ok, ok. I tried once and I got a terrible headache,” Nikita admitted.

         
         
         
         
         Both girls giggled helplessly.

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         Chapter 15

         
         
         
         
         After leaving Aborea, the star-ship BURGER123 travelled through space for what seemed like eternity. It travelled at warp speed for nearly five hours. It was a peaceful, uneventful day. Nothing much happened, except.....

         
         
         
         
         BURGER123 was scheduled to arrive home at 8:00 hours early tomorrow morning. The children had retired to their sleeping quarters. Melissa went into the bathroom to shower. Each quarter had its own separate bathroom. Melissa was showering half-way, when she realised she had no more shampoo left and yelled to Nikita for help. Nikita searched her belongings but couldn’t find any shampoo either, so she went to borrow from the guys next door.

         
         
         
         
         In the guys’ quarters, Chen Wei was reclining on his bed and deeply engrossed in his electronic game. Both Antonio and Samuel stood by the window. Looking out of the window, they saw only long needles of white light flashing past them. They were bored and Samuel suggested playing with their robotic spiders, to see whose was the champion.

         
         
         
         
         “My spider is the tarantula,” Antonio said.

         
         
         
         
         “Mine is the black widow,” Samuel replied.

         
         
         
         
         “See which one is the winner. Let’s begin,” Antonio begged.

         
         
         
         
         “All right.”

         
         
         
         
         ‘Spider Combat’ originated in ancient times and live specimens were used in the beginning. Usually, the champion spider was aggressive, had bright colours and powerful fangs. Now, robotic spiders replaced live creatures. These mechanical spiders resembled the real thing, in size and form. Not only did they move equally fast but they also responded to attacks with equal ferocity. These robotic spiders were controlled by a remote control box.

         
         
         
         
         Antonio and Samuel sat on the floor and took out their robotic spiders. Each boy put his combat spider carefully on the floor, facing the opponent. After which, both boys began to manipulate their remote controls with dexterity. The tarantula was bigger than its opponent and had a black body. At this moment, it had the upper hand. It caught the black widow by the head.

         
         
         
         
         “Watch my tarantula fangs!” Antonio warned. He manipulated his remote controls like an expert. The black widow, smaller of the two spiders, tried to break free from the tarantula’s grasp. It pushed and twisted its body, but to no avail. Finally, it found a chance to bite one of the tarantula’s legs. It sank its metallic fangs into the leg and gave a sharp twist, breaking it free from its joint.

         
         
         
         
         “This's the black widow bite!” Samuel said fiercely. He pressed his remote control with the same degree of expertise as Antonio. The bigger tarantula finally loosened its grip on the black widow’s head and lay motionless on the floor. Samuel was overjoyed that his spider had won this round of combat. He nearly shouted at the top of his voice. Antonio was unhappy that his spider had lost. He cried foul play and wanted to challenge Samuel again with another round of spider combat. He went to get more robotic spiders from his bag. He had brought along a box-set of five latest models of spiders. He took out all the spiders that he had and was testing these spiders using his remote control. All five spiders were running happily on the floor.

         
         
         
         
         At this moment, Nikita stood outside the guys’ room and pressed the biometric sensor beside the door. The door signal flashed inside. Chen Wei went to answer the door. When he learnt about her intention to borrow shampoo, he went to get it in his bathroom. Nikita saw Samuel and Antonio sitting on the floor and seemed to be enjoying themselves thoroughly. Out of curiosity she walked into the room to take a closer look. Nikita screamed in panic when she saw spiders running loose on the floor. Chen Wei dashed out of the bathroom. Nikita ran towards Chen Wei and jumped into his embrace! Out of natural reflex, Chen Wei carried her in his arms just like a newly-wed couple, except that he was holding a bottle of shampoo in his hand. Antonio and Samuel were busy chasing their robotic spiders which were running wild on the floor. Both of them looked up at Chen Wei and Nikita at this very moment!

         
         
         
         
         "Eeeee...," Samuel pointed his finger at the couple.

         
         
         
         
         "Eeeee...," Antonio also imitated Samuel by pointing his finger.

         
         
         
         
         Just then, Samuel suddenly had an idea which he must carry out! Looking at Antonio's big innoncent eyes, a mischievous gleam flashed through Samuel's eyes. He turned his head towards Nikita and pointing his finger at her he yelled.

         
         
         
         
          "There's a spider on your leg!"

         
         
         
         
         Nikita was frightened out of her wits, turned her head and buried herself deep in Chen Wei's chest.

         
         
         
         
         "No, Samuel bluff you," Antonio blurted out.

         
         
         
         
         Nikita blushed as red as a tomato as she clung onto Chen Wei for dear life! She could hear his heart beating in his chest. His natural, distinctive scent intoxicated her. Nikita had a terrible phobia for robotic spider and now several of these were running loose under her nose. Chen Wei was embarrassed initially but composed himself quickly. Somewhere deep inside him, he felt as sweet as honey. Later, when he had time to think about this incident, he was puzzled as to why he felt this way. When all the robotic spiders were caught, only then did Nikita dared to leave Chen Wei’s embrace. She took the shampoo from him, thanked him and left in a hurry. Samuel and Antonio smiled and winked at each other. Before Chen Wei knew what happened, both boys imitated Nikita and jumped into his embrace too! Chen Wei carried the two of them in his arms, one on either side, and the three fellows laughed heartily.

         
         
         
         
         That night, Nikita had a dream. She was in the school library and doing her science project. There were several science concepts which she could not understand. Chen Wei happened to come along and sat down beside her. He explained the concepts to her. She still could not understand the fundamentals and was stuck in her project. She was totally frustrated. At this point in time, Chen Wei began to sing ‘Twinkle Twinkle Little Stars’ to cheer her up. Everybody in the library looked up from their books and stared at him. He held up his hands and two polar bear hand-puppets were staring at Nikita in the face. Chen Wei moved his fingers as he sang along and the little bear paws moved up and down obediently. He opened his eyes wide and looked at her. Looking at his funny expression, Nikita laughed out loud in her dream. Seeing her laugh happily, Chen Wei winked at her!

         
         
         
         
         BURGER123 arrived home on the next day, and docked at the space station above Earth’s atmosphere. Our space crew finally went home and had a good rest. On the following day, it was back to school for the kids. Inside the school canteen, many parents were gathered together with their children. Many of them were eating their breakfast. Mrs. Andersen was having a conversation with Samuel's mother as they happened to meet each other by chance.

         
         
         
         
         "You know, there was this time when we encountered a devil in our star-ship," Mrs. Andersen said excitedly.

         
         
         
         
         "Oh dear! How frightening. What happened?" Samuel's mum asked.

         
         
         
         
         "Samuel went on to frighten Antonio. He pounced on the other boy from behind. That's what happened."

         
         
         
         
         "That naughty fellow! Always up to mischief. He's also like that at home. Disturbing his younger brother Nicholas all the time."

         
         
         
         
         "Later, Samuel was haunted by the spirit. Fortunately, we managed to get rid of the evil spirit," Mrs. Andersen related.

         
         
         
         
         "Oh, I see. Samuel! Come here," Samuel's mum yelled. Samuel came running along and stood next to his mother. The next thing he knew, his mother pulled his ear.

         
         
         
         
         "Owwwl.." Samuel tilted his head as his ear was pulled. At this time,

         
         
         
         
         the school bell rang signalling the start of the morning assembly. His mother let go of her hand. Samuel was saved by the bell.

         
         
         
         
         "No more gameboy for you!" His mother called after him as Samuel rushed off to the assembly hall.

         
         
         
         
         "Oh shucks!"

         
         
         
         
         Inside the Metametica Space Academy, all the students were seated on blue chairs for the morning assembly in the hall. All the teaching staff were seated on stage. The principal addressed the assembly. He praised all the students for their hard work in this semester and encouraged them to persevere. He then went on to announce that Chen Wei had won the Annual Spaceship Design Competition organised by the Inter-Stellar Council. As a reward, he would receive monetary incentives and an offer to pursue a fully-sponsored course in Spaceship Propulsion Engine Design. He called Chen Wei to go on stage to receive the award. Every student applauded.

         
         
         
         
         “Now, it is also my great pleasure to announce that the following students have travelled into deep space and returned home safely. They are, Chen Wei, Nikita, Melissa, Samuel and Antonio. They even saved a robot from drowning. Please come on stage. Bravo!” The Principal said. Another round of applause followed. All our space travellers walked smartly onto the stage. Antonio even did a catwalk when he walked on stage, drawing a round of laughter. A few screams were heard.

         
         
         
         
         “The little darling!” Seeing Antonio doing catwalk, Mrs. Andersen could not help suppressing a smile. When robot Beebo came on stage, there was a commotion. Every student wanted to have a good look at it. Many were curious about it. Some even tried to touch it. Chen Wei stood smartly with the rest of his team-mates and robot Beebo for the photographer to snap their photographs. They became instant idols. The principal announced further that the academy would be closed for a week in celebration of Chen Wei’s remarkable achievement. A thunderous applause followed. Several screams were heard. Next, Mrs. Andersen walked to the front of the stage. She took the microphone in her hand.

         
         
         
         
         “I am sure many of you are hungry. Breakfast is ready in the canteen. So, hurry along,” Mrs. Andersen announced.

         
         
         
         
         Inside the school canteen, many students were helping themselves to the wide variety of food on the table. It was truly international buffet style. Many of these students were eating and talking at the same time. A small crowd gathered around our space travellers asking endless questions. Chen Wei was surrounded by Evon, Grace and her friends. Evon was doing all she could to get Chen Wei's attention, including asking for his autograph. At this moment, Thomas came up to them and informed Chen Wei that Mrs. Andersen wanted to see him in her office. Chen Wei left the canteen and proceeded to Mrs. Andersen's office.

         
         
         
         
         “Chen Wei, you have done the academy proud by winning such a prestigious award. Others may not be aware, but I know how difficult it is to put together all the systems and engines in a star-ship and make it run the way you wanted it to. I am very proud of you."

         
         
         
         
         "Thanks," Chen Wei did not know what to say, but he felt good.

         
         
         
         
         "The principal wants you to write a ten-thousand word account on our space travel. Do you have any problem?” Mrs. Andersen asked.

         
         
         
         
         “Oh my god!” Chen Wei exclaimed.

         
         
         
         
         She chuckled.

         
         
         
         
         “Don’t worry, I suggest you approach Nikita for help. She’s a nice girl and I’m sure she will be happy to help you. Melissa will be away for this coming vacation. Samuel and Antonio are too young to be of much help,” Mrs. Andersen said.

         
         
         
         
         “All right,” he grinned sheepishly.

         
         
         
         
         “I want the report in a week’s time. Now run along, young man,” Mrs. Andersen said and patted Chen Wei gently on his shoulder. Chen Wei turned around and walked towards the door and left Mrs. Andersen's office. Looking at her student's departing form, Mrs. Andersen thought to herself, “what a fine young man.”

         
         
         
         
         When Chen Wei reached home that evening, his mum hugged him just as he stepped into the front door.

         
         
         
         
         "Mrs. Andersen called just now. I'm so proud of you," his mother said.

         
         
         
         
         "Mum! I'm a big boy already," Chen Wei was shy.

         
         
         
         
         "Nonsense. You're always my little bambino," his mum chided him.

         
         
         
         
         The next morning, the Butler knocked on Chen Wei's door. He came to call his young master to go downstairs for breakfast. There was no response. After knocking on the door several times, there was still no answer. He turned the door knob. The door was not locked. He pushed open the door and went in. He saw Chen Wei hugging his baby polar bear and sleeping soundly. "How adorable," the Butler could not help suppressing a smile.

         
         
         
         
         "Young master, time to wake up," the Butler called.

         
         
         
         
         No answer.

         
         
         
         
         He went closer to Chen Wei to check on him. He found that Chen Wei was having a fever. He rushed downstairs to inform Mrs. Chen immediately. Later, when the doctor arrived and performed some medical examinations, he advised Mrs. Chen to send her son to hospital.

         
         
         
         
         "This is no ordinary fever. Better send him to hospital," the doctor said. Mrs. Chen called her husband to inform him of Chen Wei's condition. She was at the hospital registration counter when she made her call. She was writing on a form and talking into her cell phone at the same time.

         
         
         
         
         "Honey, you better come back fast. Our little darling is sick with dengue fever," Mrs. Chen was very worried.

         
         
         
         
         "But, I'm in the middle of negotiating a multi-billion dollar deal, my dear," Mr. Chen spoke at the other end of the line. He was slightly annoyed.

         
         
         
         
         "Aren't you coming back to take a look at your son? Honey, our little bambino misses you," Mrs. Chen raised her voice.

         
         
         
         
         "Oh, all right."

         
         
         
         
         "When is your earliest return flight?"

         
         
         
         
         "Let me see...this evening."

         
         
         
         
         At one of the big hospitals, Mr. Chen and his wife were waiting patiently outside their son's ward. A while later, a mechanical android walked out of the ward, accompanied by a nurse. This android represented the 'brain' of a top medical doctor in this hospital. The human doctor sat in his office while his android did all the menial tasks of checking on his patients.

         
         
         
         
         "Follow my instructions on patient care. You can get the drugs from the pharmacy now," the android told the nurse in an expressionless voice.

         
         
         
         
         "All right."

         
         
         
         
         "I am Mr. Chen and this is my wife. How's my son doing?" Mr. Chen asked the android.

         
         
         
         
         "Hi. I'm doctor Menon, the medical director. We have conducted medical tests on the patient. I'm afraid your son is suffering from dengue fever. Not to worry, I have ordered the medicines for this illness. Your son should recover pretty soon."

         
         
         
         
         "Thank you. Could we see our son now?" Mr. Chen asked.

         
         
         
         
         "Yes, but he is sleeping now."

         
         
         
         
         "It's all right. We just want to look at him."

         
         
         
         
         Inside Chen Wei's ward, Mr. Chen and his wife stood beside their son's bed looking at him.

         
         
         
         
         "Honey, we spend so little time with our little bambino. We are away on business trips most of the time. I feel sorry for him," Mrs. Chen voiced her unhappiness.

         
         
         
         
         "This cannot be helped."

         
         
         
         
         "When I hugged him yesterday, he said he's already a big bambino."

         
         
         
         
         "He's a chip off the old block. He has done well in his studies and I'm proud of him," Mr. Chen gave his stamp of approval for his son.

         
         
         
         
         "My little bambino is the best in the world!" Mrs. Chen also gave her stamp of approval for her son.

         
         
         
         
         "This foreign Gutsy Media Network is doing all it can to snatch our deal. I have to fly back to Austria to seal this business contract with the Austrian National Media Corporation. It's important."

         
         
         
         
         "I heard that this Gutsy Media Network is a big, international corporation and they can offer very competitive rates. Honey, will there be a problem?" His wife was concerned.

         
         
         
         
         "Don't worry. We are already at the final stage of negotiations, short of inking the paper."

         
         
         
         
         "When do you need to fly off?" His wife asked.

         
         
         
         
         "I will be taking the first flight tomorrow morning. Why?"

         
         
         
         
         "So I can pack some clothes for you, my dear," his wife said.

         
         
         
         
         "Forget the packing! Come to papa," he stretched out both arms and wanted to hug his wife.

         
         
         
         
         "Oh! You're incorrigible," his wife chided him.

         
         
         
         
         Mr. Chen chuckled loudly.

         
         
         
         
         An hour passed by quickly before Mr. Chen felt hungry after his long flight, his wife went outside to buy some snacks for him. When Mrs. Chen returned with a packet each of fried kway teow and roti prata, her husband was drooling when he saw the food. "You know honey, I've been dying to eat these while I was overseas. They never had these kind of food, wonder why..." Mr. Chen was already busy eating to finish his sentence. His wife munched on a kaya toast and sipped orange juice. Looking at her husband eating ravenously, Mrs. Chen cautioned, "take it easy, don't choke." After this meal, Mr. Chen and his wife spent some quiet moments together.

         
         
         
         
         The Chen couple was interrupted by a nurse walking into the bedroom. "Time for injection," said the nurse. She pushed in a small cart with all the required medical stuff. As she stood near the bedside, she held up a big syringe with needle and peered at it. Several drops of liquid gushed out of the needle tip as she pushed the syringe a little bit. When Mrs. Chen saw the horrific needle, she was shocked and worried.

         
         
         
         
         "Excuse me, could you use a smaller needle?" Mrs. Chen asked the nurse, who was about to carry out the injection.

         
         
         
         
         "Don't worry madam, I'll be gentle, he won't feel a thing," replied the nurse.

         
         
         
         
         As time was getting late, Mrs. Chen agreed to return home to rest after much persuasion from her husband. "My poor darling, sleep tight," Mrs. Chen said and kissed her son's forehead. Looking at Chen Wei sleeping soundly, Mrs. Chen left her son's bedroom after a prolonged hesitation.

         
         
         
         
         It was past midnight.

         
         
         
         
         Inside the hospital bedroom, Mr. Chen kept touching his son's forehead at regular intervals to feel his temperature. He kept vigil by his son's bedside, at the same time communicating with his business associates using his laptop computer. A nurse knocked on the door and came in to check on Chen Wei. She took a portable medical sensor attached to the wall and held it over Chen Wei's chest. She pressed a button on the sensor and waited for a minute before she took the readings.

         
         
         
         
         "How's my son?" Mr. Chen asked the nurse anxiously.

         
         
         
         
         "He is doing fine. The temperature has dropped, but we have to keep him under observation for a few more days," she replied softly.

         
         
         
         
         "Could I get you a cup of coffee or something?" the nurse volunteered.

         
         
         
         
         "No. Thank you."

         
         
         
         
         "If you need anything, just press the buzzer by the bedside," she told him and left the room. She was quite touched by this fatherly man who sat quietly by his son and yet busily working.

         
         
         
         
         One hour later, Mr. Chen stroked his son's head several times. "Mmmm..., my big bambino," Chen Wei overheard his father mumbling. He was awakened by his blanket being pulled up to his neck. Mr. Chen showed fatherly love on very rare occasions. Chen Wei kept his eyes closed for he was happy that the 'Rock' was finally here. The nickname, 'Rock', was given to his father secretly for this was the impression Chen Wei had of his father eversince he was a young boy. Mr. Chen was a strict, no-nonsense family man, who had devoted much of his time into running his family business. His family business empire was the world-renowned Electra Media Corporation, reputed for its wholesome media content, crystal-clear videos, true-to-life sound and reliable high-speed transmission. Late into the night, Chen Wei woke up partially and glancing through sleepy eyes, he saw his father reclining on the couch next to him. His father was sound asleep. He felt contented and closed his eyes again.

         
         
         
         
         The next day, Chen Wei felt very much better. He was surprised to find his dad gone. His mum sat close by. She felt her son's forehead for a brief moment before she was satisfied that the fever was gone. She had brought a basket of rosy apples for Chen Wei, his favourite fruit. She looked at her son lovingly.

         
         
         
         
         "Oh mom!" Chen Wei protested and blushed slightly.

         
         
         
         
         "Let me take a good look at you. I will be leaving soon to join your father when you are better."

         
         
         
         
         "Where's dad?" he asked.

         
         
         
         
         "Your father has an important business to attend to. He's very proud of you," Mrs. Chen told her son.

         
         
         
         
         "He has bought a gift for you. He left it in your room. Your father and I love you very much, my dear," she continued.

         
         
         
         
         Chen Wei smiled, the dimple on his left cheek evident.

         
         
         
         
         Mrs. Chen took an apple from her basket and a knife. She started peeling the apple. She handed the apple to her son when she had finished peeling. Chen Wei ate happily.

         
         
         
         
         "Does the apple taste good?" she asked.

         
         
         
         
         Chen Wei nodded his head and grinned sheepishly at his mum.

         
         
         
         
         "My big bambino," Mrs. Chen said affectionately.

         
         
         
         
         "Mum, I want water," Chen Wei said in between chewing.

         
         
         
         
         "All right, the 'Green Dolphin' brand?" Mrs. Chen gave her son a questioning look.

         
         
         
         
         Chen Wei grinned widely and nodded his head.

         
         
         
         
         "Or do you prefer the 'Spring Dew' brand, I heard this one is better?"

         
         
         
         
         "I'll have the 'Green Dolphin', thanks mum."

         
         
         
         
         Looking at her son's smiling, sunshine face, Mrs. Chen thought to herself, "don't tell me it's only a green dolphin, even if it's a blue whale, I'll take the trawler out to the ocean and catch one for you." Her maternal love was in full-swing. Mrs. Chen left the room to get this particular brand of water for her darling son.

         
         
         
         
         After staying in hospital for one week, Chen Wei was well enough to be discharged. Back in his own bedroom, he found the present which his father gave him. It was a big rectangular box! This box was wrapped with smooth silver paper and tied with a yellow ribbon. Chen Wei was excited as this was the second present, apart from the polar bears, which his father gave him. He opened the present quickly. He took out a watch and gazed at it for a while, studying it carefully, as if he was a police inspector looking for a murder clue. He was looking at a limited edition sports chronometer, designed and crafted by master watch-maker, Teckron! The metallic silver watch chain held a rugged-looking chronometer, with night-vision capability. It was a shock-resistant, rank V 300 metre water-resistant watch, designed for the active sportsmen in mind. Coupled with a 4G virtual phone feature, this Teckron model was the dream of every youngster! Chen Wei wore it at once and only took if off on rare occasions.

         
         
         
         
         A set of twelve wrist-bands was attached inside on the left-side of the box. There were two rows of six wrist-bands, in colours of black, blue, green, yellow, red and white. These wrist-bands came as accessories for the watch. Chen Wei saw that the colours of the wrist-bands on the top row were the same as that for the bottom row. He felt several of these bands with his fingers and found that the top row consisted of bands made with cotton, while the bottom row had bands made with leather! Together with this present, his father wrote him a note. Reading his father's firm handwriting, Chen Wei turned as red as a beetroot and felt as if he was floating on cloud nine! Mr. Chen wrote,

         
         
         
         
         "For my big bambino,

         
         
         
         
         Love,

         
         
         
         
         daddy"

         
         
         
         
         Back at home, in the privacy of her bedroom, Nikita was reading a book quietly. The song, ‘Scarborough Fair’, was playing softly in the background. This singer had a heavenly voice. When she sang, "...Will he be a true love of mine?", the same question flashed through Nikita's mind many times. Her thoughts were interrupted when she received a text message on her laptop computer. Nikita was beside herself with joy when Chen Wei invited her to his mansion tomorrow to help write the report on their recent space excursion. He gave her directions on how to get to his residence. Nikita accepted his invitation. When Nikita stood outside the main-gate of Octavia Mansion, she pressed the bell by the side of the gate. A security guard walked towards her. After verifying her identity, he opened the gate and let her in.

         
         
         
         
         Inside Octavia Mansion, Chen Wei was resting on the sofa in the living room watching the news. Nikita arrived. She smiled at him and he got up to welcome her. She put down the basket of fruits on the coffee table which she had brought. Both sat down on the sofa. The Butler served ginseng chicken broth. He made it a point to give Nikita an extra large helping.

         
         
         
         
         “Thank you,” Nikita said.

         
         
         
         
         “You are welcome,” the Butler smiled and left the living room.

         
         
         
         
         The two youngsters ate ginseng chicken broth quietly. After they had finished eating, Chen Wei switched television channels using the remote control on the side-table next to him. He turned on the MTV channel. Immediately, a pop singer began to dance vigorously and sang a rap song. It sounded just like a machine gun. Suddenly he asked a question.

         
         
         
         
         “Could you sing?”

         
         
         
         
         “Not really,” she answered.

         
         
         
         
         “Could you sing a song, please?” he begged.

         
         
         
         
         “Okay,” she agreed after much hesitation.

         
         
         
         
         Nikita opened her mouth and cleared her throat. She sang ‘Twinkle Twinkle Little Stars’ with accompanying hand actions. Chen Wei burst into uncontrollable laughter. He laughed until he was clutching his stomach. Nikita was embarrassed and protested this was the only song she knew how to sing. Chen Wei apologised quickly and complimented her for possessing a good voice.

         
         
         
         
         Both youngsters got down to serious work. While Nikita was flipping through the dictionary, she found a nice bookmark with the words, "To My Dear, Best Wishes! Diana", sitting in between the pages. She was momentarily disturbed. She regained her composure and continued with their discussion on what to write in their report. Before they knew it, it was already late afternoon.

         
         
         
         
          “My mother told me to be back by six,” Nikita wanted to leave.

         
         
         
         
         “Oh my god. So fast,” Chen Wei was reluctant to see her leave.

         
         
         
         
         "But we have not finished the report yet. Could you come again tomorrow?" he asked anxiously.

         
         
         
         
         "All right."

         
         
         
         
         Chen Wei felt a sense of emptiness when Nikita closed the door after her. When he saw a bar of chocolate lying on the coffee table, he wanted very much for her to have it. Without thinking, he grabbed this bar of chocolate and dashed out of the door. He saw Nikita walking further and further away into the distance. He chased after her. He turned around to face her and stretched out his hand holding the bar of chocolate.

         
         
         
         
         "For you," he said.

         
         
         
         
         "Thanks," she said softly and took the chocolate bar.

         
         
         
         
         Their eyes met and Nikita saw Chen Wei's handsome face, against the backdrop of the setting sun. Chen Wei wore a white sweater with red-collar. She thought he looked like Apollo the sun-god, with a radiance emanating from his body outline. He smiled sweetly at her, exposing his row of sparkling white teeth.

         
         
         
         
         Nikita quickly lowered her head and left in a hurry, her face blushing and her heart thumping furiously.

         
         
         
         
         Chen Wei stretched out his right hand partially towards the departing form of Nikita and then slowly lowered his hand. He stood there motionless long after she had left. That night, Chen Wei watched the music video, 'Time to say goodbye', on television. He kept thinking about Nikita and her song, ‘Twinkle Twinkle Little Stars’. He was looking forward to their meeting tomorrow. A smile appeared on his face and he hugged his baby polar bear tightly. Before long, he was sound asleep.

         
         
         
         
         That same night at Sunflower Villa.

         
         
         
         
         Nikita smiled again as she looked forward to her meeting with Chen Wei the next day at Octavia Mansion. The song, 'Scarborough Fair', was playing softly in the background. The singer sang in a heavenly voice, "...Will he be a true love of mine?'
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