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  “I-would-prefer-an-invisibility-cloak,” Watson said.


  “Unfortunately, Dad hasn’t invented that technology yet so you’ll just have to make do with this,” I replied. My hands were filled with coloured wires, and I was trying to focus on the task in front of me.


  “All-my-upgrades-have-served-one-purpose,” Watson continued.


  “To take over the world?” I asked distractedly. One of the wires had gotten tangled and I was having difficulty unwinding it so that it would fit onto Watson’s complicated circuit board.


  “To-let-you-eat-more,” Watson replied.


  “That’s not true at all!” I yelled. Outrageous! The first power I installed, extendable arms and legs, were for Watson to…well, to get the Khong Guan biscuits hidden on the top shelf in the kitchen. The second power, however, had nothing at all to do with food. It was for Watson to be able to record my case notes! So there!


  “So there!” I said.


  “You-were-talking-to-yourself-inside-your-head-again,” Watson replied.


  “Your voice and video recording functions had nothing to do with food!” I said.


  “You-used-the-video-recording-function-to-find-out-who-was-eating-your-favourite-Khong-Guan-biscuits,” Watson said.


  “Oh, right,” I said. “But, ha! I didn’t use the voice recording function for anything food-related!”


  “You-recorded-an-in-depth-report-on-all-the-chicken-wings-you-have-ever-eaten,” Watson replied.


  “That was just that one time,” I replied.


  “And-an-in-depth-report-on-all-the-satay—”


  “I’m done!” I exclaimed. I wasn’t quite sure I had positioned all the wires in the right place, but I had to do something to distract Watson. “Try your new power out!”


  There was a brief pause, then Watson shivered, and suddenly he was a bright luminous pink all over!


  “It works! You now have the ability to camouflage yourself!” I said. “I’m not sure when you’ll need to be neon pink though.”


  “Pink-is-cool,” Watson replied. “Pink-robots-are-cooler.”


  “Hmm, since I’m in here,” I said, pulling out a few more wires and twisting them about. “Perhaps it would be a good time to change your name to MEGA-TECHNO-DESTRO-BOT like I originally intended, before Dad interfered.”


  “I-am-always-ready-to-use-mega-technology-to-destroy-your-ability-to-make-me-leave-the-house,” Watson said, flushing to a light purple.


  I ignored him and prepared to flip the all-important switch that would allow me to change Watson’s name. He would acknowledge the next words that were said as his new name. “Okay, let’s try this again, soon to be MEGA-TECHNO-DESTRO-BOT!”


  I had hoped for a thunderstorm: thunder and lightning would have made this scenario way cooler. Alas, it was a clear day.


  I flipped the switch dramatically anyway.


  “What, son?” Dad said, popping into my room at exactly the wrong time.
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  “My-name-is-Wat-son,” my almost MEGA-TECHNO-DESTRO-BOT said.


  “DAD!” I yelled out.


  “What? What did I do?” Dad replied.


  “Never mind,” I said. “Some things just aren’t meant to be.”


  “What? Dinner’s ready,” Dad said. He still looked confused. “Also, why is Watson purple?”


  “C’mon, Watson! Dinner!” I said, dragging my pale purple robot to the kitchen.


  Both Mom and Wendy, my older sister, looked at Watson curiously as he sat down at the dinner table.


  “Why is Watson purple, dear?” Mom asked.


  “Actually, Mom, that particular shade of purple is known as lilac,” my artistically inclined sibling said. Wendy was a year older than I was, and in Primary Five.


  “I see. Sam, why is Watson lilac?” Mom replied, not missing a beat as she scooped out piping hot bowls of bak kut teh for all of us. I love Mom’s bak kut teh. Her pork ribs are always boiled to succulent perfection, and her soup is never thick. It has just the right amount of spices to be full of flavour, but not overwhelmingly so. Mom is half-Peranakan and an amazing cook.


  “It’s his new camouflage power, Mom,” I said as I scooped out bowls of rice for everyone. I stopped heaping more rice into my bowl when I saw the look Mom gave me.


  “Sherlock-claims-it-serves-no-food-related-purpose,” Watson said. He changed back to his original colour as he tucked into his plate of recycled batteries that he consumed as his power source.


  Now that I thought about it, though, Watson would be a lot harder to spot when I needed a midnight ice cream treat. Not that I was going to say that out loud.


  “How are you feeling about not getting the highest grade for the first time, Samuel?” Mom asked.


  Earlier in the day, I had found out a new student named James Mok had beaten me on a test by half a point. I’d yet to meet this boy as he was in one of the other Primary Four classes in my school. He had apparently just moved back to Singapore after living in London most of his life.


  “It’s okay, Mom,” I said. “I don’t need to be the best; I just need to be my best.”


  “I’m very happy to hear that,” Mom said, ruffling my hair.


  Once everyone was seated and eating, Dad used his spoon to tap against his glass of ice-cold water. Clink. Clink. Clink.


  “I have an announcement to make!” Dad said, grinning widely.


  “Are we going camping?” I asked, slurping up a spoonful of broth.


  “That’s right! How did you guess, Sam?” Dad asked.


  “I don’t guess, Dad. I deduce,” I replied. “I noticed that you and Mom bought a bottle of mosquito repellent, a bottle of sunscreen, and two sleeping bags last week.”


  “Can you deduce where we are going?” Dad asked.


  “Elementary, my dear Dad. Pulau Ubin, of course,” I replied confidently.


  “How did you deduce that, Sam?” Mom asked.


  “I noticed that Dad has been cutting out and keeping clippings of wild boar sightings in Pulau Ubin for a while now.”


  “Good job, son!” Dad said, patting me on the shoulder. “And I’ve already checked with the Supper Club, and all their parents have given permission for your friends to come with us to Pulau Ubin. Eliza’s mom was really excited about it.”


  “You invited Eliza?!” Wendy exclaimed.


  “Why, yes. She’s part of the Supper Club, isn’t she?” Dad replied, counting off with his fingers, “Jimmy, Nazhar, Eliza, Wendy, Watson and Sherlock.”


  “I think your deductive skills could use some practice, Dad,” I said. It didn’t take a genius detective to deduce that Eliza and Wendy were not the best of friends.


  “Perhaps-your-Dad-needs-detective-tuition,” Watson added.


  Dad looked rather bewildered. He might be a brilliant engineer, but the complexities of friendship between 11-year-old girls would likely always elude him.


  “But she’s always hanging around…” Dad muttered to himself, scratching the top of his head.


  “Well, it was a really nice thing your dad did, and I’m sure we’ll all have a great time. Am I right, Wendy?” Mom said, giving my sister a sidelong look.


  Wendy heaved a great big sigh before nodding. Right then, she froze as realisation hit her. “I’m going to have to share a tent with Eliza, aren’t I?” she asked, looking horrified.


  “You-could-share-a-tent-with-Sherlock,” Watson said. “Just-remind-him-that-crumbs-in-bed-will-attract-wild-animals.”


  I glared at my robot.


  “Though-his-farts-will-likely-be-a-natural-repellent.”
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  Wendy and my parents erupted in laughter.


  “It’s okay. I can share the tent with Eliza,” Wendy said, wrinkling her nose at me and still laughing.


  “It’s confirmed then! We’ll take the boat to Pulau Ubin once school is out this Friday!” Dad said. He beamed at Mom, who nodded.


  A camping trip to Pulau Ubin! While I usually shunned the outdoors for the comfort of an air-conditioned library or bookshop, I had every faith that my dad would ensure that we spent the trip in relative comfort. I wondered if he had bought those special tents that came with air-conditioning. But first things first…


  “There are barbecue pits at the campsite, correct?” I asked.


  [image: Images]


  [image: Images]


  “I-am-going-to-rust,” Watson said. He extended his legs and strode off the boat onto the jetty easily. The rest of us clambered off the rickety bumboat that had brought us from the main island.


  Pulau Ubin was a small island to the northeast of mainland Singapore and its name was Malay for “Granite Island”, likely because many granite quarries used to be there. Nobody called it that, though it was occasionally called Ubin Island. There’s a legend that says Pulau Ubin was formed when a frog, a pig and an elephant raced each other from Singapore to Johor. They had agreed that whoever failed to reach Johor would turn to stone. All three ended up failing, and the elephant and pig became Pulau Ubin, while the frog became Pulau Sekudu, or Frog Island, a much smaller island between Singapore and Pulau Ubin.


  It was about 4pm and we had just arrived at the jetty. The salty sea air was making everyone’s hair stiff and slightly sticky. Everyone’s except Eliza’s. Her long hair was neatly tied in her usual braids. Wendy suddenly started spinning around in a circle, slapping her arms and legs.


  “Ouch, ouch, ouch!” Wendy cried as she continued to slap her calves and hop about irritably.


  “Is that a new dance we’re supposed to learn for camping?” Jimmy asked, grinning. He imitated Wendy perfectly, hopping up and down, and going “ouch, ouch, ouch.” Jimmy had a bright green baseball cap on to shield his face from the sun.
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  “I don’t think Wendy is doing a dance, Jimmy,” Nazhar said. He quickly pulled a bottle of mosquito repellent from his backpack and offered it to Wendy. Nazhar had really cool, sporty sunglasses with an elastic band that wrapped around his head to hold them in place.


  “If you knew you were sensitive to mosquito bites, why didn’t you put the repellent on before we got on the boat?” Eliza asked, raising a perfectly arched eyebrow. Eliza smelled of coconuts from the sun block that she had already put on.


  “Well, I didn’t think they would attack me immediately!” Wendy snapped back, enthusiastically spraying her arms and legs with the insect repellent. Too enthusiastically, as it turned out. By the time she was done, the rest of us were choking on the spray. Everyone except Watson of course.


  Dad reached out and grabbed the bottle from Wendy. “I think that’s enough, dear. You should be sufficiently protected.”


  “Even-I-am-protected-from-insects. But-I-am-definitely-going-to-rust,” Watson said. His metal body shone with repellent residue.


  “Is it time for food now?” I asked. I had done my research and had found out that the nearby open-air restaurant called Cheong Lian Yuen was well known for its zi char. Mom promised I could have a second lunch if I only had tuna sandwiches for the first one.


  “Yes, Sam,” Mom said. “We’re heading over to Ubin Town where all the restaurants are. We can have our zi char there.”


  “What’s zi char?” Nazhar asked as we all walked over to the restaurant. We noticed that there were many bicycle rental shops around. I also noticed a little hut that seemed to rent air-conditioned vans. I made a mental note to tell Dad so that he could book two vans for all of us. It was far too hot to cycle.


  “It’s like à la carte,” Mom said. “Single dishes you can select from a menu in a restaurant. Only it’s very economical.”


  We sat down at a round wooden table. I immediately picked up the menu and studied it carefully.


  “I’d like deep fried kampong chicken, kang kong with belachan, salted fish fried rice and chilli crab, please!” I said.


  “That’s for everyone to share, correct?” Mom asked, giving me a familiar look. I knew that look. It meant that I should agree with whatever Mom said. I quickly nodded.


  “Does anyone want anything else?” Dad asked. Everyone ordered ice-cold drinks. Mom took out a pack of used batteries for Watson.


  While we waited for the food and drinks to arrive, we watched two men struggle to release a net full of crabs into a Styrofoam box filled with water. The crabs were still alive and thrashing about!


  “The crabs are still alive!” Jimmy exclaimed. He leapt out of his seat and ran over to watch. “Sherlock! Look at them! I’m going to name this one Spotty because he has the most spots. And she’s Pinky because she’s the pinkest—”


  The aunties and uncles who were seated around us looked in amusement at Jimmy. No one had the heart to tell him that Spotty and Pinky were soon to be our meal.
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  “…this is the third time this week I’ve seen it,” said one of the uncles from the table next to us. He was tanned and thin, and looked about 60 years old. He had a glass of black kopi in front of him.


  “My wife said the same thing. I didn’t see it because I was sleeping already,” another uncle said. This uncle was chubbier but was just as tanned as the first uncle.


  “Aiyah, the two of you, gossiping like old women,” the restaurant auntie said to the two elderly men as she put two plates of salted fish fried rice on our table. “Don’t frighten people, okay?”


  Jimmy ran back to the table once the food came and thanked the auntie cheerily.


  “What did you see, Uncle? Was it the wild boars?” Dad asked. He liked talking to people. He always said that the best way to learn was to talk to and observe the people around us. The people on Pulau Ubin had given up city life for a simpler one on a small island with few modern amenities! To Dad, who had to have all his technological gadgets with him all the time, this was something amazing.


  The two uncles looked around and the thinner one whispered, “No, not the boars. Something else. A lot of strange things have been happening around the island recently.”


  “What kind of strange things, Uncle?” I asked, my interest immediately piqued.


  “Strange lights in the night sky,” the chubbier uncle whispered.


  “What did I tell the both of you?” the restaurant auntie said as she brought out the kampong chicken and kang kong. “These nice people are here to have fun. Don’t scare them with all this nonsense!”


  “It’s not nonsense!” the chubbier uncle said. “Last week I found my chicken covered in sticky goo!”


  “Goo? Like poo?” Wendy said, wrinkling her nose.


  “Was it green goo?” I asked.


  “How did you know the goo was green?” the chubbier uncle asked. He looked very shocked. “Have you seen it too? Where? When?”


  “No, I haven’t. However, from what you’ve told us, it’s easy to deduce what’s been happening.” I looked over at Dad for confirmation. He grinned and nodded his head. I heard Mom sigh deeply. Then she frowned and shot my dad a stern glance. He beamed a silly smile back at her and wiggled his eyebrows, which made Mom laugh.


  “What’s that?” the restaurant auntie asked. Even she seemed intrigued now. She stood there with a large plate of chilli crabs in her hands. She seemed to have forgotten she was holding it. I certainly hadn’t. The crabs smelled delicious. I needed to quickly explain so she would give them to us.


  “Strange lights in the sky. Unexplained green goo. These are classic signs of sightings,” I said, not taking my eyes off the plate of piping hot chilli crabs.


  “Sightings? Sightings of what?” the slender uncle asked. “Not ghost sightings, surely. We’ve seen plenty of those and that doesn’t bother us at all.”


  “Alien sightings!” I declared, and then said under my breath, “Ghosts don’t exist.”


  “Aliens?” the chubbier uncle asked. “Like on X-Files?”


  “Exactly!” I said. I dug into my pocket and pulled out three slightly damp and bent cards. I had printed them at home on Dad’s laser printer. Fortunately, the ink had survived a mix of sea water and my perspiration.


  “Please take one each, Uncles and Auntie,” I said as I handed out my name cards. “If you see anything strange, please call me.”


  “Wah, how come you have a name card?” the auntie said as she took one. “You’re still a small boy!”


  “He’s Singapore’s Great—” Jimmy started to say.


  “Not-yet,” Watson interrupted.
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  “How are they going to call you if you didn’t put a phone number?” Eliza said as she peered at one of the cards.


  “Actually, it might be better if you just emailed me,” I said, trying to ignore Eliza’s good point.


  “But you don’t have Internet here,” Eliza continued.


  “Or you can just call out my name when you see me having lunch or dinner,” I hastily concluded.


  Strange lights in the sky! Mysterious green goo! This was definitely a case for Sherlock Sam and the Supper Club!
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  “Are we there yet?” I asked. We had been walking for far longer than I had anticipated. The sun was setting but it was still extremely humid. My entire T-shirt was drenched in sweat beneath the backpack I was carrying. I could not believe that everyone was so calm about the possibility that there might be aliens on Pulau Ubin.


  “We-have-only-been-walking-for-eleven-minutes,” Watson said.


  “The Jelutong Beach campsite is not too far away,” Dad said energetically. He had found a large stick along the way and was using it as a walking stick. He would sometimes draw little cartoons in the dirt that would make Mom laugh.


  “It would have been faster if we had hired one of those air-conditioned vans,” I said. My mind was already running through everything that Dad had taught me about alien encounters and sightings, plus everything I had read on the Internet. I wondered if any of the Ubin villagers had been taken up to the mothership and experimented on.


  “Trekking is healthy for you, Sherlock,” Nazhar said. “But I wish the roads had better lighting. It’s so dark. Anyone could easily stumble and fall.”


  “Why are you still wearing your sunglasses, Nazhar?” Jimmy asked. “It’s evening time.” Nazhar pulled his sunglasses off quickly, then smiled weakly at Eliza who rolled her eyes at him.


  “I think this insect repellent of yours expired, Nazhar,” Wendy said as she continued to alternate between slapping her limbs and scratching them. “It doesn’t seem to be working.”


  “You guys sure complain a lot,” Eliza said. I turned and looked at Eliza. She had not even broken a sweat. I started to suspect that Eliza might be an android. No normal human could remain sweat-free after all that walking in this humidity.


  Just then Dad called out, “We’re here!” I could hear Mom heave a big sigh of relief.


  We surveyed our campground. There were many trees around the area and a couple of other campers had pitched their tents further out. The Jelutong Beach campsite faced the main island of Singapore. The sun had almost set but there were lights all around so we would still be able to set up our campsite. We could hear the waves crashing against the shoreline. It seemed like high tide, and a few campers were fishing. I also saw an area where we could have a campfire and, more importantly, a barbecue!


  We selected an open area right in the middle of the campground and pulled out all the necessary equipment to set up the campsite. Suddenly, I realised something.


  “Dad? We seem to be one tent short,” I said. “Did you forget to pack your tent?”


  “Okay, kids. We’ll see you tomorrow morning!” Dad said quickly. “Be safe now!”


  “Wait. What do you mean you’ll see us in the morning?” I asked. A terrible realisation was dawning on me.


  “We have to check into our hotel, Sam,” Mom said. “If we don’t check in soon, they might give our room away.” Mom was practically dragging Dad away from us. “Quickly, dear, I really need a shower,” I heard her whisper to Dad.


  “HOTEL?” I yelled. “What hotel?!”


  “The Celestial Beach Resort! All the details are on the sheet of paper I left, together with two walkie-talkies!” Dad yelled back from halfway down the road. “We have the third one. Just use them if you need to contact us!”


  “But what about dinner?” I shouted.
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  “You’ll have to hunt, son! There’s red jungle fowl all around. Just catch one! You’ll be fine!” Dad shouted, as he and Mom disappeared around a turn.


  “Hunt!? What!?” I shouted back.


  “I can hunt,” Nazhar said.


  “Everyone can have the yoghurt bars we packed,” Eliza said, rolling her eyes.


  “Did you know that Mom and Dad were going to stay in a hotel?” I yelled at Wendy. Dad had betrayed me for an air-conditioned hotel room!


  “Do you think that some mosquitoes might have evolved and are now no longer affected by insect repellent, Sam?” Wendy replied. She was squinting at the air around her trying to spot the mosquitoes before they could land on her skin.


  “Hmm, that is an interesting idea, Wendy,” I replied, momentarily distracted from my parents’ betrayal. “Perhaps this mutation has something to do with extraterrestrial tinkering. Though it’s certainly possible it has nothing to do with aliens, and is just simple Darwinism at work. Only the mosquitoes which had developed the immunity to insect repellent would survive as those that hadn’t would have died off. Insect repellent has been around for millennia in one form or another, but synthetic insect repellent was only invented in the 1940s by the US Army. Is that a long enough time frame for mosquitoes to have evolved a defence against it? And what about other insects…”


  “He’s doing it again,” Eliza said to Wendy.


  Wendy swatted another mosquito.


  “Let’s punch our tents!” Jimmy yelled out in excitement, breaking me from my thoughts.


  “Punch our tents?” Nazhar asked. He and Jimmy were sharing a tent. Nazhar looked worried as Jimmy started throwing a bunch of stuff around, creating a mess.


  “I think he means pitch our tents,” Eliza said. She already had her tent equipment out and had started to set up.


  “Watson, do what Eliza is doing,” I said. I was a genius detective, not a genius camper. Besides, what use was a robot if not to pitch tents?


  “I do-not-have-a-tent-pitching-programme,” Watson replied.


  “You do! I installed it last night!” I exclaimed. I had purposely installed a camping programme in my robot for this trip!


  “It-had-a-virus-in-it-so-I-had-to-delete-it,” Watson said.


  I glared at my robot suspiciously.


  “There,” Eliza said, standing up and dusting the sand off her hands and knees. She was done in less than ten minutes and still had not broken a sweat. “Now, who needs help?”


  Everyone raised their hands. Jimmy raised two, and jumped up and down as well.


  Twenty-five minutes later, Eliza had set up all three tents and had built a nice campfire for us to roast marshmallows. The three tents formed a semicircle around a campfire that was a safe distance away.


  “The fire should keep wild animals away,” Nazhar said. “We should leave it lit all night. It’s what expert campers would do.”


  Eliza looked at him strangely. “Fire can actually attract animals with its light and warmth,” she said. “Plus, it’s dangerous to have an unwatched open flame, so we’ll need to put it out before we go to sleep.”


  Nazhar didn’t respond, but suddenly found something in the distance quite interesting, vaguely pointing at the horizon.


  “We should formulate our plan to investigate the alien sightings,” I said as I turned a marshmallow-on-a-stick around on top of the fire.


  “Alleged alien sightings, Sherlock,” Nazhar interjected. “There’s no real proof yet.”
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  “All the signs are there, Nazhar,” I replied. “It is just a matter of finding the source!”


  “The sauce?” Jimmy repeated. “Like barbecue sauce?”


  “It’ll be my very first alien encounter!” I continued. “Dad and I read up on alien encounters and phenomena on our favourite websites all the time.”


  Just then, I noticed something in the sky. There were three points of bright greenish lights high up in the dark night sky. They were spinning rapidly and seemed to be chasing each other around.


  “Everyone, look at that!” I shouted. “It’s the strange lights in the sky that the villagers were talking about! The aliens are right over there! We need to go!”


  “We can’t, Sam,” Wendy said. Like the rest of the Supper Club, her eyes were glued to the sky. “Mom and Dad specifically told us to stay here for the night. We can’t go running around without their permission!”


  “But the lights, Wendy!” I shouted. “Dad won’t mind! He would want to investigate too!”


  “But Mom would mind,” Wendy said.


  Unfortunately, I knew that to be true.


  Just as suddenly as they had appeared, the lights winked out and vanished.


  “Was it just me or did the lights look green?” Eliza asked, looking at me for confirmation.


  “They did,” I said, a plan already formulating in my mind. “Watson, I have a task for you. It is essential that you stay hidden while you do it so you can stay safe.”


  Watson shivered and flushed a bright orange.


  “Wow! Watson can change colour now!” Jimmy exclaimed. “Change to pink colour! Change to pink colour!”


  Watson shivered again and changed to his favourite bright neon pink.


  “When you’re done playing, I need you to investigate the area around us and film anything you deem suspicious,” I instructed. “Especially if it’s extraterrestrial in origin!”


  “Your-wish-is-my-command-master,” Watson replied, flushing to a dark greenish brown to blend in with the trees around us. “Anything-to-get-farther-away-from-the-water.”


  “Be safe, Watson!” Jimmy called out as the camouflaged Watson walked away.


  “‘Master’?” Wendy asked. “Was he being serious?”


  “The salty air might be messing with his circuits,” I said. “I’ll have to check him thoroughly when we get back home.”


  “The rest of us should try to get some rest, Samuel,” Eliza said. “I think your dad has plans to head up to the Chek Jawa wetlands tomorrow, and it isn’t an easy trek. Especially not for you lot.”


  “I can trek as far as you can,” Wendy muttered as she scratched yet another mosquito bite.


  “Eliza is right,” Nazhar said. “Early to bed and early to rise, that’s what all expert campers say.”


  Eliza looked at him strangely once again.


  We huddled into our tents. Jimmy was with Nazhar, and Wendy with Eliza. I was alone as Watson had gone off for the night at my command. I started to recount what I had heard from the villagers during our meal this afternoon. Strange lights and green goo were classic evidence of alien encounters. I was sure that with more investigation we would discover even more evidence of—


  “HNNGGGGGGGHHHHHHRRRRR.”


  My train of thought was completely derailed by the weird noise.


  “HNNGGGGGGGGGGGGGHHHHHHRRRRRRRR.” It was even louder and longer this time around.


  We shot out of our tents. Jimmy burst out of his tent so fast he tripped and rolled over to my tent. Nazhar’s glasses were askew.


  “What is that?” Wendy asked, clinging on to Eliza who was trying hard not to look as terrified as she likely felt.


  “It’s a MONSTER!” Jimmy cried, squeezing my arm as tightly as he possibly could.


  “Should we call Mom and Dad, Sam?” Wendy asked. She looked really worried.


  “HNNGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGGHHHHHHHHHRRRRRRRRRRR.”


  We jumped. I did not think it was possible for Jimmy to squeeze my arm any harder, but he did.


  If we called Mom and Dad, there was no way that they would allow us to stay on Pulau Ubin and there would be no chance for me to investigate the alien encounters!


  “Let’s just sleep in the same tent for tonight,” I said. “Yours and Eliza’s is the biggest. Everyone should get in there!”


  We rushed into the girls’ tent and huddled together. The tent was so big that all of us fit quite nicely. Eliza even had small inflatable pillows that we blew up. They were really handy.


  I didn’t want to say anything, but I hoped that Watson was safe out there. He could camouflage himself now, so any dangers he encountered would not be able to see and harm him.


  “Do you think this has anything to do with the alien sightings, Sherlock?” Eliza asked. She seemed a bit calmer now that we were together in her comfortable tent.


  “I don’t know but I’m going to find out,” I said grimly.


  “HNNGGGGGGGGGGGHHHHHHRRRR.”


  If we survived tonight, that is.
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  “Urgh, what time is it?” Wendy asked as she tried to untangle her feet from Jimmy’s. “How can Jimmy possibly have so many legs?”


  The terrible sounds had stopped around 5am and everyone had finally fallen asleep. Jimmy was still snoring slightly. He slept like a crazy worm, wriggling all over the place and getting into everyone’s space.


  I pushed Jimmy’s foot away from my face and rubbed my eyes. “I think it’s 7am.”
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  “We should probably wash up and start making breakfast,” Nazhar said, yawning. “Wait, where’s Eliza?”


  “The MONSTER got her!” Jimmy burst out, suddenly sitting up. Just as suddenly, he fell backwards again.


  “Jimmy! Why do you have to yell all the time?” Wendy asked.


  There was no response.


  “Jimmy?” Wendy said.


  A light snore came from Jimmy.


  “He’s still asleep!” Wendy exclaimed, pointing her finger at Jimmy. “And he managed to tangle his leg in mine again!”


  “But do you think he’s right?” Nazhar asked, looking worried. “Do you think the monster took Eliza? Maybe we should go and look for her.”


  “Unlikely. The sound stopped at about 5am and Eliza was still in the tent with us then,” I said. “It would be safe to assume that whatever it was, it left around that time.”


  “I don’t think any monster would dare do anything to Eliza anyway,” Wendy muttered.


  The tent flap snapped open suddenly.


  “ARRRGGGHHH!” we yelled out in shock.


  Jimmy sat up slowly and scratched his messed-up hair. “Is it time for breakfast, Mama?” he said drowsily.


  “You guys are finally up,” Eliza said, looking down her nose at the pile of us on the ground. “All of you should go wash up. The toilets are over there.” She pointed at a low building a short distance away. Eliza looked like she had been awake for a while. Her face was freshly scrubbed and clean. Her hair was in pretty braids and her clothes were neatly pressed.


  “How does she do that?” Wendy asked irritably. Wendy’s hair was in tangled knots and her skin was spotted with flaming red mosquito bites. Even the socks she slept in were wrinkled and covered in sand.


  Nazhar, Wendy, a half-asleep Jimmy and I made our way out of the tent.


  “You-have-24-visible-mosquito-bites,” a voice said from nowhere.


  “ARRRRGGGGHHHH!” we yelled out in shock again. Jimmy definitely woke up this time around.


  My robot rematerialised right in front of us. I did not realise that he could become invisible. My tinkering skills were more advanced than I thought. Or were they?


  I looked suspiciously at Watson once again. But I had more important things to ask of him now.


  “Watson! When did you get back?” I said. “Did you bring any breakfast? Did you capture any aliens on your spy camera?”


  “I-filmed-something-very-interesting. However-I-think-you-need-to-brush-your-teeth-first,” Watson replied, waving his hand in front of his face.


  “Can you even smell?” I asked.


  He continued waving his hand in front of his face.


  Once all of us had washed up, we huddled over our yoghurt bars and ready-made Milo.


  “Watson, please play what you filmed last night,” I said. I looked suspiciously at the yoghurt bars. I had to eat them last night for dinner, and now breakfast. This had Mom’s fingerprints all over it. Dad would have packed frozen prata and a self-heating pan. I wondered what my parents were having for breakfast at their hotel. Was it a buffet? Did they have bacon? Did they have a cook to scramble eggs with cheese for them? Maybe we should have hunted the jungle fowl the night before.


  “Sam? Are you concentrating on the video?” Wendy asked me. “You look weird.”


  “He-has-his-I-am-thinking-of-food-face-on,” Watson said. He had stopped playing the recording. “You-might-want-to-pay-close-attention-to-the-next-section-instead-of-thinking-of-bacon.”


  “Continue playing the recording,” I said irritably. I definitely needed to work on my poker face.


  A beam of light shot out from Watson’s metal body again. Everything was dark and greenish because of the night vision function that he had used to film the poorly lit surroundings. Watson was making his way through the forest slowly. Sometimes the angle of the image would change as Watson extended his legs to film from a greater height. There did not seem to be anyone or anything else around, other than him and the usual forest creatures, that is.


  “That bird that sounds like a handphone ring is called a Calling Bird,” Nazhar said. “All the nature experts know that.”


  Eliza looked at Nazhar and frowned. Nazhar suddenly felt the need to retie his shoelaces.


  “What are we looking at, Watson?” Wendy asked as she squinted at the blurry image.


  “This is boring,” Eliza said, carefully putting sun block on her face and arms.


  Right at that moment something burst out from one of the bushes!


  “Argh! It’s the alien!” Jimmy squawked. “It’s the alien, Sherlock!”


  “That-is-a-fowl,” Watson said.


  “It’s a foul alien, Sherlock!” Jimmy shouted. “We need to capture it!”


  “He means it’s a chicken, Jimmy,” I said. “The red jungle fowl Dad mentioned yesterday. Watson, perhaps you could fast forward to the important portion you wanted me to see?”


  The images emanating from Watson’s belly sped up significantly. He stopped at a scene with many tall trees. The image was still dark and gritty. Just then, something appeared from behind one of the tree trunks. It was tall, gangly and had bright red eyes!


  “What is that?!” Wendy asked, her eyes wide. She had been in the middle of rubbing insect bite ointment on herself.


  The image of the creature on screen suddenly turned and stared straight at Watson. Its red eyes flashed and flickered. We all gasped. Except for Watson of course. It was clear from the video footage that my robot had frozen in place and was carefully trying to avoid being noticed. The creature stalked towards Watson. Soon all that appeared on the recording were its two long, gangly limbs. Then it vanished.
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  The video recording image shifted as Watson, now moving again, turned to follow the path the creature took, but it had disappeared.


  “I-could-not-locate-it-after-this-so-I-ate-some-batteries-then-made-my-way-back-to-camp,” Watson reported.


  “It’s the alien,” I whispered to myself. This was it. Proof of extraterrestrial life! I could feel Nazhar’s eyes on me.


  “Sherlock, I don’t think we should jump to any conclusions,” Nazhar said. “I think—”


  “Morning, kids!” a cheerful voice chirped from a short distance away. Watson immediately shut down his projector.


  “Dad! Mom!” Wendy called out, waving our parents over. “We’re over here!”


  They looked fresh, clean and well-rested. At first, I wanted to show Dad the recording, but then I decided I would prefer it if my case was airtight. I needed more evidence.


  “Everyone, don’t tell Mom and Dad about Watson’s video or the sounds we heard last night,” I whispered quickly to the Supper Club. “It’ll just make them worry and they’ll want to take us home.”


  Everyone nodded. Even Eliza, which surprised me.


  “What-sounds-did-you-hear-last-night?” Watson asked.


  “Don’t worry about it, Watson,” I said. “I’m sure it doesn’t like the taste of metal, so you’re safe.”


  My parents finally reached our campsite. Wendy immediately ran over to Mom.


  “Are you guys ready to head out to the Chek Jawa wetlands?” Dad asked. He had his wooden walking stick with him and a jaunty straw hat on. Mom was looking at Wendy’s 24 mosquito bites and making sympathetic tsking sounds.


  Yes, I was definitely ready to hunt for more evidence of alien encounters. Let the search begin!
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  “We’re what?” I asked incredulously.


  “You kids are hiking to Chek Jawa!” Dad said, his head popping out from the window of the van to look down at us lesser and shorter mortals. “Just follow the directions on the map. There are also clear signs. It’ll be fun!”


  “Not as much fun as being in the air-conditioned van with you and Mom,” I replied.


  “It’s good exercise for you, Sam. Just be careful when you guys are going downhill on the rocky path,” Mom added as the van engine revved up. “And don’t forget to drink lots of water!”


  Dad threw me a few chocolate bars and put a finger to his lips as the van drove off, literally leaving us in its dusty wake.


  “We’ll see you at the gates!” Dad called out, waving in a jolly manner.


  “We might as well get going, Sam,” Wendy said. She looked as happy as I felt about our parents taking off. If possible, I think she had even more insect bites compared to half an hour ago. There seemed to be a new one just above her right eyebrow.


  “I hope you used the sun block I loaned you, Wendy,” Eliza said. “The sun is going to get really harsh in a bit.”


  “You’re really harsh,” Wendy muttered under her breath as she started walking sulkily.


  I was anxious to reach Chek Jawa to investigate for more signs of alien encounters. Also, there was very little shade where we were standing and I was being roasted alive.


  We walked for more than 45 minutes along unpaved roads. Most of the pathways in Pulau Ubin were made up of sand and rocks, and we had to be careful not to slip and fall, especially along the areas that went downhill. Quite a few cyclists passed us. However, when they came to the steep downhill slopes, most of them got off their bikes and pushed them carefully, instead of risking an uncontrolled descent.


  “Are we there yet?” I asked. I had drunk two bottles of lukewarm mineral water and had sweated most of it out already. “Watson, you should carry me the rest of the way.”


  “I-am-not-the-one-who-ate-five-breakfast-bars-this-morning,” my robot replied.


  I had also eaten the chocolate bars Dad had tossed to me. “I’m hungry. Do you think there will be an ice cream man there?”


  “Chek Jawa should be just ahead,” Nazhar said, studying the map. He had his sunglasses on again and we could not see his eyes behind the reflective lenses.


  “Actually, we need to turn here,” Eliza said, taking the map from Nazhar and turning it the right way up.


  “I knew that,” Nazhar said.


  We finally arrived at the gate to Chek Jawa. Dad and Mom were already there waiting for us. And they were sipping from fresh coconuts!


  “Where did you get those coconuts?!” I gasped. I spun around, looking for more fresh coconuts, but there were none!


  “One of the nice uncles we met at the food place gave them to us,” Mom said. “He actually lives in one of the houses close to where you are camping. He thought we might need some refreshments while we waited for you kids.”


  Dad and Mom beamed at us happily.


  We entered the Chek Jawa conservation area and walked over to the information hut. Chek Jawa was made up of six different ecosystems: the Coastal Hill Forest, the Mangrove Forest, the Rocky Shore, the Sandy Shore and Sand Bar, the Seagrass in the Lagoon, and the Coral Rubble. It was a protected area with rare plants, animals and sea creatures. The man sitting behind the desk informed us that we could select two different routes: the Mangrove Loop or the Coastal Loop. Dad decided that we should take the Coastal Loop and then make our way over to the mangrove area. He also decided that he and Mom were going to sit down at the information hut while the rest of us explored the area.


  “Wait a minute,” Wendy said. “You made us walk here and now you’re going to make us walk some more?”


  “It’s good exercise for you,” Mom said. Dad just shrugged and took another large gulp of his coconut juice.


  The Coastal Loop was situated on a long wooden bridge that took us over the sea. We all oohhhhed and ahhhhed over how clear the water was. Watson muttered continually about his poor rusting circuits. It was low tide so we could see rocks that would ordinarily have been covered by the sea water. There were little crabs scuttling over the rocks!
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  “Look! Fishies!” Jimmy cried out. He climbed the bridge railings and dived in. Fortunately, Watson grabbed his leaping form with his extended arms before Jimmy hit the water.


  “Jimmy!” Eliza scolded. “That’s very dangerous!”


  “Sorry, Eliza,” Jimmy said happily. “I just want to make friends with the fishies! What kind are they?” Jimmy said pointing at the colourful fishes he had just tried to swim with.


  “Those are ikan,” Nazhar said, nodding sagely.


  “Doesn’t ikan just mean fish in Malay, Nazhar?” Jimmy asked innocently.


  “You-should-use-more-sun-block-on-your-face-Nazhar,” Watson said. “It-is-turning-red.”


  “They’re probably diamond wrasses,” Eliza said. “Though they’re usually hiding under the mud at low tide.”


  We all stared at her.


  “Is she some kind of nature genius?” Wendy whispered to me.


  I shrugged my shoulders. She certainly seemed to know way more about this place than Nazhar.


  “We-are-reaching-the-Mangrove-Loop,” Watson said as we took a left turn on the wooden bridge. “Where-there-is-thankfully-less-of-a-chance-for-me-to-completely-rust.”


  As its name suggested, the Mangrove Loop took us through the mangroves of Chek Jawa. In contrast to the clear sea water we had just seen, the water here was brackish and filled with sediment. The water was also very shallow and some pools of water had dark green moss covering their entire surfaces. Eliza said that mangrove trees were the only plants that could survive in water with such low oxygen content.


  We walked on the boardwalk and saw hermit crabs, mudskippers and toadfish living among the mangrove roots. Watson had to restrain Jimmy on multiple occasions from diving head first into the muddy ecosystem.


  “Is that a lobster?” I asked, as a dark brown lobster-looking animal crawled over a mound of mud. It was about 20 centimetres long.


  “Yes, it’s a lobster,” Nazhar answered. “But it’s a small one.”


  “No, it’s a thalassina,” Eliza said. “It’s like a lobster, but not really.”


  My stomach grumbled. “Is it edible?” I asked.


  Nazhar looked like he was about to open his mouth, but Eliza shot him a look and he said nothing. “No,” Eliza said, “you should absolutely not eat them.”


  We continued walking until we came to Jejawi Tower, a seven-storey wooden structure that overlooked the entire Chek Jawa wetlands and towered above the tree canopy.


  “Last one to the top is a rotten egg!” Jimmy shouted as he ran up.


  “Slow down, Jimmy!” Nazhar shouted, running up after him.


  Watson extended his arms and legs, and pulled himself to the top of the tower. I heard him muttering about how we must have been insane to bring a robot to a small island full of water.


  Eliza started walking up, then noticed that Wendy and I hadn’t moved. “Well, aren’t you coming?”


  “That’s seven flights of stairs,” I said. When it was obvious that wasn’t explanation enough, I added, “There’s no elevator.”


  Eliza sighed. “And you?”


  “Uh…someone’s gotta keep an eye on him,” Wendy said, motioning at me then grinning nervously.


  Eliza shook her head. “I think you’re just chicken,” she said, walking up the stairs.


  “Oooh! She makes me so mad! C’mon, Sam!” Wendy started up the steps. “We’ll show her who’s chicken!”


  “Just because that bit of childish psychology worked on you doesn’t mean it worked on me,” I said, crossing my arms. “There’s no way I’m climbing up those steps.”


  “If you don’t come up with me, I’ll tell Mom about the Khong Guan biscuits you eat every night.”


  A million steps later (which we thankfully took slowly as Wendy needed to grip the railing tightly for some reason), I arrived at the top of Jejawi Tower, even sweatier than before, which I did not think was possible.


  Watson was holding Jimmy away from the railing. “He saw a bird and tried to fly after it,” Nazhar explained.


  I looked around from this new vantage point. The green, leafy treetops were nice to look at, and there was a lot of bird life you couldn’t see from down below, but none of this was helping me find aliens! I was beginning to suspect Mom had devised this whole thing just to make me exercise! Doesn’t she know putting extra rice on my plate is exercise? I have to move my arms more to get the rice into my mouth!


  I looked straight down from the tower, and saw a group of secondary school students with their teachers. They were all staring at something on the right side of the boardwalk, and chattering excitedly.


  “I need to get down there,” I said, to no one in particular.


  “Yes, down is good,” Wendy quickly added. She grabbed me by the arm and pulled me along behind her as we descended the steps. “See, Eliza? Totally not chicken!” she shouted. We went down much faster than we went up.


  The rest of the Supper Club followed us down, and we reached the group of students. “Do you think the hermit crabs did that?” one of the teenagers asked.


  I pushed my way through the throng of students to see what they were all looking at.


  I saw an intricate pattern etched into a patch of moss on one of the rocks near the mangroves!
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  “This is a very odd design for hermit crabs to be making,” their teacher said.


  “I concur, Sir,” I said. “This was done by aliens!”


  Everybody looked at me strangely.


  “This is a mini crop circle, but on moss!” I announced.


  “It’s a moss circle!” Jimmy said.


  Indeed it was. And I was going to find the alien that made it!
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  “We don’t even get to take the van back to camp?” I said.


  It was later in the afternoon on the same balmy Saturday and I was looking forward to a nice cool thirst-quenching fresh coconut. Mom had packed tuna-and-cucumber sandwiches for lunch that morning but I had a sudden yearning for something much more substantial. Also, something that was not tuna. Unfortunately, it seemed that my parents’ torturous plan was not yet complete.


  “Sam, all this walking is very good for you,” Mom said. “We’ll see you at Ubin Town where we’ll have a nice seafood dinner. That should make you happy.”


  “I will be happy once I solve the Case of the Alien Encounter,” I replied. Though the thought of more chilli crab did help.


  “Alleged alien encounter,” Nazhar said. “There’s been no conclusive evidence yet, Sherlock.”


  “I disagree,” I said. “But you are entitled to your opinion.” I felt slightly annoyed that Nazhar doubted so much, but I comforted myself with the thought that Copernicus also had detractors when he first came up with his heliocentric model of the solar system.


  The walk back to our campsite at Jelutong Beach took exactly an hour and seventeen minutes. It would have been faster except that Nazhar took three wrong turns and got us lost. Finally, Eliza took charge and led us back to camp the right way.


  Near our campsite, we saw a big green wooden house. It had a large tract of land surrounding it, and gates to keep strangers from accidentally entering the property. There were potted plants and empty paint cans scattered around. The scent of fresh paint was very strong. Watson flushed the exact same colour as the house, making Jimmy burst into giggles.


  We made it back to camp and washed up thoroughly. Eliza helped us check that all of our camping gear was still where we had left it, and that no aliens had made off with any of our things.


  “I think you need to put some aloe vera gel on your sunburn, Wendy,” Eliza said.


  “I’m not sunburnt,” Wendy said frowning. She looked at her bright red arms. “Am I?”


  Watson flushed a bright, painful-looking red in response.


  “Fine,” she said.


  Eliza gave Wendy a tube of aloe vera. “Thank you,” Wendy said, which I was very surprised to hear.


  “It’s time for more chilli crabs!” I shouted.


  “I-think-a-hermit-crab-has-crawled-into-my-secret-compartment,” Watson said, opening and closing his compartment to shake out sand.


  We met Mom and Dad at the Season Live Seafood Restaurant, where we had a fantastic dinner of chilli crabs with deep fried buns, cereal prawns, fresh garoupa and salted egg with pumpkin. The salted egg with pumpkin was not on the menu but the nice waitress recommended it to us. It was a delicious mix of sweet and salty, and it left me craving for more! After dinner, Mom and Dad once again abandoned us for their luxurious hotel room and left us to make our way back to camp.


  “This will scar me for life, you know!” I called out to my parents. They both waved cheerily as they walked away to enjoy the rest of the night in air-conditioned comfort.


  During the walk back to our campsite, Jimmy suddenly cried out, “Dogs! Look everyone, doggies!” He scampered after the four dogs that were ahead of us on the sandy, pebble-strewn road.


  “Jimmy, be careful!” Nazhar called out. “Those are wild dogs!”


  “Actually, the dogs on Pulau Ubin are quite tame,” Eliza said. “They are used to being around people, and they won’t bother you unless you bother them first.”


  “Like chasing after them and yelling loudly?” Wendy asked. We all watched as the dogs surrounded Jimmy in a circle. He laughed and knelt down, patting and hugging them in turn. The dogs wagged their tails happily.


  “I guess Jimmy has a way with animals,” Eliza said shrugging.


  We caught up with Jimmy who introduced us to his new pets: Kirk, Spock, Bones and Scotty. I immediately noticed something strange.
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  “Jimmy, look at their paws,” I said.


  “They are so cute, right?” Jimmy replied.


  “They’re…GREEN!” Eliza exclaimed. She looked utterly shocked. “Are they…could they be…they’re not alien dogs, are they?”


  We hunkered down and peered at the sixteen furry paws in front of us. They were all covered in a thick green goo. The goo appeared to be drying, but the colour was unmistakable.


  “These dogs seem terrestrial enough. This must be the alien goo that the two uncles at the restaurant were talking about,” I declared. “Does anyone have an evidence bag?”


  “Your-mom-took-all-the-sandwich-bags-with-her-to-recycle,” Watson informed me.


  I made a note to store sandwich bags in Watson’s not-so-secret-compartment in the future. You never knew when they might come in handy.


  “Which direction did they come from, Jimmy?” I asked. Jimmy pointed to his right. “Let’s follow their trail. It should lead us to the source of the green alien goo.”


  “What a coincidence that they all have white paws,” Wendy said. “If they had been black, we would never have seen the green gunk.”


  “Not gunk, goo. And it isn’t a coincidence, Wendy,” I said. “It’s genetics. Based on their similar colouring, it is plausible to assume that this is a mother dog and her pups. The probability of a pack of dogs all with the same colouring that are not related is extremely slim.”


  “Uh huh,” Wendy replied, nodding. She winced and touched her reddish-looking neck. “I AM definitely sunburnt.”


  “We should head in the direction they came from,” I said.


  We walked along the lamp-lit roads for a little while. It was not too far from our campsite. However, it was far enough such that my sister started to get worried.


  “We really shouldn’t be wandering around at night, Sam,” she said. “You know the rules.”


  “It’s for a case, Wendy,” I replied. “Plus, we’re staying in a group. It’s completely safe. And I have the walkie-talkie with me for emergencies.”


  Just then, we came across what I was looking for. Slightly beyond the side of the road, deeper into the forested area, was a glowing pool of green goo!


  “I think there’s a trail of goo, Sherlock,” Nazhar said. “It seems to be heading that way.” He pointed in the direction of one of the villager’s houses not too far away.


  “Okay, let’s—”


  “ARRRGGGHHH!!!” Jimmy screamed, interrupting me. “It’s that scary thing from Watson’s film!”


  The creature’s head snapped towards us when Jimmy screamed. Everyone else scrambled to run away, but I knew this might be my only chance to have my very own alien encounter! I gave chase!


  The creature ducked behind some trees but I was determined not to lose it. I was breathless and sweating, and I could really have used a cool fresh coconut right at that moment, but I had it in my sights and there was no way I was going to let this opportunity go!


  And then I slipped. Well, tripped would be a better description. I stumbled headfirst onto a rotting tree trunk that was lying on the side of the path and fell with a wet plop on my belly.


  How irresponsible to leave a fallen tree trunk lying around in the forest, I thought to myself as I painfully turned over. I tried to reach for the walkie-talkie I had clipped to my belt but it must have fallen off during the chase.


  Suddenly, the creature with the glowing red eyes appeared. It hesitated, but then purposefully made its way towards me, lumbering almost. It had four limbs, like a humanoid, but it had four more appendages coming out of its head! And it was the colour of tree bark! Rough, dark tree bark! Was the green goo excretions made by this creature? Perhaps that was its sap! Its eyes glittered red as it came closer.


  Then everything went black.
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  “GREEN GOO!” I cried out, my arms flailing about.


  I opened my eyes and found myself lying on my back, with a pebble lodged disagreeably under my left buttock. I had to wriggle to get it free.


  The alien! I shifted quickly into a sitting position. A wave of pain shot through my head. Where was the alien? Where was I? Also, OUCH.


  I turned my head gingerly and looked around, finding myself inside a tent. It had very comfortable pillows. I was lying on a thin cotton blanket. I realised that it was Eliza and Wendy’s big tent. That would mean that I was back at Jelutong Beach campsite! What had happened? Did the alien have transporter technology? Did he beam me back here? Or was this simply a recreation of our campsite on his spaceship to make me feel at ease?


  I crawled out of the tent carefully.


  “SAM!” a girl’s voice called out. “Sam! You’re here! You’re okay!”


  Wendy came running towards me and enveloped me in a big hug.


  “I was so worried when I realised that you weren’t with us!” Wendy said, still hugging me. She was choking me a little around the neck.


  “I met the alien!” I announced when Wendy finally released me.


  “WHAT?!” everyone exclaimed. Except Watson of course. But he did flush to a shocking yellow.


  “And it is highly likely that it came from an advanced civilization,” I continued. “I believe that it used as-yet undiscovered transporter technology to transport me back to this campsite from the place where I fell.”


  “If-it-is-as-yet-undiscovered-how-did-the-alien-use-it?” Watson asked.


  I glared at Watson and then winced when I felt a tinge of pain on my forehead.


  “I think it is more likely that you have a concussion, Sherlock,” Nazhar said, looking at me closely. “Follow my finger with your eyes.” He held his index finger in front of my eyes.


  “Then why did I get here before you when you all ran towards the campsite?” I asked, swatting Nazhar’s hand away from my face.


  “Because everybody ran off in different directions and got lost. I had to find them all and lead them back to camp,” Eliza said.


  “Not-all-of-us,” Watson said. “Some-of-us-higher-life-forms-have-excellent-senses-of-direction.”


  “Yes, we do,” Eliza smirked. “I think you lower life forms wouldn’t be able to find your way out of a paper bag.”
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  “Sherlock, I really think you need to re-evaluate your hypothesis,” Nazhar said, changing the subject. “You have a dinosaur plaster on your forehead. Unless aliens use dinosaur plasters, I think you encountered a human being.”


  I reached up and touched my forehead. I had not even noticed that I had a plaster on.


  “Don’t worry about it. I’m sure that bump hasn’t made him any weirder,” Eliza said.


  “I-do-not-know,” Watson said. “It-is-supper-time-and-he-has-not-asked-for-Khong-Guan-biscuits-yet. He-is-clearly-not-himself.”


  “Maybe we should tell Mom and Dad you hit your head, Sam,” Wendy said. “We should get you to a doctor.”


  “Why won’t any of you believe me?” I said angrily. “I don’t need a doctor! I met the alien that has been causing all the strange occurrences on Pulau Ubin!”


  “Sherlock, be LOGICAL,” Nazhar said, putting his hands on my shoulders and giving me a gentle shake. “Look at the evidence like you always do.”


  “I have been!” I exclaimed. “There were the green lights in the sky.” I held one finger up. “Then we found the crop circle.” I held a second finger up.


  “Moss circle!” Jimmy chirped.


  “Right, the moss circle,” I continued, still holding two fingers up. “Then there was the green goo.” I lifted a third finger. “And finally, I actually saw the alien!” I held four fingers up triumphantly.


  “And could any of these things have terrestrial explanations or origins?” Nazhar asked.


  I pursed my lips and frowned.


  “He’s right, Sam,” Wendy said. “There could be many different explanations for what we’ve seen.”


  “The lights could have something to do with the air base that’s nearby…on the main island,” Eliza said.


  She was talking about Changi Air Base, and she was right. There could be a government conspiracy to cover up the existence of aliens!


  “Plus, when I was trying to find you, I noticed that the ‘alien’ left the tracks of a man,” she continued.


  “The moss could be hermit crabs dancing the funky chicken dance, Sherlock!” Jimmy said. He proceeded to do the funky chicken dance to illustrate his point.
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  “And the green goo could just be—” Nazhar said.


  “Normal green paint mixed in with a sticky substance,” I said.


  “Right,” Nazhar replied. “Exactly.”


  There was a chance that Nazhar was right. Had I been behaving like my heroes Sherlock Holmes and Batman, or like an easily excitable alien fanboy?


  “Spock would probably not approve,” I muttered to myself.


  “WOOF!” Jimmy said, startling everyone.


  “There is a chance I got carried away because I’ve always wanted to prove the existence of aliens,” I added. “It’s all that Dad and I talk about sometimes.”


  “You might have to just admit to yourself that they don’t exist,” Nazhar said.


  “I said there is a chance. Clearly, we just need to investigate some more.” I needed to dig deeper. However, I was stuck in the middle of nowhere. How was I going to do any research? Then it struck me.


  “Tomorrow morning, we’ll surprise Mom and Dad,” I said. “They’re at the Celestial Beach Resort.”


  “We don’t even know what room they’re in, Sam,” Wendy asked.


  “They are in Beach Hut One,” I replied. “I spied the key sticking out of Dad’s pocket.”


  “Why-do-we-need-to-visit-your-parents? Is-this-a-ploy-to-get-buffet-breakfast?” Watson asked.


  “No, it’s to use the Internet to do some research, Watson,” I said. I did not add that the buffet breakfast would be an added benefit.


  “If we want to surprise them, we’ll have to wake up early,” Eliza said. “And I will also check out your head bump before we go to sleep. I took a first aid course with my mom. It’s likely nothing, you big klutz, but better safe than sorry.”


  “Why is she being so nice?” Wendy whispered to me.


  “Gee, Wendy. You’re really sunburnt,” I replied. “I can see how burnt you are, even at night.”


  My sister winced and made her way to the toilets mournfully to wash up and then slather entire bottles of soothing aloe vera gel and insect bite ointment on herself. As she walked away, I heard her muttering about how she didn’t realise it was possible for mosquitoes to bite the soles of her feet.


  Soon, we were all in our own tents. The night was cool and breezy. The waves were lapping gently against the shore. I could hear the crickets too, a comforting chirping sound in the night. Exhaustion slowly crept over me. It had been a day filled with excitement, and a previous night of very little sleep. I even had to run today! Plus, I was eager to get connected to the Internet tomorrow so I could start my research. In fact—


  “HNNGGGGGGGGGGGHHHHRRRRRR.”


  The sound was back and louder and more ferocious than the previous night!


  We spent the night huddled in Eliza and Wendy’s tent again, playing scissors-paper-stone and hoping that we would make it until morning without being eaten.


  What was this fearsome creature and where was it hiding?
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  “Daaaaaad!!! Moooooom!!! We’re here!” I yelled as I knocked vigorously on the door of their hotel beach hut. It had once again been a long, sleepless night. We were all exhausted and looking forward to sleeping in our own beds tonight. But not before I solved the mystery!


  There was no answer. I knocked again. “Dad? Mom?”


  “Maybe they went for breakfast already?” Eliza asked.


  Watson extended his arms and legs, and pulled himself onto the roof. Mom and Dad’s hotel room was actually a small individual stand-alone villa right next to the beach. It had atap leaves on its roof, just like a traditional house back in the olden days.


  “What are you doing, Watson?” Wendy asked.


  “I-am-checking-for-any-openings-on-the-roof,” he replied. He disappeared from view.


  “Why would there be any openings on the roof?” Nazhar asked. “It’s not like they need chimneys here.”


  “Maybe they really did go for breakfast,” Wendy said.


  The door suddenly opened, and Watson stepped out. “They-are-sleeping. We-should-probably-not-disturb-them.”


  “What?” I asked. I pushed past Watson and entered the room. Sure enough, my parents were sleeping quite comfortably in their king-sized bed. Dad was wearing the Albert Einstein pyjamas that he had specially made, and Mom was wearing the Commander Shepard pyjamas that she had specially made. They each had two pillows and nice sheets. Dad was even hugging a bolster.


  And they made us sleep out in the wilderness!


  “Dad! Mom!” I shouted.


  They woke with a start.


  “What the what!?” Dad shouted. “What’s happening? Are you kids okay? Is it time for breakfast?”


  “What’s that on your forehead, Samuel?” Mom asked. She was still blinking sleep from her eyes. “And how did you get in? And why do you look so terrible, Wendy?”


  “Watson jumped on the—”


  “That-is-not-important-right-now,” Watson said, interrupting Jimmy. “Let-us-focus-on-the-matter-at-hand. Namely-why-Sherlock-has-woken-you.”


  “We’re fine, Dad,” Wendy said.


  “Are you two enjoying your ‘camping trip’?” I asked, making quotation marks with my fingers when I said “camping trip”.
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  “Oh, immensely, son,” Dad said, smiling. “Did you all need something?”


  Before I could say anything, Nazhar spoke first. “We were wondering if we could use the Internet for a short while.”


  “Now kids, you know this weekend is to unplug from technology,” Mom said, yawning. “It’s for sand dunes and salty air.”


  “But Mom!” I interrupted. “It’s for the case!”


  “Well! If it’s for the case then—” Dad said. “Oh no, wait. Even if we wanted to, we couldn’t. Mom didn’t let me bring my laptop.” Dad looked at Mom mournfully.


  “I wasn’t the one who forgot to bring our smartphone chargers,” Mom said in return, glaring at Dad.


  “Our handphone batteries are flat too.” Dad grinned sheepishly and shrugged his shoulders.


  “Awww,” I said. “Well, since we’re here, how about that breakfast buffet?”


  It was my turn to be on the receiving end of Mom’s glare.


  “Why don’t you kids go pack up and meet us back here in two hours,” Mom said.


  “How about some breakfast first?” I said as Wendy and Eliza dragged me away.


  Dad waved at me cheerily as we left, tossing me two more chocolate bars. Mom had already fallen back asleep.


  We started walking back to the campsite. I really needed to investigate all the signs of alien encounters that we had come across. The best way to do this was to research expert opinions on alien sightings and patterns. Nazhar had shaken me last night. Not physically, but mentally. Well, I mean, he did shake me physically, but that wasn’t the important shaking. The important shaking was reminding me that I needed to be more logical about all this, and not jump to conclusions.


  Suddenly, a wild boar appeared on the pathway in front of us. The pathway was surrounded by tall grass, so it seemed to appear out of nowhere.


  Jimmy gasped. “A hairy piggy! So cute!” He started to run towards it, and Watson extended his arms to catch him. Eliza had reacted faster, however, and reached Jimmy before Watson’s arms did.


  “Jimmy, I know you love animals, but it really isn’t a good idea to run at all of them,” she said. “Wild boars can be very territorial, especially the girls.”


  “How do you know that’s a girl?” Jimmy asked.


  “If you look closely in the grass, you’ll see this boar isn’t just a girl, she’s a mom.”


  We peered at the tall grass where Eliza was pointing, and saw three boar piglets clambering on top of each other. “If you run at her, she’ll think you’re trying to hurt her babies, and she will try to hurt you so as to defend them,” she continued.


  “But I would never hurt an animal,” Jimmy said. “Especially not babies!”


  “I know that, Jimmy. We all know that, but she doesn’t. She just sees something larger than her and her babies running at her, and she thinks it’s a threat.”


  “How do you know all this nature stuff?” Nazhar asked.


  “I go camping with my dad a lot,” Eliza said. “It’s kind of my favourite thing to do. Also, my mom was in the National Cadet Corps when she was in secondary school. I can’t wait to join when I’m old enough.”


  Wendy’s eyes bugged out. She mouthed the letters “NCC” at me in astonishment when she thought Eliza wasn’t looking. I shrugged. Eliza seemed full of surprises.


  We decided to take a small detour so that the mama boar wouldn’t see us as a threat, and made it back to camp.


  We packed everything up. Well, actually, Eliza did most of the packing. She finished putting her tent away very quickly, and then saw how much trouble the rest of us were having, so she ended up putting our tents away as well.


  Wendy assisted by using up the sunscreen and mosquito repellent. I helped by eating the last of the yoghurt bars.
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  On our way back to Mom and Dad’s hotel room, the chubby uncle from the first day met us on the main road. He was in a light brown polo shirt, shorts and slippers, and had a fishing pole slung across his shoulders.


  “Hello there. You are the boy with the name card!” he said. “Are you all leaving already? Not going to look for the aliens you were talking about?”


  “Hello, Uncle,” I replied. “Yes, unfortunately we are leaving. I was hoping to investigate the suspected alien sightings but we don’t have access to the Internet.”


  “You can call me Uncle Chin! I have a computer in my house,” Uncle Chin said. “But why doesn’t your robot have the Internet inside him?” He squatted down to take a closer look at Watson.


  “I-am-not-connected-to-the-World-Wide-Web,” Watson replied.


  “The world web what?” Uncle Chin said. “You can come and borrow my computer if you want. My son got it for me to email him but I can’t remember how to turn it on. It keeps making all these weird beeping noises too.”


  “Are you sure you don’t mind us using it, Uncle?” Nazhar asked. “We promise it won’t take very long.”


  “Can, can. Use it as long as you like,” Uncle Chin replied. “If it helps solve the mystery behind all the strange things that have been happening, it would make Uncle very happy. My son keeps telling me to move into his HDB flat with his family because of all this nonsense. But I don’t like lifts! It’s a box going up and down! So scary. And I can’t go fishing every day in an HDB estate! Uncle is happy staying here, even with green goo everywhere.”


  “Don’t worry, Uncle,” I said. “I’ll definitely solve this case!”


  “I like having people come visit us,” he continued. “My son is a doctor, always so busy. Do you want some fresh coconuts?”


  “YES!” we said.


  Coconuts and computers! An excellent combination!
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  I should have known it was too good to be true.


  “Umm, Uncle Chin?” I said. “Your computer has no power.”


  As it turned out, Uncle Chin lived in the big green wooden house that was right before the turnoff into our campsite! He had unlatched the gate to let us in. There was lots of space to run about. He had told us that he and his wife, the auntie from the restaurant, had lived here for more than 50 years.
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  In the backyard, Uncle Chin had a small wooden charcoal stove. We had never seen one before so he let us take a closer look. There were two old Milo tins filled with a thick translucent liquid right next to the stove. There were also two very excited chickens that started playing with Jimmy.


  Uncle Chin had led us into his spacious living room and told us to make ourselves at home while he prepared the coconuts for us. We could hear the rhythmic chop-chop-chop of the blade hitting the coconut husk.


  “What? No power?” Uncle Chin said, his head popping out from the kitchen entrance. “Oh! I forgot. You must use the extension cord. Wait ah.”


  There was the sound of things being shuffled around and then Uncle Chin came out with an orange extension cord. He unplugged the fan that was using the only socket in the living room and plugged the extension cord in. He then uncoiled the wire and dragged it over to the computer which was at the opposite end of the room and finally plugged it in.


  “You should have power now,” he said. “See, so troublesome, right? And if I use it, I cannot use the fan. So hot. Also, you’ll need to use my handphone for Internet. I don’t know how my son does it, but he always uses the phone to connect.”


  Uncle Chin gave me his smartphone before going back into the kitchen to finish preparing our delicious cool coconuts. I turned on the personal hotspot and waited for the computer to finish booting up. I would have used the handphone itself, but we wouldn’t have all been able to see the tiny screen.


  “What’s that big machine out there, Uncle?” Eliza asked. She was looking out the window and pointing to a large metal contraption behind the house.


  “Oh that? We sometimes have blackouts on the island,” Uncle Chin called out from the kitchen. “So we have to keep spare generators.”


  “What are generators?” Jimmy asked. He was rolling on the ground with the two chickens.


  “They-are-a-power-source,” Watson replied.


  “Oh, like batteries!” Jimmy said.


  When the computer booted up, I entered the personal hotspot password and waited for the browser to load.


  I looked around the living room and noticed that the uncle had many large, powerful flashlights in one corner. He seemed very well prepared for emergencies. I made a mental note to tell him about my and Dad’s ZAP Packs (short for Zombie Apocalypse Pack Pack). He might find them useful.


  “It’s good that you have flashlights around, Uncle!” I yelled out. “You’re very well prepared for emergencies!”


  “Oh ya! We didn’t have them before!” Uncle Chin yelled back. “My son bought those for us a few weeks ago!”


  I started typing out the URL of my favourite alien encounter site, and the browser auto-filled the rest of the address for me. In fact, it gave me a drop-down menu with all sorts of alien encounter sites that had been visited before. Someone else must be investigating the possibility of aliens on Pulau Ubin!


  When I finally got to the site I wanted, I called Nazhar over. “Look, see here where it says that aliens have visited Earth many, many times in our history? They even say aliens might have been responsible for our evolution!”
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  Nazhar gave me an incredulous look. “Sure or not? What’s the source on this? Are these authors reliable?”


  “They say they’ve been chasing aliens their whole lives,” I said. “Surely that makes them experts!”


  “Sam, you eat a lot, but that doesn’t make you an expert on making food,” Wendy said.


  Darn it, she was right.


  “And look Sherlock, there are very little facts here,” Eliza said. “You understand that this is mostly opinion, right?”


  She was right too. There were no citations or external sources. Just the author talking about how many times aliens had visited Earth. Why hadn’t I noticed this before?


  “I clearly need to do more research,” I said. “And I have to remember what you told me last night, Nazhar. I can’t let my belief in aliens guide me through this investigation, or we’ll never solve it.”


  “Okay, let’s try a site that isn’t as biased as this one,” Nazhar said. “And evaluate that site with more scrutiny.”


  I typed in a different URL, and the browser auto-filled it for me again. “This site has a lot more external sources, and seems to be well-balanced.”


  “Yeah,” Eliza said. “Here, it talks about how people named Doug Bower and Dave Chorley faked hundreds of crop circles in England, but that there are many other crop circles that remain unexplained.”


  “Compared to the other site, this one’s more balanced,” I said. “It even has information on how lights in the sky and unknown elements like green goo could be faked.”


  Uncle Chin’s landline phone rang suddenly, and he picked it up. “Hello? Yes, yes, hi, hi. She’s at the restaurant. Are you getting off the boat now?”


  There was a long pause, and I tried to focus on the website, but Uncle Chin started talking again. “Oh, don’t start nagging. We’re both fine. There’s even some boys and girls here looking into that alien thing, so we’ll definitely be okay.”


  There was another pause, and I felt proud of what Uncle Chin had said. We would solve this. Then he laughed. “No, there’s no need for you to come over to the house now. Go and get something to eat at the restaurant first. They’ve got everything under control, and I’m sure they don’t need your help catching aliens.”


  I read the website again, paying close attention to the parts on how to fake alien phenomena. Uncle Chin put down the phone.


  “There’s no alien!” I declared. “I know exactly what’s going on!”
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  FOR YOUR EYES ONLY!


  Scan this mystery code for secret content now!
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  “First of all,” I said, “Officer Siva! You can come out from behind the wall now.”


  The Supper Club spun around in astonishment. A sheepish-looking Officer Siva poked his head in from the front door of the uncle’s house. Nervously pulling on his ear, he stepped forward and stood at the doorway.


  “Hello, Sherlock,” he said in his deep, gravelly voice. “Hello, Supper Club.”


  “Hi, kids!” Dad said. He and Mom popped up from behind Officer Siva!


  “Mom! Dad!” Wendy exclaimed. “What are you doing here? Wait, why is Officer Siva here? Wait, how did Sherlock know that Officer Siva was here? What’s going on?”


  “I will explain in a minute, Wendy,” I said. “But first, Officer Siva, did you perhaps forget to remove something this morning?” I gestured at my nose.


  Officer Siva’s hands flew up and touched the base of his nose. His cheeks flushed red. Quickly, he removed the nose clip that was attached to his nostrils. This was the sort of nose clip that snorers used to try and relieve their symptoms.


  “It was you, wasn’t it, Officer Siva?” I continued. “You were the one making that horrible snoring monster sound!”


  “Sam!” Mom said. “Don’t be rude!”


  “No, no, Mrs Tan,” Officer Siva said. “Sherlock is right. My wife keeps telling me that I snore like a wounded monster at night. That’s why I bought these nose clips. I didn’t realise that they wouldn’t help. But how did you know I was on the island, Sherlock? I thought I hid my tracks pretty well.”
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  “I suspected that something was amiss when Mom and Dad left us at the campsite by ourselves. They’ve never left us overnight unsupervised before,” I said. “And to start by leaving us in the wilderness was very odd. Their hotel room wasn’t that far away, but it was far enough for me to get suspicious. I suspected they had a contingency plan.”


  “It wasn’t that we didn’t trust all of you,” Mom said. “We wanted to teach you to be independent and look after yourselves. But we just wanted a…” She gestured with her hands, trying to find the right word. “A safety net,” she finally said.


  “Officer Siva agreed to set up camp a short distance away from your campsite. He went fishing during the day and was close enough to help at night,” Dad continued. “But he wouldn’t make his presence known unless there was an emergency. How did you know Officer Siva was the contingency plan, though?”


  “I saw him leaving our place with your fishing pole when I got off the school bus last week,” I said. “I put two and two together and came up with eight divided by two. Deduction, Dad. Deduction. Also, what Officer Siva didn’t realise was that I spotted him several times in the past two days!”


  “But I was so careful!” Officer Siva said, looking aghast.


  “You should have camouflaged yourself better, Officer Siva,” I said. “Purple tends to stand out in the forest.” I gestured at his purple Transformers T-shirt.


  “Oops! Well, when I saw that you kids were going to the uncle’s house, I thought it was a good idea to call your parents,” Officer Siva said. “Just in case.”


  “Pa! Who are all these people?!” a voice yelled out from the front door. “I told you not to let anyone come into your house! It’s dangerous!”


  Everyone spun around.


  A man in his mid-thirties stood at the door. He was tall and thin, almost too thin. He was dressed in a long-sleeved shirt and slacks. He looked as if he had come straight from work. He also carried a small black bag which I deduced to be his medical bag. He looked hot and very uncomfortable in his office wear and shiny black shoes.


  “This must be your son, right, Uncle?” I said.


  Uncle Chin nodded. “His name is Paul. He likes to overreact,” he whispered to me.


  “Hello, Uncle Paul,” I said. “My name is Sherlock Sam and these are my friends and family, and this is Officer Siva. He’s with the Singapore Police Force. We are not here to do your father any harm.”


  “Look, I think you all should leave,” Uncle Paul said.


  “Are you worried we’ll discover your secrets?” I asked.


  “What? What secrets?” he said. “Pa, are these the kids you were telling me about over the phone?”


  “I am a detective,” I replied. “My friends and I have been investigating the Case of the Alien Encounter, and I have solved the mystery!”


  “What on earth are you talking about?” Uncle Paul said. “Why is there a policeman here? There’s nothing illegal going on. You all should really leave. I don’t mean to be rude, but my dad is diabetic and his eyesight isn’t that good anymore. I’m here to give him his insulin shot.”


  It was time for my grand reveal.


  “And to continue to pretend to be an extraterrestrial!” I said triumphantly.


  “SAM!” Dad, Mom and Wendy all said at the same time. They looked completely shocked.


  “Let’s hear Sherlock out,” Officer Siva said. “He’s always had a reason for the things he does.”


  “Usually-the-reason-is-because-he-is-hungry,” Watson said.


  I glared at my robot.


  “When I used Uncle Chin’s computer for my alien research, I immediately noticed that someone had previously visited the same sites,” I said. “That was why the browser kept auto-filling the URLs.”


  “It’s my dad’s computer,” Uncle Paul said. “Maybe he looked up the strange things that have been happening. He can’t stop talking about them to everyone.”


  “But your dad said that he can’t even remember how to turn the computer on,” I said. “In fact, he had to pull out an extension cord to let us use it. He clearly hadn’t used it in a while!”


  “Maybe my mom used it,” Uncle Paul said. He looked even more uncomfortable in his office clothes.


  “Your mother doesn’t even know how to work the television properly,” Uncle Chin said. “You were always the one who had to fix it when we watched X-Files last time.” He was frowning deeply and staring at his son.


  “The only person in this family who could have used the computer would be you,” I said, pointing at Uncle Paul.


  “Maybe I did search for alien stuff,” he said. “I don’t remember. I must have been trying to help my dad figure out what was happening.”


  “Or, you were doing research on to how to create a believable crop circle!” I said.


  “Moss circle!” Jimmy burst in.


  “Since your moss circle wasn’t that big, all you really had to do was carefully trace out your pattern with a stick,” I said. “It was very similar to what my dad was doing with his stick and his cartoons.”


  “What? I don’t even know what a moss circle is!” Uncle Paul exclaimed. He pulled out a handkerchief from his back pocket and started to mop his sweaty brow. “Why is it so hot in here?”


  “And I also noticed that there were Milo tins of starch around your dad’s charcoal stove,” I continued. “It’s homemade starch. I recognised it because Wendy makes it for her art projects sometimes.”


  Wendy nodded. “For my papier-mâché.”


  “Oh, we use that instead of glue to put signs up for the restaurant,” Uncle Chin said. “It’s easier to take the signs down after.”


  “I also noticed the empty cans of green paint lying around,” I said. “Uncle, your house was recently painted green, wasn’t it? I could smell the fresh paint when we walked past yesterday.”


  “Yes, Paul and I painted it together a few days ago, but we’ve had the paint for weeks before that,” Uncle Chin replied.


  “And I noticed that the colour of your house was very similar to the colour of the green goo!” I said. “Uncle Paul has been mixing the green paint in with the homemade starch and leaving it around the island in mysterious puddles. That’s what the dogs stepped in yesterday.”


  “Is this why you bought so much extra paint?” Uncle Chin asked.


  “Look, you’re making wild accusations here,” Uncle Paul said. “Pa—”


  “Did you help your dad buy large, powerful flashlights?” I continued.


  “There are frequent power outages on the island,” Uncle Paul said, getting frustrated. “I keep telling my dad—”


  “If you take a closer look at the flashlights, I believe you’ll find a light coat of green paint over the bulbs.”


  Officer Siva walked over to where the flashlights were and picked one up. “You’re right, Sherlock,” he confirmed. He turned it on and a powerful greenish beam shot out.


  “Did you paint the light bulb green too?” Uncle Chin asked.


  “He did that because aliens are known to make flashing green lights in the night sky!” I said. “At least that’s what the fake website said. Uncle Paul would bring the flashlights out into the forest and spin them around to imitate what he thought were spinning lights associated with UFO sightings!”


  Uncle Paul was starting to look increasingly worried.


  “But if you had taken a closer look at the website,” I said to Uncle Paul, “or had friends around who helped you realise your mistake, you would have known that it was fake!” I grinned at Nazhar who smiled and nodded back at me.


  “You don’t understand…” Uncle Paul said.


  “And it was you Watson caught on film and I chased after in the forest!” I said.


  “Wait, you were out in the forest at night?” Mom asked. “When did this happen?”


  “It must have been last night while we had coffee together after dinner,” Officer Siva said, furrowing his brow. “That was the night I didn’t return to the camp before the kids.”


  “Anyway, it was you!” I said quickly, before Mom had time to start scolding me. “You were wearing night vision goggles and that’s why your eyes were glowing red! You were the one who put this dinosaur plaster on my forehead!”


  “I was going to ask you about that…” Mom continued. I could tell she wasn’t quite happy about everything.


  “You bumped your head on that rotten tree stump,” Uncle Paul said. “You gave me a scare but when I checked on you, you were okay. Just a small scratch where you hit your head.”


  “Ah-ha!” I exclaimed. “You admit that it was you! You’re the alien I encountered!”
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  “Sam, maybe we can listen to what Paul has to say first?” Mom said. She put her hand on my shoulder and squeezed gently.


  “I’m…I’m so sorry. I…I…just want my parents to come and live with my wife and kids,” Uncle Paul said. “They are getting old, and my dad has diabetes and high cholesterol, and he needs proper medical care.”


  “I take my injections and my pills all the time,” Uncle Chin said.


  “No, you don’t. You always forget,” Uncle Paul said. “I have to call you every night. I have to set alarms on my phone so I won’t forget to call you.”


  “Aiyah, you worry too much,” his dad replied.


  “Last month you almost fainted because you forgot to take your insulin, Pa,” Uncle Paul said. “You almost gave Ma a heart attack.”


  “What has any of this got to do with the aliens?” Wendy asked.


  “He faked the alien encounters and sightings to get his parents to agree to move in with him, Wendy,” I said. “He didn’t want them living by themselves so far away from him anymore.”


  “Is this true, Paul?” Uncle Chin said. “Did you do all this to get your Ma and me to move in with you?”


  “Yes, Pa,” Uncle Paul said. “I used aliens because I knew you wouldn’t care if there was ghostly stuff happening. We watched X-Files together when I was younger, and I remember that scared you. I’m just worried about the two of you all the time. I thought if I could somehow frighten you into leaving…”


  “You are such a silly boy,” a female voice said from the doorway.


  There seemed to be a lot of voices coming from the doorway today.


  “Ma!” Uncle Paul exclaimed. “Did you…did you hear everything?”


  “You are really such a silly, stubborn boy,” his mom said. “You and your dad, same kind.”


  “Officer Siva, my son didn’t do anything illegal,” Uncle Chin said. He put himself between Officer Siva and his son.


  “All I heard was a story of a son trying his best to look after his parents,” Officer Siva replied, smiling. “Right, Sherlock?”


  “Right,” I said. I had fervently wished for real aliens, but I was glad that I had managed to solve the mystery despite how carried away I had gotten with the possibility of extraterrestrials these past two days.


  “Okay, how about this,” the auntie said. “Weekdays we will come and stay with you. But weekends, you and your family can come and stay here with us. Our grandkids could use the fresh air. It’s also when the restaurant is busiest.”


  “And I will even get the computer repaired so that my grandchildren can do their homework,” Uncle Chin said.


  “The-computer-is-not-broken,” Watson said. Eliza shushed him.


  “That sounds good, Ma, Pa,” Uncle Paul said. “I will need to talk to everyone at home first, but I doubt they will say no.”


  “You did a good job figuring out all the clues so quickly, Sherlock,” Nazhar said.


  “That’s because he’s Singapore’s Greatest Kid Detective!” Jimmy exclaimed.


  “And-now-Pulau-Ubin’s-too,” Watson said.


  “Pulau Ubin is part of Singapore,” Eliza said under her breath.


  “Wait a minute, that wasn’t an insult!” I said. I beamed at my robot, ignoring Eliza.


  “The-seawater-must-really-be-making-my-circuits-rust,” Watson replied.
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  A few weeks later, I was sitting at my desk in my room writing a report about conservation in Singapore in general, and in Pulau Ubin in particular, when Dad came in.


  “Hey, son, guess what? I spoke with Officer Siva and he said that the ‘alien sightings’ on Pulau Ubin have almost entirely disappeared after our trip,” Dad said. “Occasionally, somebody reports some weird noises, but it always turns out to be dogs fighting over a bone, or boars looking for food, or that weird bird that sounds like a digital tone.” He chuckled.


  I sighed. “Okay.”


  “What’s wrong, son?”


  I turned in my chair and looked up at him. “Do you really believe in aliens, Dad, or have you just been pretending to be nice to me?”


  Dad knelt down and looked me straight in the eye. “I wholeheartedly believe extraterrestrial life exists, Sam. However, I do not believe aliens visit us often, if at all. This time at Pulau Ubin was a hoax, and there is a very good possibility that every time someone claims to have a close encounter and then puts it on the Internet, it is also a hoax.”


  “So you think aliens have never visited Earth?” I asked.


  He took my hands in his and squeezed them a little. “In reference to all these claims of alien abductions and UFO sightings, Carl Sagan said, ‘The extraordinary claims are not supported by extraordinary evidence.’ He meant that there was very little evidence, if any at all, that aliens had visited these people, like you found out at Pulau Ubin.”


  Dad looked away, and I stared at the floor.


  “However,” Dad continued, “he also said, ‘The absence of evidence is not the evidence of absence,’ meaning just because we don’t have evidence of extraterrestrial life, doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist.”


  “So, always follow the evidence, no matter where it leads,” I said, still staring at the floor.


  “You are a very smart boy who already does great things, and will do even greater, I’m sure, but aliens have always been a bit of a blind spot for you, and maybe I’m a little to blame for that.”


  He exhaled deeply, then continued. “We watch and read so much science fiction, and we want so badly for these worlds to be our world. A world where aliens not only exist, but humans interact with them on a daily basis. That way we can debate logic with Vulcans, arm-wrestle with Wookies, and tinker with machines with Quarians.”


  He paused again, and took my chin in his hand, forcing me to break my staring contest with the floor. “But we haven’t found them yet, son, and I don’t think they’ve found us yet either. And yes, you always need to follow the evidence, even when it leads somewhere you don’t want it to.”


  “Like the complete and total lack of alien visitations.” I took his hand away from my chin and turned away. Aliens had been so important to me, and finding out that it was more than likely they had never interacted with Earth was a little depressing.


  But I did have hope.


  “You do believe they exist, right? Somewhere in the universe?” I asked, turning back towards Dad.


  “The famous rocket scientist Wernher von Braun said, ‘Our sun is one of a hundred billion stars in our galaxy. Our galaxy is one of billions of galaxies populating the universe. It would be the height of presumption to think that we are the only living things in that enormous immensity.’”


  He smiled at me. “Yes, I believe they exist somewhere in the universe. And I also believe that one day you will be the one to find them because you’re a great scientist and a great detective.”


  I couldn’t help but smile back.
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  GLOSSARY


   


   


   


  Dr. Albert Einstein—A German-born theoretical physicist who developed the general theory of relativity, and received the 1921 Nobel Prize in Physics. He is best known for his mass–energy equivalence formula, E = mc2.


  Atap leaf—A leaf from the nipa palm, used to make roofs, especially in old-style kampong houses.


  Bak kut teh—The name literally translates as “meat bone tea”, and at its simplest, consists of meaty pork ribs simmered in a broth of herbs and spices for hours.


  Dr. Carl Sagan—An American astronomer, astrophysicist, cosmologist, author and science communicator. He advocated scientific skeptical inquiry and the scientific method and promoted the Search for Extra-Terrestrial Intelligence (SETI).


  Cereal prawns—A prawn dish which is deep fried in butter and coated in oatmeal flakes.


  Changi Air Base—A Republic of Singapore military airbase that is located in Changi, very near the island of Pulau Ubin.


  Charles Darwin—An English naturalist who established that all species of life descended from common ancestors and that evolution was a result of a process called natural selection. He wrote the book On the Origin of the Species to explain his theories.


  Chilli crab—A seafood dish popular in Singapore. The crabs are stir-fried in a semi-thick, sweet and savoury tomato and chilli based sauce. Despite its name, chilli crab is not a very spicy dish.


  Commander Shepard—The main character in the Mass Effect video game trilogy, she (or he, depending on player choices) is a human who saves the galaxy on multiple occasions from the Reaper threat.


  Crop circles—Usually a large pattern created by the flattening of crops on a farm, often attributed to extraterrestrial activity, though many have been proven to be hoaxes.


  Diamond wrasses—A type of fish that lives in the sandy parts of rocky shores. At low tide, they hide under rocks or bury themselves in the sand. They feed on small creatures and are also scavengers.


  Doug Bower and Dave Chorley—In 1991, two self-proclaimed pranksters stunned the world when they claimed they started the crop circle phenomenon. They claimed responsibility for every crop circle prior to 1987, and another 200 until 1991.


  Evolution—The change in the inherited characteristics of biological populations over successive generations. Evolutionary processes give rise to diversity at every level of biological organisation, including species, individual organisms and molecules such as DNA and proteins.


  Fanboy—A passionate fan of various elements of geek culture (e.g. sci-fi, comics, Star Wars, video games, anime, hobbits, etc.). Does not have to be a boy, though “fangirl” is becoming a more common term to refer to passionate female fans.


  HDB (Housing Development Board)—This statutory board is in charge of public housing in Singapore. A large proportion of Singaporeans live in HDB flats that range from one-room flats to condominiums.


  Heliocentric model of the solar system—The astronomical model in which the Earth and planets revolve around a relatively stationary Sun at the center of the Solar System.


  Hermit crabs—A type of crab with a long, soft, spirally curved abdomen. The vulnerable abdomen is protected from predators by a salvaged empty seashell carried by the hermit crab, into which its whole body can retract. Hermit crabs tend to use the shells of sea snails, but will also use the shells of other animals and even hollow pieces of wood and stone.


  Kampong chicken—A deep-fried chicken dish using a chicken raised in rural areas and villages. The word kampong means “village” in Malay.


  Kang kong—A leaf vegetable found in tropical and subtropical regions. The leaves are usually stir-fried with chili pepper, garlic, ginger, dried shrimp paste (belachan) and other spices.


  Mudskippers—A type of fish that can use their pectoral fins to walk on land. Unlike most fish which survive the retreat of the tide by hiding under wet seaweed or in tidal pools, mudskippers are quite active out of water, feeding, interacting with one another and defending their territories.


  NCC (National Cadet Corps)—A youth uniformed group that is considered an extracurricular school activity for secondary school students (13-16 years old). It is supported by the Ministry of Defense and the Ministry of Education. Cadets participate in a variety of outdoor sports and activities.


  Nicolaus Copernicus—A Renaissance mathematician and astronomer who formulated a heliocentric model of the solar system which placed the Sun, rather than the Earth, at the center. He was also a physician, polyglot, classics scholar, translator, governor, diplomat and economist. He contributed greatly to the scientific revolution.


  Papier-mâché—material consisting of paper pulp, textiles, and adhesives, like glue, starch or wallpaper paste, and used for arts and crafts. French for “chewed paper”.


  Prata—A fried Indian flat bread made of flour found all over Singapore. It can be ordered plain or filled with savoury fillings (like cheese, onion, egg, etc.) or sweet fillings (banana, cream, chocolate, etc.). It usually comes with a side of curry.


  Quarians—An alien species from the Migrant Fleet in Mass Effect. They live in enviro-suits due to their very weak immune systems. They are very good with machines. Tali’Zorah is a Quarian.


  Red jungle fowl—A tropical chicken found all over the world. It is thought to be the ancestor of the domestic chicken. It was first domesticated at least five thousand years ago in Asia.


  Salted egg pumpkin—Pumpkin deep fried in salted egg yolk batter.


  Thalassina—A lobster-like animal found in mangrove swamps. Its nocturnal burrowing is important for the recycling of nutrients in the mangrove ecosystem, although it is sometimes considered a pest of fish and prawn farms.


  Toadfish—A type of fish with large mouths, ready to gulp any unsuspecting prey that wanders within reach. They croak like toads when distressed and are often found under or near stones.


  URL—The web address of a webpage on the Internet; an abbreviation for “uniform resource locator”.


  Vulcans—An alien species from the planet Vulcan in Star Trek. They are logical and show no emotion. They have green blood and pointy ears. Mr Spock is a Vulcan.


  Dr Wernher von Braun—A German rocket scientist, aerospace engineer, space architect and one of the leading figures in the development of rocket technology. He is credited as being the “Father of Rocket Science”.


  Wookies—An alien species from the planet Kashyyyk in Star Wars. They tend to have short tempers and are very strong. They are large and covered in brown fur. Chewbacca is a Wookie.


  The X-Files—An American science fiction drama television series that followed FBI Special Agents Fox Mulder and Dana Scully as they investigated unsolved cases involving paranormal phenomena. Mulder believed in the existence of aliens and the paranormal while Scully did not and attempted to explain everything scientifically.


  Zi char—A term used to describe wallet-friendly, home-style cuisine. Zi char stalls serve a variety of Chinese à la carte dishes and are usually located in coffee shops or hawker centres.
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  SAMUEL TAN CHER LOCK a.k.a. SHERLOCK SAM


  Ten-year-old Sherlock Sam’s heroes are Sherlock Holmes, Batman and his dad. Extremely smart and observant, Sherlock loves solving any and all mysteries—big or small. He loves comics and superheroes!
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  WATSON


  Built by Sherlock to be his trusty, cheery sidekick, Watson is, instead, a grumpy ‘old man’ who is reluctantly drawn into Sherlock’s adventures; or as Watson perceives them, his misadventures. Watson is environmentally friendly.
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  WENDY


  Sherlock’s older sister. A year older than him, Wendy is a very talented artist but she is terrible at Chinese. Sherlock would like to be taller than her soon. She doesn’t like wearing dresses or skirts.
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  JIMMY


  Sherlock’s classmate. Jimmy is the only boy in a Peranakan family with four sisters. Seemingly much younger than his actual age, everything is exciting and magical to Jimmy. He has terrible handwriting.
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  DAD


  An engineer, Sherlock’s dad is a scientific genius, but is rather forgetful and bumbling in real life. He has never stopped reading superhero comics—a love he’s passed on to his son.
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  MOM


  A homemaker, Sherlock’s mom is half-Peranakan and is constantly experimenting in the kitchen. Sherlock often wonders why she tempts him with food, then does not allow him to eat his fill.
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  NAZHAR


  Usually shy and quiet, Nazhar will stand up for his friends when they are threatened. Sherlock admires him for his knowledge of history which Nazhar learned from his dad. Nazhar believes in the supernatural much to the dismay of Sherlock.
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  ELIZA


  One of the prettiest and most popular girls in school, Eliza often bullies kids she sees as weird or geeky, for example, Sherlock Sam and his friends. Eliza spends a lot of time in front of the bathroom mirror, making sure her hair is neat.
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  OFFICER SIVA


  A Deputy Superintendent in the Singapore Police Force, Officer Siva is an experienced policeman who is extremely impressed by the intelligence he sees in Sherlock Sam. He loves kaya toast and coffee from Chin Mee Chin, a bakery in Katong.
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  ABOUT THE AUTHORS


  The writers behind the pseudonym A. J. Low are the husband-and-wife team, Adan Jimenez and Felicia Low-Jimenez. Born in California to Mexican immigrant parents, Adan became an immigrant himself when he moved to Singapore after graduating from New York University with an English Literature degree. He previously co-wrote a children’s book, Twisted Journeys #22: Hero City. He loves comics, LEGO®, books, movies, games (analog and video), Doctor Who and sandwiches, and one day hopes to own a store that sells all these things. Felicia was born and raised in Singapore. She spent most of her childhood with her head in the clouds and her nose buried in a book, and now daydreams of owning her own bookstore. She has a graduate degree in Literary Theory, and the Sherlock Sam series is Felicia’s debut writing effort, after accumulating years of experience buying, selling and marketing books.


  You can contact the authors at sherlock.sam.sg@gmail.com or by visiting sherlocksam.wordpress.com and facebook.com/SherlockSamSeries.


  ABOUT THE ILLUSTRATOR


  Andrew Tan (also known as drewscape) is a full-time freelance illustrator and an Eisner-nominated comic artist. He illustrates for print ads, magazines and also enjoys storyboarding and illustrating for picture book projects. During his free time, he’s always creating his own comics for the fun of it. In his home studio you’ll find an overflow of art tools of all kinds as he loves experimenting with them. He has already too many fountain pens and tells himself that he will stop buying more. Andrew published his first graphic novel, Monsters, Miracles & Mayonnaise, in 2012.
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  Sherlock Sam and the Supper Club are off to Penang for a holiday! Of course, Sherlock Sam can’t go anywhere without bumping into a mystery: an antique tin robot vanishes from a toy museum without a trace! Did it walk off on its own? Was it teleported away? Will Singapore’s Greatest Kid Detective be able to resist all the local delicacies and focus on his most dangerous case yet?
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“Sherlock Sam is a worthy successor
to beloved child sleuths like
Encyclopedia Brown and Cam Jansen.”

—E.C. Myks, author of Fair Coin and Quantum Coin
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