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Chapter 1
Matt’s Crush

			“This is going to be so lit!” Matt says as we walk home after school. Next week, Mr. Brain—our science teacher—is taking all the grade six classes to the Planetarium for a field trip.

			“Yeah . . . I haven’t been there since my grandpa took me three years ago,” I mumble.

			My friends go quiet. They know I still miss my grandpa since he died last year. He was teaching me about the cosmos, and he’s the reason why we have a radio connected to wormholes. That’s right—we have a radio that can transport us to other planets. It’s like a Black Hole Radio because every time we use it, there’s no guarantee we’ll make it back.

			Celeste brushes her long red hair behind her ear as we continue walking. “My parents are astronomers, so they used to take me there all the time when I was little,” she says. “But honestly? The Planetarium seems less exciting after we’ve visited real planets.” Just talking about the radio makes her nervous. 

			We head toward Mission Control—our secret space club headquarters. It’s also where we hide the radio . . . along with Matt’s shoq-lot crystal he got from Kyp on Planet Labyrinthia. That crystal saved our lives on Planet Furilani.

			“It’s still the coolest fieldtrip ever,” Matt says as we step inside and flip on the lights. I toss my backpack onto our old orange couch and glance around the room. Grandpa’s old telescope stands by the window. Posters of planets cover the walls, and an ancient computer hums in the corner.

			Matt starts counting on his fingers. “The giant dome theater, rocket simulator, selfie-in-space exhibit, giant telescope, actual meteorites—” He’s practically vibrating with excitement. Then a streak of rainbow fur flies across the room and lands on my head with a shriek.

			“Sploot!” I yell. We crash to the floor laughing as Sploot wiggles into my hoodie.

			Matt shakes his head. “I will never get used to that game. It scares me every single time.”

			Celeste laughs and reaches into her pocket to touch the smooth stone she carries to help calm her emotions. “Hey, Sploot. I guess you missed Hawk.” She gently pats Sploot’s soft head.

			Sploot is an ALF—an alien life form—from Planet Furilani. They look a little like a colorful ferret with chameleon powers. When Sploot gets excited, their fur flashes bright rainbow colors. When they want to hide, they disappear into camouflage. And somehow, they secretly stowed away in my hoodie when we returned to Earth. Whew! What a surprise that was. My parents still have no idea I’m hiding an alien in our clubhouse. And I’d like to keep it that way. If people found out about Sploot, someone might stick them in a zoo—or worse. Sploot climbs onto my shoulder, their favorite spot. We call Sploot “they” because we honestly have no clue if they’re a boy or a girl. Not that Sploot seems to care. I grab a bag of popcorn and flop onto the couch. Sploot chitters in my ear until I hand them a piece. Popcorn—and corndogs—are their favorite foods. They only eat the corn part of the corndog, of course. Matt suddenly jumps onto the coffee table and starts rapping like he did back on Furilani.

			“Sploot is cute,

			In a place called space.

			We made a parade.”

			I start beatboxing with my mouth while Celeste dances around the clubhouse. Matt points dramatically at Sploot and keeps going.

			“The cosmic crowd was totally wowed

			With a hip-hop hype.”

			Matt pauses for effect and makes some hip-hop gestures with his hands. Back on Furilani, Matt’s rap show helped convince the aliens to stop treating sploots like living fashion accessories, furry little belts, hats and even earrings. Ever since then, we’ve called him Masta-Matt. He bows dramatically, then launches into another verse.

			“Sploots are my hommies.

			They ain’t no bling.

			All apologies.

			Respect the Sploot-thing.”


Chapter 3
Blast Off

			“Look! There it is!” Matt practically shouts in my ear as the school bus pulls into the parking lot. A giant sign reads: PLANETARIUM AND SCIENCE THEATER Every sixth grader on the bus erupts with excitement. The building is enormous, with a giant glass dome on top and a smaller silver dome attached to the side.

			Matt almost jumps out of the tiny bus window. “There’s the Einstein Observatory!” he yells, pointing wildly.

			“Calm down, Matt” I laugh, grabbing my backpack. “We’re not even inside yet.” In my backpack, the old radio is snugly wrapped and safe in the blanket. And I still haven’t told Matt and Celeste what happened last night. Sploot wiggles inside my hoodie. At least they know something weird is going on.

			Celeste groans from the seat behind us. “Matt, save some excitement for the video.” She waits patiently for everyone else to get off first. Celeste hates crowded spaces and people bumping into her.

			“Come on!” Matt says. “I want to be first in line for the rocket simulator!” He races off the bus.

			Celeste and I exchange a look. “How are we supposed to film a two-minute music video if he never stands still?” I ask.

			Celeste laughs. “First, we find the perfect cosmic backdrop.”

			“Now you’re talking.”

			When we finally catch up to Matt, all the students are divided into color-coded groups. We’re in Mr. Brain’s yellow group. He proudly holds up a tiny yellow umbrella, so nobody gets lost. I have to admit—Matt was right. This place is incredible. The ceiling stretches high above us, and a glowing projection of the Milky Way covers it. Billions of stars shimmer overhead.

			“Whoa,” I whisper. Constellations sparkle so brightly they feel close enough to touch. We follow Mr. Brain through interactive exhibits where we learn about planets, galaxies, and telescopes. Normally, I’d be completely focused. But all I can think about is the radio pressing against my back. And that voice. Help. Was someone trapped somewhere? Or had the radio somehow connected to someone across the universe?

			During the planetarium show, everyone sinks into giant bean bag chairs while stars glow above us. A narrator’s voice echoes through the dark theater. “The Big Bang was not an explosion. It was space stretching everywhere at once.” A tiny point of light appears overhead. Then—BANG! Everything bursts into stars. Galaxies spiral across the ceiling. It should feel peaceful. Instead, I grip my backpack tighter. Sploot pokes their tiny head out of my hood and chirps nervously. They can feel it too. When the show ends, everyone spills into the hallway talking excitedly.

			Matt practically bounces beside us. “The rocket simulator is next!” He throws his arms into the air. “Finally, we get to experience a real blastoff. Not like when the black hole radio sends us somewhere.”

			My stomach drops.

			“Ahem.” Mr. Brain appears beside us. “What exactly is a black hole radio?”

			Matt’s eyes go wide. “Oh—uh—I mean . . . I want to learn about black holes,” Matt blurts. “On the radio.” 

			Smooth. He looks at me desperately.

			Fast, I force a laugh. “Oh! He means a podcast.”

			“A podcast?” Mr. Brain asks.

			“Yeah,” I say quickly. “It’s called Black Hole Radio. Super educational.”

			Mr. Brain strokes his chin thoughtfully. “Hmm. Never heard of it.” Then he squints at us. “And for the record, wormholes and black holes are very different things.” He walks ahead before we can say anything.

			We all let out a breath. “That was way too close,” Celeste mutters.

			“No kidding,” I whisper. I unzip my backpack just enough to peek inside. The strange old radio is still there. Snugly wrapped and safe. For now.

			Celeste notices immediately. Her eyes widen. “Wait,” she hisses. “You brought the radio on the field trip?”

			Matt spins toward me. “You WHAT?!”

			I shrug. “You never know when we might need it.”

			“Hawk!” Celeste whisper-yells. “Are you completely—”

			“Matthew!” We all jump. Mr. Brain stands beside the rocket simulator entrance. “It’s your turn to blast off into outer space!”
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“Read Black Hole Radio and let your imagination soar. It is curiosity and imdgination
that lead to all discoveries. Don’t forget them as you grow up.” v )
— Marc Garneau, first Canadian astronaut in space -
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