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THEY ARRIVE
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Of all my species, Earthlings were quickest to evolve from having gills to having SCUBA.

~The local Almighty

***

[image: ]


A TEAM OF GALACTIC filmmakers arrived in a golden saucer. They came to document the assimilation potential of this little planet and its mysterious inhabitants. That the aliens were enthusiastic is understandable. Their optimism, however, is now seen to have been premature.

***
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DEE BOUNDED ONTO THE bridge and said, “Hey Skip, now can I wake up the bug? The poor thing’s been in that box for an awfully long time.”

Trukk-9 rolled some eyes. “Give him space. Just break the seal and he’ll join us when he’s ready.”

“Sweet,” said Dee. “I’ll bet you five bucks it’s a Galactic Flea. Those guys grapple good. They are super bouncy, and you can’t hardly even dent ‘em! Almost got my ass kicked by one when I was a cub, Skip. Yeah. I love the Fleas.”

“Okay, then I’ll be optimistic too. I’ll bet it’s a Click Beetle.” Trukk-9 held his hand at his hip to indicate the height of an adult Click Beetle.

“Oh, for sure. Those guys are tough – very difficult to pin. And it would be nice to have some danceable percussion around here. I like your guess, Skipper! Let’s do this!”

“Slow down, Dee. Ask Stick. He’s always in for five bucks.”

“Good call. HEY STICK! Boot up! We’re here and it’s time to release the insectoid. You in for five bucks on the species?”

The wavy band of blue plasma that is the ship’s engineer rose from his charging station and said, “I’ll bet it’s a Galactic Praying Mantis.”

“A Praying Mantis? Are you sure about that, buddy?”

Stick morphed into a six-foot-tall translucent blue Praying Mantis. “Yes. There is a certain calm intelligence that my people recognize and appreciate in the Mantis.”

“That’s a really great story, Stick. But don’t you think a Praying Mantis would have been shipped in a tube? A Mantis has a rigid exoskeleton, buddy. You can’t just moosh one into a little box. What kind of engineer are you?”

“Hey, I didn’t know it came in a box. And before I’m in for five bucks I want to know everything else you guys know too.”

“There IS nothing else,” said Dee. “Absolutely nothing. Skip and I are betting on pure optimism.”

Trukk-9 said, “We also know that this insectoid is approaching his expiration date – a very experienced individual. The stasis case is a little over three feet long and seems to be made of real wood. He was shipped via diplomatic pouch directly from Planet One. The lid has an old-style insectoid military insignia on it... Oh, and the whole case is covered in little dents.”

“You have to shake the container really hard to hear him rattle around,” added Dee. “Plus, it makes a cool sound when you bang it with a hammer.”

Stick said, “Then I’ll say it’s a Battleship-class Moth Technician. I could use some help tuning the engines.”

“Oh god, I hope not. You KNOW Bears and Moths don’t mix, Stick. So thanks for that. You can’t rough ‘em up AT ALL. A Moth would suck. The last time I was with a Moth Technician, that sucker got all riled up flying around in circles shedding tiny scales all over and I sneezed and sneezed until I had a big string of sno-”

Trukk-9 interrupted. “Dee! Go unpack him. I’m sure whatever we got is fine.”

“Sure thing, Skipper!”

Dee charged into the cargo hold. He cracked the container seal and turned for the exit. He peeked back in through the small window.

“Here it comes! I see a black leg with a pair of claws... I think it’s a Flea guys. FLEA, FLEA, FLEA! WHOA! There he goes! AAAH HA HA HA HA. Oh man, look you guys! He did a flip and bounced off the ceiling! Now he’s spinning around and around on his back. He’s super shiny and has pretty red markings. He’s nicely stout, and he’s only spiny on the back legs. Flea, baby!”

Dee jumped up and down as he watched the insectoid grasping about for something to hold on to.

“Oh! There he goes again! Off the wall and... Oh wow, he knocked over a keg of honey! I think he’s okay though. Fleas are tough little bastards. Now he’s staggering around... Should I dose him with some calming agent, Skip?” 

Dee hit the calming agent button twice.

“No, not yet, Dee,” replied Trukk-9.

“Oh... Should I invite him out here now, Skip?”

Dee opened the cargo bay door.

“No – like I said, he will come out when he’s...”

O’Buzznid-3 wobbled out onto the bridge. All of a sudden his wings unfurled and he flew headlong into the ship’s viewing dome. He hit so hard that he left a waxy smudge.

“Oops. You okay, little buddy?” asked Dee.

“I am fine. Someone opened my stasis case on its side. Did you not see the big red arrows pointing at the autotranslator-enabled voice instructions?”

“Maybe not,” replied Dee. “But hey, that really is a deluxe container you have. All plush inside and everything... Why so fancy?”

“Of course it is nice. I have earned it – many times over.”

“You’ve done something special then, little buddy?”

“You have no idea...”

“No, I do too have an idea. You are a Flea and I just won five bucks from everyone!” said Dee.

O’Buzznid-3 removed the invoice taped to his thorax and handed it to Trukk-9.

He examined the papers and said, “Welcome aboard Mister O’Buzznid-3. I’m Trukk-9 – and this is Stick – and the big loudmouth is Dee. Oh, and don’t get eaten.”

Dee grinned and waved.

“Yes, I know who you are. We insectoids enjoy the underground cinema too – you have portrayed my people objectively in your films. And thank you for the appropriate benediction on this occasion. You as well... Do not get eaten.” 

O’Buzznid-3 turned and bowed in respect toward Stick, who still held his Praying Mantis shape. “I know that plasmanoids cannot be eaten, but I extend the insectoid benediction to you regardless. Do not get eaten.”

“Thank you. And don’t get eaten yourself.”

“Good, good,” said Trukk-9. “I like your people very much too, Mister O’Buzznid-3. Yours has been a history of dark and significant hellish perturbations, yet you persist. I apologize for Dee waking you like that. I trust that you are in good health?”

“I said I am fine. Can you please explain why I am on your ship instead of on a PLUMBOB research mission?”

“Well, Mister O’Buzznid-3, this IS a PLUMBOB mission. Haven’t you been briefed?”

“No. I was simply packed into stasis after my previous mission. Also, you can call me Buzzy if you have trouble pronouncing insectoid names.”

Trukk-9 explained. “Well, Buzzy, they asked me to participate in this mission because they want a high quality product this time. Those PLUMBOB films are factual, but there’s no truth in them. I shall buff away the bureaucratic patina and stylize this film into a conveyance of ecstatic truth. That way the people of this planet get a fair chance.” He pointed at the blue and white planet on the viewing screen.

“Yep, little buddy, we have arrived!” said Dee. “Um, you are a Flea, right? It’s very important.”

“No, I am not a Flea.”

“Oh... Well you aren’t a Click Beetle or a Moth either, right?”

“No. What I AM is ready to work. Where is my station, please?”

“Right there in the front. And your software is already loaded,” said Trukk-9.

Dee said, “PLEEEEASE! Please tell me what you are! Come on...”

“We have just arrived at this planet, correct?” asked Buzzy.

“Yes, all we know about this place is that it’s called Dirt, there are humanoids, and it has a lot of water and satellites,” said Trukk-9. “But even though we just got here, I feel good about this planet’s chances. Gentlemen, we may be looking at the next member of the Galactic Pool! What’s our first task then, Buzzy?”

“Well, my first task might take some time. What I must do is tap into the planet’s computer information system and then select a large number of captioned photographs. Our computer will analyze about a thousand pictures before it determines the meaning of the first written word. The program adds a photo interpretation subroutine into the same algorithm used by the galactic autotranslator.”

“So in other words, the thing sucks,” said Dee.

“No, it is highly effective,” said Buzzy.

“So what can we do in the meantime?” asked Trukk-9.

“You do what is called simply ‘the area study’ – basically you get your bearings. Scan the geography, find the population centers, and look for some of the more obvious PLUMBOB checklist items while you scan. For example, you may notice landscape-level alterations like large water management projects and agriculture. Then I will seek our initial objective,” said Buzzy.

“Good, I’m looking forward to getting started,” said Trukk-9. “Oh, and I was told to give you the official checklist.”

“That will not be necessary. I have it memorized,” replied Buzzy.

“They said you would say that. Here, I am sending it to you.”

Buzzy punched it up on his monitor. “This checklist is very short. All of the bad stuff is missing. This does not make sense. However, it will suit me if we can wrap this up quickly. I cannot delay my breeding phase very much longer. I am starting to feel the itch.”

“That’s too much information, pal! Now give us some USEFUL information. Like what kind of bug are you!?” said Dee.

Buzzy continued. “Additionally, I do not detect the second PLUMBOB vessel. Do we no longer require a monitor?”

“It’s on its way. We are supposed to scout for checklist items so we’ll be all ready to manipulate the inhabitants when our monitor arrives,” said Trukk-9. “Oh, and the monitor is a Dnooblian – a highly accomplished Dnooblian – top of his graduating class. I thought maybe you’d know him. I can’t recall his name. Something strange and difficult to pronounce...”

“I do not know him, nor do I need to know his name yet. I prefer to keep things as simple as possible, and I can already tell that this is going to be a challenge. But wait...” Buzzy turned around to look at Trukk-9. “It is highly irregular to deploy a Dnooblian to a humanoid planet.”

“As well it should be, but I am on record saying that I like Dnooblians very much. That could be why they’ve blessed me with a Dnooblian,” said Trukk-9.

“I have obviously been in stasis for too long,” said Buzzy.

***
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THEY ENTERED ORBIT and scanned the surface while Buzzy ran the translation analysis.

“This planet’s computer network is quite extraordinary. The technology is primitive, but the content is vast. I found all the pictures we needed – seven hundred million of them in just zero-point-one-nine seconds,” said Buzzy. “And here is a picture of a Bearman with a baby Bearman.”

“Oh! Oh! Send it to me! Send it to me! Send it to me!” said Dee.

Buzzy forwarded the picture.

“Oh baby! Look at that! She is totally fuzzy and white as snow, and that cub is SOOO cute! I love this planet! Are there more?”

“The word for that animal appears to be spelled B-E-A-R, so do a search on that. You are connected to their network.”

“It should be capitalized, right?”

“I do not believe that it is case sensitive,” replied Buzzy.

Dee did the search. “HOOEEE! This planet is a Bearman’s paradise! Look at them all. There are like seven or eight different kinds, and all so beautiful... And look, they like to ride bikes and wear funny hats and dance and stuff! I love this place.” 

“The computer is still working on translations, but I already have enough to seek out our first checklist objective, which is ‘greetings’. It says here that Dirtlings will expect alien visitors to greet them with ‘Take me to your leader’.”

“Oh, now that is totally lame! They should know that we want to give them hugs first!” said Dee.

“The dominant race is humanoid, and the species does not look as huggable as the bears in those pictures, I am afraid,” said Buzzy.

“What!? How can the Bearmen not be dominant? It’s outrageous. Are you sure about that, little buddy?”

“Yes.”

“Well, I want to meet the Bear People myself. I will help them rise!” said Dee.

“I do not believe that they are sapient,” said Buzzy.

“Fine, but I’m still capitalizing ‘Bear’ and I’m not leaving this planet until I get a chance to mix it up with them.”

Trukk-9 asked, “I’m curious Buzzy. Does this species worship a deity?”

“Let me see... Doot doot... Yes, they have deities. But apparently it is difficult to say with certainty how many they worship. It is easily in the thousands.”

“Yikes! They must be super busy on Sundays!” said Dee. “Are all those satellites perhaps their deities then?” 

“No. That is a silly question. I do not believe that one can keep a deity in orbit like that,” replied Buzzy.

“Hey! I’m just asking! Wait, I’ve got it. You must be a Cockro-”

“Gentlemen! Listen up,” said Trukk-9. “Look closely at this lonely planet.”

The crew gazed in silence at the continent passing beneath them.

“Because, gentlemen, this world may be on the verge of discovering a reality that, to them, will seem magical.”

“Or they could just get eaten,” said Dee.

“Well, right. But we are here to make sure they only get what they deserve.”
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JIMMY IS A KEEPER
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Truth be told, hugging humanoids is just plain unsatisfying — no matter how much they writhe.

~Dee-15

***
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SKIPPER TRUKK-9 WAS the team’s only humanoid. The other crewmembers included his cinematographer, pilot, bodyguard and best friend, the Bearman Dee-15. Dee looked like an upright grizzly bear with humanoid fingers attached to its paws. 

Trukk-9’s engineer, gaffer, key grip, soundman and another long-time collaborator and friend was a plasmanoid named Stick-5. To fit into solid society, Stick usually assumed a very thin humanoid-like figure with a bulbous head and large, black, almond-shaped eyes. This shape was usually convincing enough, and it was energy efficient.

And the ship’s fourth crew member, the just-unpacked O’Buzznid-3, was a senior Cricket bureaucrat and sometimes-PLUMBOB agent on direct loan from the Vice President of the Galactic Pool himself. The rest of the crew really did have no idea.

The ship was Trukk-9’s personal craft. Christened the Cruiser Duke Sukk-9, it was recognized by people across the Galactic Pool because it had been featured in many Trukk-9 film productions. 

The inner walls of The Duke were decorated with exquisite works of art from all over the galaxy, and various awards, including Trukk-9’s Galactic Loop Prize. Had Trukk-9 been able to secure permission for a quantum radio and a memory mender unit, The Duke would have been the most sophisticated and luxurious civilian flying saucer in the Galactic Pool. And it was a workhorse.

***
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BUZZY SAID, “OKAY, I have compiled a list of Earthling greeting rituals for study. PLUMBOB protocol is to examine the most complex greeting rituals, and then we shall progress down to societies where they may not acknowledge each other at all. There appear to be plenty of the latter, but there is one particular country I judge should be our first stop. And it is advised not to greet uncontacted peoples with ‘Do not get eaten’.”

“Good job Buzzy – that sounds like a wise plan,” said Trukk-9.

“Presently it is nighttime there,” said Buzzy. “I would recommend that we continue our area study by following the sunrise and perhaps investigating these water management projects. They store water in large reservoirs to be used for irrigation, municipal and industrial applications, and recreation.”

“Yeah, great idea! Bears will be gathering along the shore, elaborately greeting each other, watching the sky redden, sipping steaming honey... Find us a lake where it’s almost sunrise, Buzzy! Oops, I mean, I would vote that we go there first, Skip.”

“Yes, Dee. Buzzy, please try to locate such a scenario,” said Trukk-9.

“Okay, I might have something for you here,” said Buzzy. “It is a lake that will qualify as a ‘water projects’ checklist item. There is inhabitant activity on the water’s surface as well.” 

Buzzy punched up a live scene from the lake. Pairs of people sat in many boats as the first light of dawn arrived. They floated on a calm cove next to a large marina. The boat motors idled and exhaust was heavy in the air.

“Those aren’t Bears,” said Dee. “We should go search the shoreline.”

“Is this going to be some kind of boat race, Buzzy?” asked Trukk-9.

“Yes, I think it starts out that way. But my research indicates that this is primarily going to be a fishing contest. These people are about to drive their boats out onto the lake to catch fish. They will then weigh the fish and give prizes to the winning fisher.”

“So, does the winning fisher get to keep all the fish then?” asked Stick.

“No.”

“They kill the fish and throw them away?” asked Trukk-9.

“No, they supposedly keep the fish alive and then let them go after they show them off to the crowd,” said Buzzy. “They lose points if the fish die.”

“Bizarre. They use grabber beams?” asked Trukk-9.

“They use a lure that resembles the fish’s food. The lures have metal hooks that snag the fish in the mouth when it bites,” said Buzzy.

“Oh man, that’s brutal! Bears would never do such a thing. But this should be interesting anyway,” said Dee. “Don’t worry, I’ll keep watching for the Bears too.”

“From the looks of it, I believe this will cover at least three checklist items: interactions with nature, competitive sports, and advertising culture,” said Buzzy.

“Nice hat-trick, Buzzy! But if they want to win a fishing contest, they should put hooks on little replicas of you!” said Dee.

“That is not even clever,” said Buzzy.

***
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AT SAFE LIGHT, A MAN standing in one of the boats picked up a megaphone and started calling out numbers. The boats shot off one by one out to the main lake.

Dee pulled the cloaked Duke Sukk-9 up to the first boat to stop. The fishermen jumped up and cast before the boat completely settled. They caught nothing and said nothing, and they were unkempt and gross-looking around their mouths.

“Look at those guys! I’d never hug something that nasty,” said Dee. “Skip, if everyone is like that, it’s going to be a very long trip.”

So Dee piloted the cloaked ship off to find the next boat. A contestant was netting a fish for her partner. She measured the fish and threw it back into the lake. They caught two more fish that they tossed back without measuring. They were catching fish on almost every cast, but they seemed disappointed.

“What’s wrong with these people?” asked Dee. “They aren’t starving, that’s for sure.”

So they flew back out to scan the main lake for more photogenic and dynamic contestants. 

All but one of the boats had stopped to fish. This boat was still running up toward the end of the reservoir about twenty miles from the marina. 

Jimmy Fresneaux was driving his boat to a spot that his randomly-assigned tournament fishing partner had suggested.

The ship fell in behind and followed. The crew was impressed by the speed of this boat. The driver was colorfully dressed, and he appeared to be having an animated one-way conversation with his partner.

“I’d hug that one!” said Dee.

Trukk-9 said, “Stick, when they stop, go ahead and hit them with some egocite vapor so we can listen in. That’s okay, right Buzzy?”

“Yes, that is correct. However, be sure not to manipulate any of them until the PLUMBOB monitor arrives.”

***
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THE FISHERMEN PULLED up to a small point on the last bend before the lake turned into river. As they slowed to a stop, Jimmy jumped to the front of the boat and lowered the foot-controlled electric trolling motor. His partner was already casting when Jimmy reached for his rod. Jimmy made a cast. The lure hit the bottom of the cloaked flying saucer, which caused Jimmy’s reel to backlash. 

“You’re backlashed already?” asked the other fisherman.

“My lure hit a bird or something...” replied Jimmy, looking up into the sky. He fiddled with the tangled line for a moment, but then he put the rod down and opened his lunch box.

As his lure sat on the bottom of the lake, Jimmy sat in the front swivel chair of his bass boat looking at a sandwich in a plastic bag. “Zipper bags sure are a great invention, huh? Look how many I have right here,” he said to the other fisherman as he gestured toward an open tackle box.

The other fisherman didn’t look.

“I probably have forty or fifty zipper bags with a different kind of plastic worm in each one. And I have a sandwich in a zipper bag too. Two of my favorite things – plastic worms and sandwiches... How can the plastic zipper bag not also be a favorite thing? These are a few of my favorite things...” he sang.

The other fisherman said, “Hey, if you aren’t going to fish, would you mind if I control the front of the boat while we’re at this spot?”

“Oh, sure, go ahead,” replied Jimmy.

Jimmy reeled up his tangled mess and the two men switched places.

“Would you like a tuna salad sandwich?” asked Jimmy, expecting the other fisherman to politely refuse the offer.

The other fisherman said, “Sure.”

Jimmy re-sealed the zipper bag and tossed his only sandwich to the other fisherman. The other fisherman put the sandwich down behind his swivel seat without looking at it and went right back to fishing. Jimmy went right back into his lunch box and pulled out a foil pouch.

***
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DEE HAD PILOTED THE ship up a little higher so as not to interfere with the fishermen’s casting. He said, “Hey that shiny package looks futuristic. This seems to be a high-tech society.”

Jimmy opened the package, and the guys on the ship saw two flat, rectangular pink pastries with colored sprinkles.

Stick asked, “Do you think he’ll offer one of those pastries to the other guy?”

“No way. That guy’s not even eating the sandwich,” replied Dee.

They saw Jimmy shine the sun’s reflection from the toaster pastry foil pouch onto the other fisherman’s cheek. 

And they heard him say, “Did you know that in an emergency you can signal for help with one of these foil wrappers?”

The other fisherman emitted a deep “RRRRRRR”.

Stick said, “Huh, these humanoids growl – how interesting.”

***
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THE GROWLING FISHERMAN hooked a good-sized bass and yelled for the net. Jimmy went for the net and dropped the pastry into the lake. Then Jimmy tried and failed to net the pastry. The other fisherman got the fish into the boat by himself without the net. He put the fish into his livewell, and took another cast.

Jimmy put the second pastry in his mouth to take a bite and heard “FISH ON!” from the front of the boat. Jimmy grabbed the net and managed to get the fish into it. But as he did, he bit through the pastry and it dropped into the net with the fish. 

The other fisherman dropped the fish into his livewell, tossed the slimed pastry to Jimmy, and went right back to casting.

The pastry was ruined, so Jimmy went right back to his lunch box. He pulled out another plastic zipper bag filled with little orange crackers. As Jimmy was about to pull the bag apart, the other fisherman yelled “FISH!” This startled Jimmy and all of the crackers exploded into the lake.

So Jimmy opened a yogurt. He had forgotten to bring a spoon, so he tried to make one by folding the foil top. 

“Foil also makes a good spoon. And they make those survival blankets out of foil too. I bet thousands of lives have been saved by foil.” 

Jimmy laughed. The guys on the ship laughed. The other fisherman did not laugh.

The other fisherman did, however, hook a big bass. As Jimmy went for the net, a glob of yogurt fell off the foil spoon and ended up all down the front of Jimmy’s logoed sponsorship jersey. He tried to wipe the glob off and got yogurt on the net handle. The other fisherman waved Jimmy off and boated the fish without the net.

“Aren’t you gonna fish?!” asked the other fisherman.

Jimmy put his yogurt container on the floor and picked up another rod.

A minute later the other fisherman hooked the biggest bass yet and got yogurt all over his hand as he netted it himself.

“Whoa, that’s a money fish there for sure!” said Jimmy.

Jimmy managed another cast and the other fisherman took several casts with no more bites. So the other fisherman pulled up the trolling motor, and asked Jimmy to drive to a similar point on the opposite bank.

Jimmy grabbed his yogurt thinking that he could shake some into his mouth as he drove, but he found that a bee had landed in it. So he panicked and threw the container and bee into his lunch box and slammed the lid shut. They put their life jackets on and Jimmy fired up the main engine.

***
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“HA! TRUKK-9 WOULD HAVE eaten that wasp!” said Dee. “Oh, sorry Buzzy, no offense...”

“Oh, where do I start?” asked Buzzy. “Any resemblance to me is superficial, and even so, only an idiot would call that a wasp. It is clearly a bee.”

But Dee continued talking as if Buzzy were just a fly. 

“No, I’m serious! Trukk-9 almost starved and dehydrated to death on Dnooblia once. He ate wasps to stay alive! And not just any old wasps – these were death wasps! Those bastards even stung him in his test-”

Trukk-9 interrupted and said, “Yes, but that is a very insignificant fact – the kind of fact that would only amuse the lowest of accountants.”

The cloaked ship chased Jimmy and the other fisherman across the lake toward the rocky point. 

***
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JIMMY KEPT HIS EYE on his lost sandwich as he drove. He turned into a breeze and then zigzagged over the wake of a houseboat. He was trying to blow and bounce the sandwich into a location more favorable for its reacquisition. His skillful manipulations caused the sandwich to drop from the front deck onto the floor.

The other fisherman shoved cookies into his mouth as fast as he could chew. He didn’t offer any cookies to Jimmy though. 

When they stopped, Jimmy wanted an energy drink. But he was afraid of the bee in his lunch box.

“Did you like that sandwich?” Jimmy asked as part of his strategy to get the sandwich back for himself.

The other fisherman said, “Yeah, it was good.”

Jimmy gave a confused look and reached back as if to make a long cast. He positioned his lure to snag the sandwich bag. He made as if to cast, but the lure’s hooks missed the sandwich and snagged the handle of a tackle box. The tackle box tipped over and tackle spilled into the bottom of the boat.

The other fisherman paid no notice. He just kept casting.

“Oh man, I’m sorry. I got it. Sorry,” said Jimmy as he got down on his knees to clean up the mess.

***
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“HE HAS THE SANDWICH!” yelled Dee.

“Yes, that was a rather creative maneuver,” said Trukk-9. “Buzzy, does that satisfy some kind of checklist item?”

“The checklist items ‘creative solution to emergency’ and ‘culinary culture’ may apply, but I think we can do better.”

“Skip, who cares about a stupid checklist item? That was some high-quality drama. This colorful fellow has cinematic potential!” said Dee.

“I agree. He has a certain presence, the gift of gab, and his outfit is very flashy,” said Trukk-9. “I think we may want to mark him for future use.”

***
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THE OTHER FISHERMAN caught another fish but he refused Jimmy’s help with the net. He already had a tournament limit of bass in the livewell, so he would need to throw back the smallest of his six fish.

“Hey, if you aren’t using that back livewell, I’m gonna put this fish in it so I don’t have to cull while the bite is on,” said the other fisherman.

Jimmy put the still-bagged sandwich down and opened the livewell cover.

The other fisherman dropped his bass in and said, “Hey, I should be glad that you aren’t catching my fish, but you’re driving me nuts with your fiddling around. I put us on some fish here, so fish dammit!”

As Jimmy tried to concentrate on fishing, the sandwich sat in the sun with condensation forming on the inside of the bag.

The other fisherman caught a seventh keeper-sized fish, which he also put in the back livewell. The two men fished for another hour, but the other fisherman only caught fish too small to keep, and Jimmy caught nothing.

Jimmy finally took the sandwich out of the bag and grimaced at the warm and translucent mayonnaise around the edges of the crust. He put the sandwich back into the bag and held it out toward the other fisherman. “Hey, you wanna trade another sandwich for some of those cookies?” 

The other fisherman ignored him.

***
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TRUKK-9 ASKED, “WHAT’S it going to be? Is he more afraid of the unappetizing sandwich or the bee in the box? Or can he tough it out for the rest of the day without eating?”

Dee said, “I think the man is hungry. I say he’s going in for the yogurt. He’s probably thinking that the wasp is all gummed up and harmless by now, so I’m betting five bucks on him going in.” 

“Okay. I’m in for five on him toughing it out for the rest of the day,” countered Trukk-9.

“I don’t understand the problem with the sandwich, but I’m in for five bucks on him finally pestering the other fisherman into giving him some cookies,” said Stick.

“What about you, Buzzy? Is that yogurty wasp as edible as your mother? You in for five?” asked Dee.

“You guys know that I cannot gamble on official business,” said Buzzy.

On the boat, Jimmy scratched himself in a couple of spots. The guys in the flying saucer scooted forward in their seats to watch.

***
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JIMMY OPENED THE LUNCH box and the angry bee flew out and landed on the other fisherman’s arm. He flicked it off with his middle finger. He noticed yogurt on his fingernail and shouted a string of expletives before saying, “If you don’t mind, I know a ledge in the main channel where bass sometimes congregate after the sun gets high. Will you kindly drive your boat there if I point the way? And will you kindly try to catch a damn fish when we get there?”

“Sure,” replied Jimmy. 

“Good. Drive that way, please.”

So Jimmy pushed the throttle down and the boat jumped up onto a plane. They had gone about a half mile when a very large carp jumped from the lake, as they are prone to do, in front of the speeding boat. The other fisherman looked up just in time to see the carp before it hit him in the forehead at sixty miles per hour. 

***
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BUZZY SCANNED THE FISHERMAN and the carp and proclaimed them both deceased.

“Did you get that on film, Dee?” asked Trukk-9.

“I sure did, Skip.”

“Great sound on it too,” said Stick. 

“Did that fish do that on purpose do you think?” asked Dee.

“You mean like a revenge attack?” asked Stick.

“I do not think that these fish are intelligent enough to plot suicide attacks. Recall how they are so easily fooled by the silly looking lures,” said Buzzy.

“Good point,” said Trukk-9. “Keep rolling, Dee.”

***
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JIMMY GOT ON HIS RADIO. “Marina, marina, come in. This is Jimmy Fresneaux, I have a medical emergency. My partner got hit in the head by a high speed carp.”

“Okay, what is your location?” replied the marina chief.

“I’m a few miles up the lake where the channel starts to narrow. I’m headed toward the marina now, but my partner needs help – if he isn’t already dead.”

“We have a first responder on staff and we’ll meet you as you come in. We’ll be in a ridged-bottom inflatable with flashing lights.  Are you in the bass tournament – in a bass boat?”

“Yes, a wrapped bass boat – stormy sunset colors. And I’ll be flashing a toaster pastry wrapper.”

“Okay, good, what is the condition of the victim?”

“He’s in the bottom of the boat with his head bent like he’s probably dead. I can’t tell if he’s breathing. He has scale marks on his face.”

“Sounds like a neck injury, so you probably shouldn’t move him. What is his name?”

“Uh, I don’t know. I forget. I only just met him at the draw this morning. He’s not very talkative – kind of skinny and irritable,” replied Jimmy.

“I’ll contact the tournament director for his details. OK, the response boat is about ready. Stay close to the south bank, and keep your radio on. See you in a few minutes.”

***
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“HE’S EATING THE COOKIES!” said Dee.

“Stick wins the five bucks!” said Trukk-9.

Dee protested, but to no avail. “That was not pestering. That was robbing the dead! There’s a big difference. Pestering is not a crime, you guys. Stick said ‘pester’ very clearly.”

“Couple of checklist items there, I bet,” said Trukk-9. “I must say, I didn’t expect such a rapid and coordinated response. I guess when you play as hard as these people you need to build in some safeguards. I like them very much.”

***
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THE EMERGENCY BOAT arrived and the crew strapped the dead fisherman to a board and transported him over to their boat. The marina chief thanked Jimmy and introduced him to the tournament director. The director boarded Jimmy’s boat, and the emergency boat took off back to the marina.

“Howdy! I’m the tournament director for Global Bass. I believe we’ve met. Jimmy, right?”

“Yes sir. It’s Jimmy Fresneaux. Welcome aboard.”

“I think it’s clear what happened here, but there’ll probably be police reports and stuff for us to deal with back at the marina. Unfortunately though, the rules say you won’t be able to continue fishing in the tournament without a partner. But do you have any fish yet?”

“Yes sir, two in the back and a limit in the front.”

“Oh, good job! I can serve as a witness for you to weigh them in.”

“But...” Jimmy paused.

The tournament director opened the front livewell. 

“It’s your boat, so I can assume these fish up front are yours, right?”

“Yep.”

“That’s a nice limit there, and that kicker is a hawg!” said the tournament director. “That’s gotta put you in the money, my friend. Nice job. Did your partner have big fish like this too?”

“Naw, just a couple of solid keepers,” replied Jimmy. 

***

[image: ]


JIMMY GOT TO SPEND the rest of the day hobnobbing with tackle sponsors and the caterers. A camera crew was there to do a live webcast, and Jimmy tried to stay close to them for maximum visibility. He handed out sample bags of his own brand of plastic worms to gawkers, and he was quick with his business cards.

By the time the coroner removed the dead fisherman and the police completed their investigation, tournament time expired and the rest of the boats came in. Trukk-9 and his crew stuck around too.

The official weigh-in ceremony kicked off with bass boats zooming past the marina in the ‘missing man’ formation. And the master of ceremonies asked the gathering to observe a moment of silence. Then he asked Jimmy to weigh his partner’s two fish first, and Jimmy solemnly complied. The crowd applauded when the other fisherman’s name was posted at the top of the leader board.

Then the MC, determined to lighten the mood, said, “Well, folks, a man died doing what he loves. We should all be so lucky. And speaking of lucky, wait until you see the bag of fish that Jimmy Fresneaux is about to weigh! Jimmy, come on up and show us what you got!”

Jimmy reached into his fish bag and pulled out the biggest bass. The crowd erupted. These were people who really appreciate a bass of that size. Jimmy put the big bass back into the bag and placed the bag on the scale. The crowd buzzed as the numbers on the digital scale climbed.

“Folks, I do believe that this total may stand today. I gotta say, that’s one of the finest bags of bass I’ve seen in the history of Global Bass sponsored tournaments. Nice job Mr. Fresneaux! Tell us how you did it in less than a half a day of fishing.” He handed the microphone to Jimmy.

“Well, sir, I hit a couple of rocky points way up river that I know will hold fish under these conditions. I took a big risk making such a long run first thing, but I made it for the morning bite and put this limit in the livewell before the sun hit the water. I got most of them on kiwi Jimmy Jams plastic grubs and I stuck the big one on a frog-pattern Chompy Chunkbait. Tell you what – the big fish was strong, but with an Accu-Poke hook at one end and a Slidewinder Reel at the other, I knew I needn’t worry. My partner, bless him, was one of the best net men I’ve ever had. I’d like to thank him and my sponsors.”

The crowd cheered as Jimmy’s name replaced the other fisherman at the top of the leader board.

Later at the awards ceremony, Jimmy posed for photographers with the first place trophy and ceremonial check. And then he mingled around the buffet table until the bluegrass band packed up.

***
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“WELL, THAT WAS QUITE interesting,” said Trukk-9. “This sport has some very unusual rules. I think we have a hit on our hands. Agreed?”

“I don’t know Skip. That guy is terrible at this sport. He’s a cheater and a liar. What kind of example is he going to set for the cubs back home?”

Buzzy explained. “We do not bias our selections other than to select that which satisfies the most checklist items.”

Trukk-9 agreed with Buzzy, and Jimmy was marked for future use.
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OUTPOST SURPRISES
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It’s been difficult, but I appreciate Mr. Fresneaux’s efforts to save my husband’s life. So I baked him some cookies.

~The other fisherman’s wife

***
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PLUMBOB STANDS FOR Planets Under Monitoring for Baseline Observations. The old agency acronym was CAPMA, which stood for Candidate Planet Monitoring Agency. But the new Galactic Pool administration wanted better ‘corporate identity’ so they manufactured a new agency name to form a nicer acronym. 

Now the public thinks there are either two different agencies, or that the administration is just dumb. But these people underestimate the power of confusion.

***
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FLEENCE-18 SIMULTANEOUSLY entered and exited the final wormhole of her month-long journey. Soon she would arrive at the Tertiary Tongue Terminal Outpost. This was the farthest she had ever been from home. She was filled with excitement and anticipation for what she expected would be the first of many grand adventures.

She was on her way to meet a couple of Dnooblians who ran the PLUMBOB field office at this outpost. 

Fleence was optimistic about working with Dnooblians even though she understood the dangers. She knew that trained bull Dnooblians were perfect gentlemen as long as you didn’t startle them. What Fleence did not know, however, was that the two bull Dnooblians were not expecting her. And they had an under-bull friend visiting.

***
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FLEENCE STOPPED HER ship when she got to within visual range of the outpost. It didn’t look as foul as she had expected. 

The outpost was an enormous brown cone with a matte-finish, and an anti-reflective crisscross pattern embossed into its lower hull. It was ten miles long from top to tip. The tip was meant to point down when viewed from an approaching ship. 

The superstructure was a white hemisphere that covered the full circumference of the cone’s top. Dark brown tubular hangars, there for the use of visiting ships, were sprinkled about its top. And a red-tinted radar and communications dome crowned the outpost.

The only objects hovering outside the outpost were maintenance craft that had just finished applying a fresh coat of paint to the superstructure. They were now cleaning paint dribbles from the side of the substructure. 

There were no hulking freighters bearing mysterious insignia, no souped-up smuggling cruisers doing fly-bys, and no charred bodies of exotic aliens hurtling out into space. There were no big burn scars on the outer surface, no plasma jets shooting from random pipes, and no neon signs advertising the vices within.

This place was nothing like the outposts depicted in the underground cinema. Maybe it was a cesspool inside, she thought. Still, she waited until afternoon before approaching – in case she’d awaken someone hungry.

“Hello Tertiary Tongue Terminal Outpost,” Fleence announced as she flew in closer.

“Identify your port of registry, space wanderer,” replied an alert-sounding bureaucratic voice, which Fleence wasn’t expecting.

The owner of the voice was seated in the red control dome atop the superstructure, but she was still too far away for Fleence to see. 

“I’ve come directly from Chuffed-18, my home planet. I’m an egocite handler. I’m supposed to meet Maghosh-10 of PLUMBOB.”

Announcing oneself as being from Chuffed-18 always elicited a change in tone from other humanoids. But the radio voice’s reaction belied that it belonged to a non-humanoid. Insectoid, thought Fleence. Probably Cricket...

“Really?” replied the radio voice. “Is Maghosh-10 expecting you? He did not notify us of your pending arrival. Are you currently in possession of egocite?”

“Yes, I have a fresh ingot. It’s for the mission that PLUMBOB is planning to a planet called Dirt. I have all the paperwork in order. Oh, I’m sorry... Don’t get eaten.”

“Yes, you too. Now fly to the hangar closest to the red dome, and I will have a customs officer meet you there. I will try to reach Maghosh-10 while you are checking in.”

***
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THE CUSTOMS OFFICER was a plasmanoid in the form of the energy-efficient default humanoid shape. He didn’t notice anything stunning or radiant about Fleence. He did, however, study her as a template for the next time he needed to take on a detailed humanoid form. Her perfect bilateral symmetry would be much easier to imitate than the complicated humanoid species he usually encountered.

But if a humanoid male from this part of the galaxy tried to describe Fleence to you, the exact tone of the translation would vary depending on who YOU are.

Depending on how you were raised, what culture you belong to, and how educated you are, you might hear the galactic autotranslator offer, “Fleence is very pretty. I like her hair and the way she dresses.”

Or you might hear, “Fleence is a most lovely and fetching woman. She has a palette of flowing locks and a fabulous wardrobe.”  

Or you might hear, “Fleence is a smokin’ hot BABE. Blonde, red-head, whatever! And you can change her clothes with your eyes! WOOOOOOOOOOOOO!”

To a listener who has ‘WOOOOOOOOOOOOO’ in his vocabulary, ‘lovely and fetching’ may not convey the speaker’s true feeling about the matter. The galactic autotranslator fixes that, ostensibly.

***
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THE DNOOBLIANS IN THE PLUMBOB office had been reunited the day before when Dluhosh-10 returned from a year-long mission to a PLUMBOB candidate planet called Mother Roost. And Dluhosh-10’s best friend, Mudhosh, had arrived yesterday from Dnooblia as well. Dluhosh-10’s supervisor, Maghosh-10, had felt justified in taking the rest of the day off for some fish wine and hanging out. 

That seemed like a good idea yesterday.

Maghosh’s buzzer buzzed for a full minute before he realized what it was. But he was unable to find his radio handset before passing out again.

Dluhosh was curled up unconscious in the wastepaper basket in the back meeting room. He was wise to have contained himself like this, but he hadn’t quite got situated properly, and now most of his tentacles were asleep.

Mudhosh, the visiting friend, had lost his normal upright conical posture. He was laid out flat like a bathmat with his suckers stuck to the tile floor. He had inked himself.

After a couple minutes, Maghosh’s buzzer buzzed again. This time he found the radio handset stuck to the floor in a puddle of congealed fish wine.

“Yeah... Maghosh here.”

“Hi, Maghosh! How are we feeling today?” asked the Cricket dispatcher.

Dluhosh awoke at the unpleasant noise. He wiped the dried spit from around his beak with the only tentacle he could pull free. His siphon was congested. His normal brick-red and roughened skin had turned gray and dewy. As he listened in, he opened one of his eyes only enough to expose the narrowest slit of pupil above the rim of the basket.

“One should not forget to turn in one’s memory mender unit before one gets drunk in the office. You do realize the penalty for unofficial possession,” teased the radio voice. “However, a recent development means that your transgression is going to save me two rounds of check-in and check-out paperwork today, Mags. Because...”

“Get on with it,” said Maghosh.

“Be nice now... I just have one little itty bitty question. Are you boys expecting an egocite handler today for a new mission?”

“Uh...wha...?” The galactic autotranslator turned Maghosh’s grunts into something that the Cricket dispatcher must have thought was very funny.

“She is here. Her name is Fleence-18. She will be at your office in approximately two minutes. She seems very fit, symmetrical and enthusiastic – just like Dnooblians like them. Am I right?”

Dluhosh opened his eyes all the way and said to Maghosh, “I don’t think I can handle seeing a humanoid right now. And Mudhosh... We can’t let Mudhosh see a humanoid!”

“Right, okay... Look, you secure Mudhosh and stay back there. I’ll take care of things. It must be a mistake,” said Maghosh.

Dluhosh managed to wobble the wastebasket over and spill himself onto the floor. He waited for his tentacles to regain feeling. “Mudhosh! Mudhosh! Wake up!”

Mudhosh didn’t even ripple. Dluhosh checked to see that he was still breathing. Then he rolled him up and put him in a map locker.

***
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THE CRICKET DISPATCHER said, “Missy, are you sure you are ready to meet these Dnooblians? You know what they are capable of, right? Do not let their diminutive stature fool you.”

“Yes. We studied them in school.”

“Lucky for you, Maghosh and Dluhosh are gentlemen – at least when they are not hungover. But I am not sure about their friend. I do not believe he has been certified as humanoid tolerant. Pay particular attention to Dnooblians who do not wear a thong.”
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