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For Mike,

With fond memories of summer nights spent watching for aliens



CHAPTER

1

Billy Becker, Boy Beast

“WATCH OUT, PUDGE-BOY! HERE comes number twenty-three!”

That was Billy Becker.

“Splat! Squish!”

That was Arnie Markle, providing sound effects for the final moments of the bug Billy was smushing against the back of my head.

“Mmmph grrgle!”

That was me, Rod Allbright, trying to say, “Let me go!”—which wasn’t easy with Arnie sitting on my back and pressing my face into the grass.

Why was Billy Becker squashing a bug against the back of my head?

It was his hobby.

You know how it is: Some people collect stamps, or comic books, or beer bottle caps. Billy was collecting a list of how many kinds of bugs he could mash in my hair.

Why was Arnie helping him? Well, until Billy moved to town, Arnie had been our official class bully and kid most likely to spend time in prison. Then Billy got here, and within a month he had made it a point to beat up every boy in the sixth grade. What made this remarkable was that he was the smallest kid in the class—at least six inches shorter than most of us. My mother, who sort of drips sympathy, said she thought Billy was acting so tough to make up for his size.

Whatever the reason for Billy’s bullying, most of the guys just stayed away from him after that first month. The only exception was Arnie, who was at least six inches taller than most of us and had been so awed by Billy’s fighting skills that he became devoted to him. Now he was Billy’s official hench-thug. This meant, among other things, that it was his job to hold me down while Billy smeared bugs in my hair.

“Okay, Arnie,” said Billy, “you can let him up now.”

I scrambled to my feet but didn’t say anything; I had already learned what a mistake that could be. Arnie, unfortunately, was perfectly willing to talk. “I don’t think that one should count,” he said.

“Why not?” demanded Billy.

“It was a spider. Spiders aren’t bugs.”

Billy slapped his hand against his forehead. “How could I have been so stupid! I’m sorry, Pudge-Boy. Really. I’ll tell you what. Just scratch that one off the list. And don’t worry about it—I’ll find something nice and juicy to replace it.”

Snickering at his own wit, Billy punched Arnie on the arm, then dragged him off to look for someone else to torment.

Trying not to cry, I glared at their backs until my best friend, Mickey, came up and put his hand on my shoulder.

Mickey had been the shortest kid in the sixth grade until Billy showed up. He was still one of the nicest—which shows you what my mother’s theory was worth. “I’m amazed,” he said now.
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“Why?” I asked as I dug for my comb. (I never used to carry a comb, but after Billy started his new hobby, I found it very useful for getting the bug guts out of my hair.)

Mickey shrugged. “That was the most intelligent thing Arnie’s said all year.”

*  *  *

You might wonder why I didn’t just pound Billy’s face in when he did these things—especially since he was so much smaller than me. The answer is simple: while Billy had already beaten up every boy—and half the girls—in the class, I, personally, had never managed to beat up anyone. The sad truth is, I’m not much good at anything physical. That’s why the other kids call me Rod the Clod. (Except Billy, of course; he calls me Pudge-Boy, which I don’t think is really fair, since the doctor says I only need to lose ten or fifteen pounds to be the right weight.)

The few times I lost my temper and actually struck back at Billy, he either put on his innocent face—which teachers and other adults seem to find totally angelic—or else he beat the daylights out of me.

I know I am not a good fighter. Even so, it is very embarrassing to get beat up by someone a foot shorter than I am.

*  *  *

I was still trying to think of a way to get revenge on Billy when the afternoon bus dropped Mickey and me in front of our houses. We live about four miles out of town, and there are not a lot of other kids around, except for our stupid “siblings” (as our teacher, Miss Maloney, calls them). Mickey has one sibling and I have two. Mickey’s is a little sister named Markie. She is pretty much a normal kid.

Mine are a matched set, three-year-old twins known as Little Thing One and Little Thing Two. They are not normal by any stretch of the imagination.

Their real names are Linda and Eric. They decided they wanted to be Little Thing One and Little Thing Two after I read The Cat in the Hat to them. (They had a fight about who got to be Thing One, but since Linda was born first, Eric was doomed to lose that battle. He loses a lot of fights that way.)

My mother is totally unamused by these names, but she can’t do much about them because (a) they were the Things’ idea, and (b) the Things are only three years old. (In case you don’t happen to have any around, let me explain that three-year-olds are very good at insisting on this kind of thing.)

*  *  *

My dog, Bonehead, started barking as I came up the driveway.

“Hello, Rod, pick up your feet,” said Mom as I stumbled over the doorstep. “I’m glad you’re here. Mrs. Nesbitt needs help, and I don’t want to take Eric and Linda over there if I don’t have to.”

“My name isn’t Eric,” said Eric without looking up from the blue finger paint he was smearing across a big piece of paper. “It’s Little Thing Two. And I like Mrs. Nesbitt. She gives me cookies.”

Mrs. Nesbitt is this old lady who goes to our church. Mom sort of watches out for her, which takes a lot of time.

Once I asked Mom why she did it. She just looked at me funny and said, “It needs to be done.”

I wouldn’t have cared all that much, except watching out for Mrs. Nesbitt didn’t just mean extra work for Mom. (I mean, who do you think got stuck with Thing One and Thing Two while Mom was off playing Good Samaritan?)

“Can’t you take them with you?” I asked. “I have to work on my volcano.”

“The twins make Mrs. Nesbitt nervous.”

“They make me nervous, too,” I said. I started breathing fast and wheezing to prove it.

Mom gave me one of her looks. You know the kind I mean.

“All right,” I muttered. I’ll do it.

Like I had a choice.

*  *  *

I decided to let the Things help me with the volcano—or at least, with making the papier-mâché I needed for the next step. The volcano was my project for the big end-of-the-year Science Fair, which was scheduled for that Friday. I had been working on it for over a week now, and it was going to be big time—a great-looking volcano that would really erupt when it was finished. I needed to add one more layer of papier-mâché before I could start painting it.

“Hey, kids!” I yelled as Mom headed out of the driveway. “Wanna make pooper mucky?”

(“Pooper mucky” is what the Things called papier-mâché.)

“Yay for Roddie!” cried Little Thing One, who loved gooping around with the stuff.

Little Thing Two started to clap.

“Okay, you two get the tub. I’ll meet you in my room.”

It was one of those hot days that sometimes surprise you in early May, so I opened my windows and put on a pair of shorts. After spreading some papers on the floor to protect it from the goop we were about to make, I went to look at the volcano, which stood on a card table in the corner of the room. It was nearly two and a half feet high, built on a four-foot by four-foot square of plywood I had found in the basement. I was really proud of it.

The Things lugged in the tub we used for making papier-mâché, and we dumped in some torn-up paper left from the last time we had done this. Then I poured in water and paste, and we started squeezing it with our hands to get that nice oozy goop that is so much fun to work with. When it was pretty much ready, I went back to the volcano to see where I wanted to start working. Suddenly I heard a tearing sound. Before I could turn to see what had caused it, a dollop of papier-mâché smacked against the back of my bare leg.

“Wow!” cried Little Thing One.

“Holy macaroni!” cried Little Thing Two.

I spun around.

The first thing I saw was a big hole in the window screen.

The next thing I saw was globs of papier-mâché spattered all over the room, including a big splotch on Thing One’s face.

The third thing I saw was a round spaceship about a foot across that had landed in my vat of papier-mâché. I thought it must be a toy—until a blue glow began to crackle and sizzle around it. You could smell the electricity.

I revised my opinion. This thing was real!

The crackle continued. Just as I was wondering if the ship was going to explode, it started to grow.

Within seconds it was three feet long. I wondered if it was going to get so big it would blow our house to smithereens. But suddenly the crackling electric glow began to sputter. The ship shrank back to two feet, grew a bit, then shrank again. A moment later the crackling stopped.

The electric glow disappeared.

The spaceship held steady at about two feet.

Thing One and Thing Two had been edging closer to me while all this was going on. Now I had one of them clinging to each hand.

We waited, holding our breath.

Everything was silent.

We stepped forward, then stopped as a door opened in the side of the ship.



CHAPTER

2

Grakker

PART OF MY BRAIN WAS screaming, “Run, you fool! Run!”

Part of my brain was going, This is the coolest thing that will ever happen to you in your entire life.

My body, ignoring both parts of my brain, just shook.

A long ramp began to extend from the door of the ship. It stretched to the edge of the papier-mâché tub, then stopped.

A moment later a tiny green alien, two inches tall at the most, stepped onto the ramp. He had a body like Arnold Schwarzenegger and a face like a shaved gorilla. Little nubs, like baby horns, sprouted from his high forehead. His suit was brick red with gold trim at the neck and shoulders.

My first impulse was to pick him up. I think this was because he looked so much like the toys I had been playing with since I was the Things’ age. Stepping forward, I reached out for him.

All right, all right—that was stupid. But I was feeling pretty addled at the moment. It didn’t do anything to un-addle me when the alien pulled out a ray gun, pointed it at my head, and said, “One more move and I ventilate your skull.”

Was this a sign that they hadn’t come in peace? Or was it merely an indication of how stupid I had just been? It didn’t matter. Raising my hands, I began to back away from the alien. After two steps I tripped and landed on my butt.

“Who are you?” I asked from my new position on the floor.

“My name is Grakker,” said the little green guy. “I am the commander of this mission.”

“What mission?”

“My crew and I are agents of the Galactic Patrol. We have been sent to this miserable, backward planet to capture a notorious criminal known and feared across the stars. Unfortunately”—and here he looked down at the vat of papier-mâché—“we seem to have encountered some difficulties. We will need your help. Therefore, I am making you a deputy.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Refused,” said Grakker. “Provision 13.4.7.6 of the Galactic Legal Code gives me the right to deputize natives of underdeveloped planets in cases of emergency. If you resist, you may find yourself under arrest and heading for a trial on Alpha Centauri. Unless you want to spend the rest of your miserable little life pounding rocks on an asteroid, I would suggest you do as I say.”

The guy was only two inches tall, but as long as he was holding that ray gun, he was as much of a bully as Billy Becker.

“I don’t like him, Roddie,” said Little Thing Two. “Make him go away.”

“Silence, Larva!” snapped Grakker.

“Is he a Who?” asked Little Thing One. (I had read them Horton Hears a Who the night before.)

“Tell them to be silent!” ordered Grakker, pointing his ray gun in the general direction of right between my eyes.

“Can it, kids,” I said softly. “I have to talk to the man.”

“I want to play with him,” said Little Thing One, stretching her pudgy, paste-covered hands toward Grakker.

“Back, Larva!” cried Grakker. He pulled the trigger on the ray gun. It made a tiny whining sound. A red light, no bigger around than one of those leads you use in an automatic pencil, hit the edge of the papier-mâché tub. After drilling a perfect, tiny hole right through the metal, it went on into the floor. It wasn’t as easy to see, but I figured it was making a perfect tiny hole there, as well.

The hole really was tiny. But even a tiny hole that went all the way through your head could cause a lot of problems, like death.

“Linda, get back!” I snapped.

Thing One’s lower lip began to tremble, and a big tear rolled down her cheek. “I want to play with him, Roddie,” she whimpered, even as she backed up.

“Now see what you’ve done?” I said to Grakker.

Before he could answer, another alien came scuttling out of the ship. This one had yellow skin—at least, what I could see of it was yellow. Most of the new alien was covered by a sleeveless, high-collared robe that hung from its neck to its feet. The robe itself was blue, but I couldn’t make out the exact shade because it kept shifting. Under the robe, which was open, was a long-sleeved tunic. The alien itself had a high bald head with big brow ridges (though not as big as Grakker’s), a broad, flat nose, and huge pointed ears.

“Grakker, Grakker!” It sighed. “I knew you should have let me come out first. You’re going to create a mess if you’re not careful. At least let me change modules for you.”

Something about the way this alien talked gave me my first hint that it was a female.

While Grakker muttered and grumbled, she reached a four-fingered hand up to the back of his head and pulled out something that would have been about the size of a very short pencil, if the aliens had been our size. After fumbling in her pocket for a moment, she produced another object about the same size and jammed it into the back of Grakker’s skull.
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Immediately he seemed to relax.

“Diplomatic module,” said the second alien, looking at me and smiling. “Allow me to introduce myself—as I should have from the beginning.” The last half of this sentence, spoken sharply, was directed more at Grakker than at me.

Grakker wrinkled his turned-up nose at her.

“My name is Madame Pong,” said the second alien, turning back to me. “I am Diplomatic Officer for the good ship Ferkel.”

“I suppose you want me to take you to our leader?” I asked.

“Gracious, no!” she cried, her voice filled with horror. “We have no interest in establishing formal contact with your planet at this point.”

“Why not?” I asked, wondering if I should be offended on behalf of all mankind.

“The time is not ripe,” she said with a smile. “Now, while Grakker is correct that he can insist on your help, had it been I speaking, I would simply have requested it—as I will now. Would you help us, please?”

“What do you want me to do?”

“Simply remove our ship from this mess and take us someplace where we can enlarge it without destroying anything.”

“How big is it going to get?” I asked nervously.

“Considerably bigger than this room,” snapped Grakker, before Madame Pong could answer.

“Were you trying to enlarge it a minute ago?” I yelped, shuddering at the thought of what might have happened if they had succeeded.

Madame Pong’s skin turned orange. “We were not aware that we had landed inside a dwelling. We are having some technical . . . problems.” She glanced down at the papier-mâché. “My guess is that our sensing equipment has been clogged by this strange swamp.”

“But you could have killed us!”

“We didn’t,” said Grakker, as if that made it all better.

“But you could have!”

“Will you take us outside, please?” asked Madame Pong, folding her hands in front of her and making a little bow. “Remember, we do need to enlarge the ship. It is in your best interest that we do so outdoors.”

When she put it that way, I didn’t have much choice.

“I’ll have to bring the Things,” I said.

Madame Pong looked puzzled, so I gestured to the twins.

“Perhaps my language program is defective,” she said. “I did not think this culture referred to children as ‘things.’ ”

    “It’s a long story. I’ll tell you about it later, if you really want to know.” I turned and headed for the door. “I’ll be right back. I have to leave a note for my mother.”

A beam of red light shot past my head and burned a tiny pit in the doorframe.

“Hey!” I cried, spinning around.

“I’m sorry, but you cannot leave this room unless I accompany you,” said Grakker quietly.

I was surprised to hear him speak so politely—until I remembered the “diplomatic module” Madame Pong had jammed into the back of his head.

“Why not?”

“Security. For all I know, you’re heading off to contact your government.”

“They wouldn’t listen.”

“Nonetheless, I must accompany you.”

I looked at Madame Pong. She nodded and said, “It is necessary.”

“How do you want to do this?” I asked, remembering Grakker’s reaction the last time I had reached for him.

“I’ll ride on your shoulder.”

Before I could ask if he wanted me to pick him up, he flew from the ramp of the ship to my shoulder.

“Rocket pack,” he said when he saw the surprised look on my face. Settling to a sitting position on my shoulder, he pointed his ray gun at my head and added, “Don’t try any funny stuff.”

I nodded and headed for the kitchen. It took me a few minutes to find paper and pencil, but finally I left a note telling my mother I had taken the twins for a walk.

The delay made Grakker impatient, and he was muttering angrily as we started back toward my room. I thought maybe a little conversation would help calm him down, so I said, “Just how tall will you be when you get back to your normal size?”
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