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For Judith and Zack. The truth is out there.
                                                      —D.G.
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Close Encounters of the Worst Kind

“EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE!”

The screams of three kids were the only sounds in the small spacecraft. It fell out of the sky, going way too fast. It was going so fast, it glowed red.

This is not my fault, thought Klatu. He was steering the spacecraft. I did everything the book said. Well, almost everything.

The speed of the spacecraft’s fall pulled at the skin on the kids’ faces. The skin rippled.

Klatu’s little sister, Ploo, looked at her reflection in the glass. The rippling skin is interesting, she thought. Like waves in a pool. So that is what happens when you go too fast in a spacecraft.

The smell of something burning began to fill the cabin.

The bad thing is, I am about to die, thought Lek, Klatu and Ploo’s brother. The good thing is, I will never have to do homework again.

It was getting hot in the spacecraft. All three kids were sweating inside their foil space suits.

The spacecraft began to shake. Klatu, Ploo, and Lek felt the shaking in their bones and teeth.

I wonder what it will feel like to die, thought Ploo. Probably not much fun, but at least it will be interesting. I wonder if the dead get to read a lot. She used E.S.P. to send a thought message directly to her big brother’s mind: Did you remember to turn on the anti-gravs, Klatu? she esped.

Of course I turned on the anti-gravs, Klatu esped back. I am not stupid, Ploo. When Ploo wasn’t looking, Klatu reached over and turned on the anti-gravs.

The spacecraft slowed down. The skin on the kids’ faces stopped rippling.

Maybe we are not going to die, thought Lek. That is a good thing. The bad thing is, now I will have to keep doing homework. Which is worse? Hmm.

Ploo looked out the window of the spacecraft. This planet was mostly desert. But way off in the dark distance lay a blanket of tiny, twinkling lights. A colony of clever aliens!

Ploo saw the planet rushing up to meet them. All the kids screamed.

The spacecraft landed very hard. It bounced and skidded toward a huge rock. Would it stop before smashing into the rock? The kids held their breath. The spacecraft dug a long trench in the sand before it shuddered to a stop. It missed the rock by inches.

Red and blue lights blinked on all over the ship. A loud warning buzzer buzzed.

“Everybody out!” Klatu shouted. “Fast! This thing could blow up!”

The three kids scrambled out of their seats. They squeezed out of the tiny, round exit door. One by one they plopped onto the cool sand. They rolled away from the spacecraft.

Ploo had a headache. Lek had a neck ache. Klatu had a nose ache. But they were all glad to be alive. What would happen to them now on this strange planet? What weird creatures would they meet?

Maybe these creatures will have long, horrible teeth, Lek worried. If they have long, horrible teeth, will they chew me up? Or will they swallow me alive? Which would I hate more, being chewed up or being swallowed alive? Being swallowed alive would be less painful. But if I were chewed up, I would not feel the burning of the creature’s stomach juices. Hmm.

Ploo, Lek, and Klatu breathed in the cool night air. They’d heard they could breathe on this planet without oxygen tanks. They took a few steps in the sand. They had no trouble moving around. The gravity here was the same as back home. The only sound was the wind.

The stillness was broken by a faint puttering noise.

“Uh-oh,” said Klatu. “Someone is coming. Hide!”

The three kids ducked behind a dune. The puttering noise grew louder.

“Klatu, they will see the spacecraft!” cried Ploo. “Do you have the hide-a-craft?”

“No, Ploo,” said Klatu.

“Where is it, Klatu?” Ploo asked. “Quick!”

“I … might have left it inside,” said Klatu.

This was awful. The spacecraft was their home away from home. If someone saw it, they’d want to take it. Then Lek, Klatu, and Ploo would be stuck on this planet forever!

Before anyone could stop her, Ploo darted out from behind the dune. She ran to the spacecraft and squeezed inside.

Lek and Klatu saw headlight beams. A black truck bounced over the top of a dune. It was coming closer.

Ploo pulled herself out of the spacecraft. In her hand was a small remote control, the hide-a-craft. She pointed it at the spacecraft and clicked a button.

The spacecraft got blurry. And then it was gone!

The black truck stopped. It shone a bright spotlight on Ploo.

Two giants jumped out of the truck. They were the biggest creatures the kids had ever seen. They wore tan uniforms, black boots, and helmets.

Ploo dropped the hide-a-craft in the sand. She reached into the pocket of her space suit and pulled out a pack of language gum.

The taller giant ran over to Ploo. He snatched the language gum out of Ploo’s hand. He grabbed her arm and pushed her toward the black truck. Her body was shaking with fear.

Lek! Klatu! What are these creatures? Ploo esped.

I think Earthlings call this place Nevada, esped Lek. They must be Nevadonians! No, NevaDOONians. Or is it NevaDOWNians? Hmm, What do they want from, me? esped Ploo.
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They probably want to look you over, esped Klatu. They have not seen many visitors from our planet. Do not worry. We will rescue you!

When, Klatu? Ploo esped.

Soon, Ploo. Trust me. Have I ever let you down?

Lots of times, Ploo esped.

“Just look at that thing,” said the taller giant. He was from the top-secret Groom Lake army base, Area 51. He pointed at Ploo. “Is that alien ugly or what?”

“Ugliest thing I ever seen,” said the shorter giant. “Look at its big head. And those huge eyes. And its disgusting gray skin. Ugh!”

“What was that thing reaching for?” asked the taller giant.

The shorter giant opened the pack of language gum balls and looked.

“Huh. Different-colored little balls, like marbles,” he said. “Could be some kind of weapon. Lucky I got to it first, or we’d be in little bitty pieces now.”

They pushed Ploo into their truck and took off for Area 51.
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Playing with People’s Minds

Ugly? Ugly? thought Ploo. She was very annoyed. I am not ugly. Why did they say I am ugly? Lek tells me that I am beautiful. He says that I have pretty eyes. Even Klatu thinks I am pretty. These giant Earthlings are the ones who are ugly. Their skin is gross and pink. Their heads are too small. And their eyes are teeny-weeny. Yuck! Worse than Lightsiders.

One side of Ploo’s planet, Loogl, was always dark because it faced away from its sun. Ploo and her brothers lived on the dark side of Loogl. Darksiders had huge eyes so they could see in the dark. Lightsiders had pink skin and beady little eyes like these Earthlings. Lightsiders and Darksiders didn’t like each other much.

Ploo looked out the window. The road through the desert was rocky. The desert was spooky. She saw low sand dunes and spiky desert plants, lit by the full Earth moon. They have only one moon, instead of six, she thought. How funny!

Where were these creatures taking her? What would they do to her?

It had been a really dumb idea to come to Earth. But Klatu had just gotten his pilot’s license, and he wanted to show that he could make a long trip. And Klatu said they could do extra-credit projects for school. Klatu was a varna, but she still loved him. Ploo wondered how long it would take Klatu and Lek to find a way to rescue her.

The taller human put a white stick in his mouth and set it on fire.

From watching Earth TV, Ploo knew the sticks were called cigarettes. She decided humans sucked smoke into their bodies for warmth.

Ploo wondered if she could enter the thoughts of a human. She closed her eyes and tried to relax. She allowed her antenna, thin as a drinking straw, to slide quietly out of her head. She tried to enter the mind of the human who wasn’t driving.

The human’s mind was a very small space. There were nasty things inside it, coiled up tighter than fists. All of his thoughts were in black and white, not in lovely colors….
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The human was thinking: I can’t wait to show them the alien we captured. Yeah, that’s right—captured. Captured after a nasty fight. Darned alien pulled out a ray gun and shot at us. It would’ve killed us, but the shot missed and hit a boulder. It shattered the darned boulder into a million little bitty pieces. I dove and tackled the creature. It grossed me out to even touch it, but I threw it to the ground. Saved our butts….

Hmm. This Earthling couldn’t even tell the truth to himself.

What could she do with the thoughts of this silly human? Her mind gently grasped the human’s mind like a lump of clay. She squeezed a little here, pinched a little there. What was the human thinking now?

… I wish we were back at the base already, he was thinking. I can’t wait to show them what we caught. A beautiful little alien girl. With gorgeous black eyes and velvety-soft gray skin. I’m ashamed to admit it, but I was so scared of her, I almost peed in my pants….

She liked his thoughts better now, much better. Maybe she could work with him. She trickled another thought into the human’s mind: Let the beautiful little alien girl go. Nobody knows there is an alien. She is so beautiful, and she never hurt you. Stop the truck and let her go….

Okay, I’ll let the little alien girl go, the human was thinking. No! Wait! General Stinkfellow’s orders are: Bring all aliens back to the base. We can’t disobey the general’s orders….

General Stinkfellow is a varna, Ploo esped. She wondered if humans had a word like varna. We do not have to follow the orders of a varna like General Stinkfellow. Stop the truck and let the beautiful little alien girl go….

“No!” shouted the human. “Don’t stop the truck!”

“What, Frank?” said the driver. He looked startled.

“Nothing,” said the one named Frank. He blushed.

Ploo tried again: Stop the truck. Stop it now. Let the beautiful little alien girl go…. She could feel his mind shut down. She heard him groan.

“Hey, Frank, you all right?” asked the driver.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” said Frank. “No
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