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Bubba knew there was something peculiar going on when the flying saucer dropped down behind the Bowl-a-Rama. He�d been sitting on the front steps of the Eat�n�Run nursing a bottle of Anchor Steam, munching an occasional peanut and enjoying the late night air when the sky overhead lit up and he heard a sound like air escaping from a tire.
Everybody else in the little town of Central Garage was over at the VFW hall for the Bean Supper and Dance, except for Bubba and a few other misfits who couldn�t get dates, didn�t like beans, or hated to dance, so he knew the chances of anybody else seeing the thing land were slim. He threw back the rest of the beer, folded the peanuts carefully in their bag, and wiped his hands on his overalls before getting up and making his way to the Bowl-a-Rama parking lot.
It was a pretty thing, all smooth lines and curves, and it looked like it could go like white on rice when you put your foot in it, but Bubba figured there was only one reason for this thing to be in a bowling alley parking lot this close to midnight on a Saturday: engine trouble.
Hands in plain view, he strolled up to the saucer, rapped sharply on the side, and waited. After a moment, a panel slid back from a viewport, and two faces peered out anxiously. Bubba grinned at them.
�Evenin�. How�s Elvis?�
They looked at each other, then disappeared. The panel closed.
Bubba stepped back a bit, figuring they�d be out soon enough. There was still at least another hour left before the dance broke up, and he wasn�t one to rush things.
Sure enough, a few minutes later a hatch opened and two very humanlike figures stepped out onto a platform, one a bit shorter than the other.
The three looked at each other. The aliens saw a largish human, with a scraggly beard and short salt-and-pepper hair sticking out from under a cap emblazoned with the letters �CASE.� Bubba saw two humanoids dressed in smooth, well-fitted jumpsuits with small insignia in the center of what he assumed were their chests. They were fidgeting.
Their primary non-human characteristics seemed to consist of a bifurcated upper lip and a flattish nose with what appeared to be one large nostril. What cranial hair they had seemed to be either fine fur or feathers. They were conferring over something that looked like a small Etch-a-Sketch. Their discussion became more heated, and they glanced in his direction from time to time. Bubba smiled and nodded, idly jingling the change in his pockets.
Finally, the shorter one nudged the other forward a little with his elbow. The taller one cleared his throat and spoke in a clear, if slightly nervous, voice.
�Sprechen sie Deutsch?�
Bubba shook his head, smiling regretfully, and there was another, shorter argument.
�Ĉu vi parolas Esperanto?�
�Nope. Never could get the hang of it. You boys ain�t from around here, are you?�
Again, a hurried conference over the little screen. The smaller one stepped up and said, �We-fella camap, spik yu tudak. Numbawan Boss send us, wokabout planty longway tru Sky.� He pointed at the saucer. �Big Silver Bird b�long us, him sick-fella.� He licked his odd lips, and they looked at Bubba expectantly.
�Nope, don�t speak that Melanesian stuff either. You boys talk any English?�
�Ah, Ang-lish! Si! Uh, yes.�
�Then we would seem to have an avenue of communications here. I �spect we�d best capitalize on it.�
�Yes. Catalyze.�
�Damn right. First thing is to get your Silver Bird here out of Big Dave�s parking lot before Deputy Beeson calls me to haul it off.�
�Is not for flying without much working. Wheels have no.�
�No problem, I got a flatbed.�
The two exchanged a quizzical glance. �Is not for sleeping?�
Bubba grinned. �Tell you what. I�ll work on your Bird there while you boys work on your syntax. I mainly do racing stock, but I�ll give her a try.�
With help from both of the aliens, Bubba got their ship on the flatbed and into the garage without anyone else seeing them. He used his biggest chain hoist to pick it up, drove the truck out from under, and set it down on his tallest blocks. Absentmindedly wiping his still pretty clean hands on an old rag�he did this often when thinking�he walked beneath it, examining the undercarriage.
�How�s this sucker work, anyhow?�
The taller of the two pointed to a row of movable slats. �This sucker use ground effect for lift up, impulse drive do rest. See?�
�Ground effect? You�d need a hell of a lot of fans to lift this thing.�
The alien shook his head. �Mass have not, when under power.�
�You boys got inertialess drive? Don�t that beat all. We ain�t got past internal combustion, ourselves. I don�t much care for the noise, and I hate the stink and fumes, but it keeps me working.� Bubba shook his head in admiration. �You got some kind of owner�s manual for this rig?�
The smaller alien handed him the screen, after making a few adjustments. �You ask query, it talk back in Anglish.�
Bubba took it. �Well, don�t that beat all.� He held the screen close to his face. �You got any idea what kind of problem these boys might be having?� he asked in a loud voice.
�Speculation is inconclusive without a direct analysis of the on-board systems. Direct analysis may be accomplished by inserting this unit in any maintenance slot. You don�t have to shout, you know. I can hear you.�
�Don�t that beat� hmph.� Bubba shook his head again. He found a slot the right size for the screen to fit, and gingerly pushed it in. The unit clicked twice, then peeped.
�Direct analysis completed.�
He pulled it out, scratching his head in confusion over the symbols and formulae now scrolling past. �Don�t know as how any of this voodoo is going to give me too much help, here. Can you translate it?�
�If your system uses a binary code of some sort, I can analyze the data structures and adapt my operating system. If you have a computer with a suitable interface and the proper software, I can download the files and perform the conversion.�
�That�s a big ten-four. I got a 486 with 32 megs RAM, disk space out the wazoo, a high-dollar CAD program, and all the engineering tables you�ll need. Interface might be a problem, though, if all you have is that slot setup.� He thought for a moment. �Might could call in a good buddy. Past his bedtime, but he wouldn�t miss this for anything. Let me just set these ol� boys up with something to keep �em occupied, and I�ll make a phone call.�
Bubba led the two aliens into his living room, sat them down on the couch, and turned on the television. �You�re in luck, gentlemen. I got a 15-foot dish on top of this building, and you got a choice of pretty much anything from �Shakespeare On Ice� to �Cooking With Mice.� Help yourself,� he added, handing them the remote. �Just push this little button here to change the channel.�
Leaving them to entertain themselves, he dialed a number from the kitchen phone, letting it ring a dozen or so times. After a while it was picked up and a sleepy voice said, �I hope this is worth it.�
�Evenin�, Woody. How�s it hang-in�?�
There was a pause on the other end. �You know how much I hate that nickname, Bubba.�
�Got your attention, didn�t it? Listen, I got a situation here, old son. I need you to bring your toolbox out here, pronto monto.�
�You�re joking, right? It�s almost an hour to get out there, not to mention that I was, until a few minutes ago, more or less fast asleep.�
�Kermit, it�s SauNA business.�
There was a longer pause. �You serious?�
�Never more so.�
�Jesus. I never expected� son of a BITCH!� He was fully awake now, and very excited. �What do you need me to bring?�
�Whatever you can. We need to connect my box with some sort of portable artificial intelligence so they can talk turkey at each other. I would suspect you should pack along some sort of high-power modem, a handful of cables, a little of this and that. I have no real idea what you�ll need, so I�ll leave it up to your discretion. You�re probably gonna need to hardwire something, and you know how good I am with a soldering iron.�
�Yeah, about as good as I am with a torque wrench. I�ve got just the thing, but I�ll have to sneak it away from the lab. Can I bring a camera?�
�Lemme check. Hey,� he said, addressing the screen. �Any objections to my buddy bringing his camera? And what do I call you?�
�I have no objections; Meier wasn�t believed, and you won�t be either. My designation is useless for anything but maintenance purposes. Call me what you like.�
�Billy Meier had other problems. I think I�ll call you Mycroft, then. I don�t suppose you�ve read any Heinlein?�
�I have no visual receptors, no, but I am familiar with the name from your broadcast media.�
�Don�t that� Kermit, Mike says camera�s OK. Bring it on.�
�Mike?�
�It�s the obvious, don�t you think?�
�I guess so. Give me an hour, and I�ll break my buns getting out there.�
�I�ll expect you when I see you coming.�
After hanging up, he checked on the two aliens. They were still seated on the couch, avidly switching between channels; the tall one seemed to want to stay with MTV, and the shorter one was arguing in favor of �Gorgeous Ladies of Wrestling.� Occasionally they blew quick puffs of air through their split upper lips, making a sound like a horse�s snort.
�Excuse me, boys,� Bubba said when he caught their eye. �Might I assume that you both have a name of some kind, or are they useless for anything but maintenance?�
�I beg parton?�
Bubba chuckled. �No doubt, I know I�d like to. What do I call you?�
�Oh. Names in your language are not so. For pronounce in Anglish is much hard.�
�Well, I just hate to say �Hey, you.���
The alien shrugged. �You give us Earth-names for now, maybe perhaps?�
�Doubtless.� He thought for a bit. �How about Ike and Tina?�
There was a burst of static from Mike. �It might be more appropriate to call them Stan and Ollie.�
�You might just could be right. OK, Stan and Ollie it is. Boys, we haven�t been properly introduced as of yet, and as this is first contact between you and us, it behooves me on this auspicious occasion to welcome you to Earth and King William County. Mike,� he asked, turning to the screen on the kitchen table, �can these gentlemen�s systems absorb alcohol?�
�No, but it will do them no harm, either.�
�Well, then, by God, have a beer.� He twisted the caps off three Anchors and handed them out. Raising his own bottle, he said, �May your cesspools never run over.�
Both imitated his gesture, and Ollie (the taller one) said something in his fluid language. Bubba asked Mike for a translation, and the box said that by the closest equivalent it meant �May you always keep your feet free of the grasping tentacles of the Wailing Beast.�
�Thank you kindly, Ollie. I�ll certainly do my best.�
Stan and Ollie went back to their cultural debate, and Bubba went back in the garage with the screen.
�What�s the story on those two, Mike? They seem to be nice enough boys, but they apparently don�t know too much about maintaining that ship over there.�
�They are minor functionaries of the branch of our government which surveys the remote areas surrounding our sphere of influence. Their job is to investigate the levels of technology and culture of the indigenous races and to prepare reports for their superiors. They mean well, but they are by no means mechanically inclined. I think the term �paper shufflers� would be the best description, although technically, they�re my superiors.�
�Well, that explains a few things. Are we about to be offered membership in the Galactic Confederacy?�
�No. To my knowledge, nothing of the sort exists.�
�Then why buzz around this unimportant little system?�
Mike paused. �Have you ever known of any bureaucracy that could keep its hands to itself?� It buzzed. �They�re less interested in information than in looking busy when appropriations time comes around.�
�Gotcha. Pretty much the same here.�
�I have news for you, it�s pretty much the same everywhere.�
�That�s a depressing thought. On more technical matters, what am I going to need to get that Bird back up in the air?�
�A well-equipped machine shop, a small amount of fairly high-density matter for reaction mass, and the proper tools. I can do most of the rest myself.�
�How dense?�
�Iridium or osmium would be best.�
�Hard to come by. Dinosaurs ate all the iridium, and it killed �em off. Don�t know of anywhere I can get osmium at this hour.�
There was another burst of static from the screen. �Of all the mechanics we could have chosen, we have to get a wise-ass.�
Bubba laughed. �How about lead? It�s only about half as dense, but I got plenty of it here.� He pointed to a stack of old car batteries in one corner of the shop.
�As long as it�s clean, it will do nicely.�
�I�ll set Stan and Ollie to breaking up the cases and pulling the plates out. I�ve already drained and flushed �em, so they�re clean.�
After explaining to the two aliens what needed to be done, Bubba uncovered his machine tools. �OK, Mike, what kind of parts are we going to have to make, and what are we going to make �em out of?�
�We�ll need several three-dimensional cams, the precise measurements for which I can�t give you until I can do the conversions.�
�Three-D cams? Don�t think I can cut �em on a lathe, so they�ll have to be machined. Hmmm� how smooth do they have to be?�
�Not very, they rotate in a plasma bottle rather than against another surface. The space inside the bottle is shaped, and as the cams rotate, the shape alters.�
�Never mind the rest, I don�t have the math. What�s wrong with the ones you have now?�
�They have become distorted by the pressures that maintain the plasma bottle; they�ve flattened along one axis and have bulged along another as a result. They�re no longer precise enough to take us a long distance.�
�In case I can�t get �em down to the closest mil, can it be compensated for?�
�The on-board system can, yes. Most of my memory is replicated in the ship, except for the AI portions, and it handles almost all of the drive and navigation functions.�
�Well, all we can do is wait for Kermit, then. He should be along in a few minutes.� Bubba thought for a while, then said, �You mentioned that I�d been chosen. What�s the deal? I mean, I know I�m a bit above the average, but you must have been monitoring any number of people besides me. How�d I get picked?�
�You were known to us, as were several hundred others with similar qualifications. You�re a member of Mensa, Citizens Against the Crime of Silence, the ACLU, and a number of other politically-oriented organizations. What set you apart from the others was your founding of and longtime involvement with SauNA.�
�Saucer Nuts of America? Why that?�
�Your interest in UFOs indicated that you�d be more apt to accept our presence without running in circles, screaming and shouting. The fact that you�d given your organization that name indicates that you�d be less likely to make a big deal out of it to get your name in the papers. We don�t mind certain people being aware of us, but we do hope for discretion. Your mechanical aptitude goes without saying. You�ve been on our list for quite some time in case of a situation like this one.�
�Why now? I mean, why not last year, or a week ago?�
�Up until now, everything�s been OK.�
�Hmph. Ask a silly question� Look, I don�t know how much you know about us, but we got some pretty serious problems on this little ball of dirt. Our workable technology is stagnant. Everything we build seems to do more damage than good, and in the long run all this labor-saving crap we make is slowly burying us in piles of indestructible garbage. Plastic. Medical trash. Radioactive waste with a half-life of ten thousand years. Hide-bound auto manufacturers with no interest in alternative fuel sources beyond lip-service. Quick fixes piled on top of mistakes that throw the whole ecology out of balance. Now, I figure that you�ve got some sort of fusion, given that you�re advanced enough to have inertialess drive, am I right?�
�Yes. The fusion reactor uses almost any mass, and is based on technology that is compatible with what you already have. It could be produced in quantity for not much more than the price of a week�s groceries, and sold at correspondingly low cost.�
�Well, I�m here to tell you that we could sure use it, old hoss. What do you think?�
There was a fairly long pause before the screen replied. �I understand your need, and I agree that your people would benefit greatly��
�I think I hear a �but� coming.�
�I�m afraid so. I am unable to give you this information.�
�Unable, or unwilling?�
�Unable. There are safeguards on that portion of my memory that prevent me from revealing the technology as long as I�m a representative of our parliament. If I could help you, I would. I�m sorry.�
About that time, there was a knock at the door. �That�d be Kermit,� Bubba said.
Kermit entered, carrying a tool kit and a long box, his camera bag slung over his shoulder. His eyes were still a little bleary, but he was excited.
�Where are they? They haven�t left, have they?�
�Nah, they�re in the living room watching �Celebrity Jello-Wrestiing for Dollars� or some such rot. What�d you bring me, Mr. de Frog?�
�It�s a Racal-Vadic modem. Verrry fast, faster than factory specs as a matter of fact. I�ve done some tweaking.�
�Like with my car horn?� Bubba had picked up a programmable auto horn at a flea market and Kermit had fixed it somehow so that if anybody tried to program �Dixie� it would play the theme from �Shaft� instead. Bubba himself stuck with the opening bars of The Rites of Spring or the Rocky and Bullwinkle theme.
�Yeah. Listen,� his voice dropped conspiratorially, �what do they look like?�
�Stick your head around the door and look, son. They won�t bite you.�
�Yeah, but are they� different? I mean, I�d hate to walk in there and scream or something.�
�Don�t worry. They�re disappointingly humanoid. Don�t speak English too well, but it is their second language. Or their twentieth. Not to mention their mouthal equipment is a bit different from ours. Just keep your feet clear of the grasping tentacles of the wailing beast, is all.�
Kermit nodded absently and edged into the living room, still clutching his load. �Ummm� hi. Welcome to the Earth.�
Ollie smiled, raised his beer, and said �Rock and roll.�
Stan repeated the gesture and said, �I�m going to pull that over-stuffed blonde bimbo�s head off and spit down the hole.�
As Kermit tried to figure this out, Bubba called from the kitchen, �Hey, sounds like they been practicin�! Think we oughta switch �em over to Masterpiece Theater?�
�No, I don�t think Alistair Cooke could stand it.�
�Aleister Crowley could.�
�He�s not on PBS.�
�Nope, A&E. �Magick and Mountaineering,� Thursday nights.�
�That�s my bridge night. Jesus,� Kermit exclaimed. �I still can�t believe this is really happening.�
�Trust me, son. How about hooking some stuff up so we can get started?�
�Yeah, right.� Kermit opened his tool kit and began setting up the modem. �Where�s Mike? I need to look at his bus, or whatever he has.�
Bubba brought the screen over to the work table, and pointed out the connector that fit the slot in the ship. �That�s what we need to hook up to, and since I know exactly diddley about it, I�ll let you work it out together. I got another phone call to make.�
Kermit set out his tools and began to work.
Bubba walked back to the kitchen and dialed. It was answered after only two rings.
�Kirby, this is Bubba Pritchert in Virginia. Do you ever sleep?�
�Only from the neck down. What�s up, Bubba?�
�I may have something here that I need some advice on, and since you do legal work for Greenpeace I wanted to tug on your coattails about it.�
�Go ahead.�
�Let me give you a hypothetical situation, and you tell me what can be done. Suppose I got hold of some brand new, and very important, technology. Suppose further that it could change the face of civilization as we know it.�
�The face of civilization, huh?�
�As we know it, yes. How could I go about getting a patent?�
�I doubt you could, unless you could prove that you yourself had originated it. Patent law�s terribly sticky about that.�
�Well, I can�t say I invented it, no. How about if the information was given to me, or that I somehow acquired it, legally?�
�Hmm. Different situation entirely. What�s this got to do with Greenpeace?�
Bubba thought carefully, then said, �Suppose Greenpeace had the development and manufacturing rights to limitless, clean, cheap, non-polluting cold fusion? And technology that would make internal combustion obsolete?�
There was a long silence at the other end. �If this were anybody else, Bubba, I�d call you a crank case and hang up. What are we talking about, here? How cheap?�
�Bushman cheap. At the moment, I got nothing definite, and I ain�t promising anything. If I told you more, you would hang up, and I wouldn�t blame you.�
�OK, why don�t I do a little reading, and get back to you?�
�Fine as frog hair, Kirby. Keep �em flying.�
�I do try.�
Bubba hung up and looked toward the workshop where the ship sat on his lift. He chuckled. �So do I, Kirbs, so do I.�
When he returned to the workshop, Kermit was still hard at work, peering through a lighted magnifier and delicately manipulating a soldering iron. He�d surrounded the area he was concentrating on with heat sinks, and was carrying on a lively conversation with Mike at the same time.
�OK I got that one. What next?�
�Solder a jumper from the next contact to the second blue component from your left. Make sure the three pinholes on top aren�t occluded.�
�No sweat, I�m good at this.�
�Yes, you are. We�re progressing much faster than I had anticipated.�
�How�s the heat?�
�Dissipating nicely. Once you�ve finished that, we can attach the cables to the modem. That will complete the conversion, and we can begin the translations.�
�OK I�m going to have to scrape those contacts a little. You�ve got them coated with something that doesn�t like solder. You know,� he said, turning to Bubba, �I�ve never had a patient talk back to me before. It�s refreshing to know just where it itches.�
�Just like �Spock�s Brain,� huh Bones?�
Suddenly, Bubba stiffened as a thought occurred to him. �Say, uh, Mike. Has Kermit voided your warranty?�
�I�m not sure what you mean.�
�Well, you got all these wires hanging out of you, solder joints and such. You don�t look much like you did when I plugged you into that slot. In fact,� he said thoughtfully, �I doubt very much if I could plug you in the way you are. Now, I can�t say for sure, but mightn�t that make it difficult for you to operate normally?�
Quite suddenly, there was an extended burst of noise from the screen. Mike was clearly agitated, if the characters scrolling across the screen were any indication. They were jumpy and scattered, mixing standard English characters with alien.
�Bubba, I must speak with my supervisors. It is of great importance.�
�OK, I�ll call �em in.�
When the two aliens saw the cobbled-together connections, they grew excited and began talking rapidly in their own language. Mike interrupted them, speaking just as quickly. Ollie pointed to the solder joints and threw up his hands, while Stan attempted to calm him, speaking softly and slowly.
�What�s going on, Mike? We screw up?� Kermit asked, a little nervously. �I�d hate to be vaporized or something.�
�That would depend on your definition of the phrase screw up,� Kermit. Ollie is certainly unhappy, but you�re in no danger. We�re not a particularly violent race.�
�I know I should be reassured by that, but��
�Let me speak to them.� Mike began talking quickly, Stan nodding from time to time and adding his own comments. Ollie looked from Bubba to Mike, occasionally asking the screen questions, and clearly thinking hard about the answers. Finally, he shrugged and spoke, pointing first at the screen and then at Bubba. Stan clapped his hands, obviously pleased, and nudged Ollie, who grinned a little ruefully and made a gesture that clearly meant �What the hell?�
�Bubba,� Mike said, �we have much of importance to discuss. My supervisors have determined that, with the modifications Kermit made in order to interface with your computer, I am, as you conjectured, no longer able to interface with the ship. As these changes were done for the repair of the ship�s power systems, the adaptation was necessary and inevitable.�
�OK,� Bubba said slowly, �What does that mean, exactly?�
�I have been classified as damaged equipment. Since I am no longer able to function as I was, I have been, in your idiom, discharged.�
Bubba stared. �Fired.�
�Yes.�
�No longer a representative of your parliament.�
�Yes.�
�And whatever knowledge you have of the technologies involved with the Silver Bird��
��Is now available to you, yes.�
Bubba sat down. �Well, drop me in dog-shit.� Absently, he took out his rag and began wiping his hands. �This is� a tad overwhelming, Mike.�
�Wait a minute, guys,� Kermit said. �Bubs, we�ve read enough SF to know that his home planet isn�t going to allow us to have this kind of technology. It stands to reason that they have some sort of laws against it, and a standard operating procedure to prevent it. How about it, Mike?�
�That is correct. There is a device built into my circuitry that will wipe my files when triggered.� He added a few words in the alien�s language, and Ollie nodded. He took a small object about the size and shape of a matchbox out of a belt pouch and held it up.
�We owe you much,� he said in English. �You are friend to us, and you fix for us to get home. This is auto-destruct for Mike,� he said, and dropped it. Stan leaned nonchalantly against the workbench, then flicked a heavy wrench onto the floor, smashing the little object into tiny bits.
Stan and Ollie looked at each other and said in unison, �Oops.� Then they left the garage and moments later Bubba heard the opening bars of �Oh, Fortuna� from Carmina Burana.
�What the hell are they watching now?� Kermit asked, blinking in bewilderment.
Bubba waved a hand in dismissal. �Any of a half-dozen bad movies. We got to think, Kerm. There�s something pretty momentous going on here, and I just don�t know how to deal with it.�
�You�re going to be a rich man, Bubs. Rich and powerful.�
Bubba shook his head slowly. �I don�t want that, Kermit. I got no illusions about my place in the scheme of things. I got whatever I need right here, and I got my work. Who the hell needs big money in Central Garage? Hell, we�re only half a day from Frog Level, and nobody else in the world can say that. And I�m certainly no more capable of wielding this kind of power than your average panful of scrapple is.� He stood up and tapped the screen with his fingers. �I dunno, Mike. I�m at a big loss for what to do, at least until Kirby calls back.�
�I�m sure you�ll find a way to use it, Bubba. In the meantime, Kermit, if you�ll do the honors, we can get the ship fixed before my ex-supervisors become addicted to television.�
After Kermit plugged in the cable, Mike called up the CAD program and drew the cams in wire-frame, with their dimensions marked. The shapes were too complex, it was decided, for milling.
�Tell you what, guys. I did some metal-casting in college, and I think that might do a better job,� Kermit remarked. �You�ve got some bronze stock here, don�t you?�
�Yeah, bar and sheet, I use it for bushings. Got a blast-furnace, too. How do we do it?�
�Well, the easiest way would be lost-wax. We�ll need plaster, and you�ll probably have to smooth off the rough edges a little. Mike,� he said, �do these measurements have to be absolutely precise?�
�No, Kermit. The on-board system is capable of making adjustments until we get to a nearby outpost. As long as the cams are made of non-ferrous metal, they�ll do fine.�
�In that case,� Bubba said, �how about lead? Be a whole lot easier to handle, and it�ll set up quicker. Easier to trim, and I got plenty left over.�
�OK. Great. Let�s get to it.�
�I�ve got some beeswax around here, too. Let me see�� He rooted around in a drawer until he came up with a box, then cut it into blocks roughly the right size.
Kermit set about carving the wax into the correct shapes, roughly an inch on a side, carefully checking against the images on the screen and using calipers. When it was done to his and Mike�s satisfaction, he began rolling out a long, narrow �snake� of wax, which he then cut into shorter lengths. �You have to vent it. Otherwise, the form�ll blow up.� He attached the snakes to the cubes, and said �Bubba, time to mix some plaster. We�ll need a block about the size of two bricks.�
�I can do that. Bucketful be enough?�
�Fine.�
When the plaster was ready, Kermit pushed the cubes into it, making sure that the vents weren�t covered.
�Now what?�
�We wait about an hour for the plaster to set. We should let it go overnight, but we don�t have that kind of time. In the meantime, how about some pictures?�
In the ensuing hour or so, Kermit had the aliens pose in front of their ship. He got shots of them watching television, eating microwave popcorn, and waving happily at the lens while pointing at the Central Garage Corporate Limits sign.
Finally, the plaster was as set as it needed to be, and Bubba started his blast furnace. Throwing a bar of lead into a heavy crucible, he opened the door of the furnace and stuck it in.
�Now what, Kerm?�
�We bake the mold.�
�Bake it?�
�Yep. Melt the wax so we have a negative impression of the cams.�
�Bring it on into the kitchen, then.�
Within a few minutes, the wax had run out of the vents, and they were ready to pour in the lead. Kermit handled the ladle himself, with the others looking on in interest; apparently, Stan and Ollie had never encountered anything of the sort, and they kept up a running commentary.
After an hour (and more pictures, including several with Stan and Ollie working out with the Body Shapers), Bubba broke open the plaster mold with a hammer, and the two small cubes were trimmed and checked against their specs. Mike pronounced them adequate for the purpose, and Ollie installed them in the ship�s drive.
While they were calibrating the drive systems and making a final check of the ship before departing, the phone rang.
�Whatcha got for me, Kirby?� Bubba said when he picked it up.
�How�d you know it was me?�
�Who else but a lawyer would call at five in the morning?�
�Your Aunt Nell, maybe?�
�Naw, she�d just send the Rolls. What news, Osiris?�
�Can you get some kind of affidavit signing over patent rights? Because without that, you�re more or less up the creek as far as making any money off of whatever it is you may or may not have,� the lawyer replied.
Bubba put one hand over the mouthpiece and said �You listening, Mike?�
�Yes. Insofar as Stan and Ollie are official representatives of the parliament, they can sign anything you need. Whether or not it will hold up in your courts is questionable, assuming you made the claim that the technology was extraterrestrial. If you make no such claim, there should be no such problem. I can create the required drawings.�
Bubba turned back to the phone. �Tell you what, Kirby. Why don�t I just put you in touch with the concerned party and let the two of you work it out? I don�t want anything out of it, myself; I�m more interested in passing the whole thing along to Greenpeace.�
Bubba could hear the distance humming along the phone lines.
�If this is what you say it is, Bubba,� said Kirby thoughtfully, �it will mean an incredible change in the lives of practically everyone on the globe. Cheap power�how cheap, I wonder?�
�Hell, you�d be able to walk into a convenience store and buy a year�s worth of energy for the price of a case or three of the good stuff, Kirby.�
�Unbelievable. And you mentioned an inertialess drive?�
�Yup. The airlines would kill for it.�
�What I don�t understand is what you want out of this. If you give this to Greenpeace, you�ll very likely not get any money, unless you license it outright and collect a royalty.�
�Kirby, the only royalty I want is to know that these things will be available to everyone, everywhere. Here, there, third world, all over. I want to know that any rain forest Indian can walk into town and buy one of these for their entire tribe, and not have to worry about being ripped off. I want to know that the designs and drawings are public record, and that the design is free to be copied without restriction. What I don�t want is for someone to get hold of it and bury it so it can�t be used.�
�You don�t want much, do you? Well, I�m not sure how it can be done, but I figure that there�ll be more lawyers working for us than against us�especially if we offer it to the Have-Nots; if ever there was a case for the zealots and crusaders, this is it. Liberal lawyers will gather like moths to the flame.�
�I hope so, because the alternative is uploading the designs to the bulletin boards and spreading it through the networks.�
�We may do that, too. It�s harder to stop a fait accompli, after all.�
�I�ll have my lawyer call you, maybe you can do lunch,� Bubba said.
�I am your lawyer.�
�So give yourself a call and take yourself to lunch. I understand you�re a sucker for Szechwan.�
�Right. I just hope I can get me to pick up the check.�
They rang off.
At last, and reluctantly, the aliens were ready to leave. Kermit took a few more pictures, and Bubba checked to see if the streets were clear. The Sun had not yet quite risen, and there was enough darkness to cover their departure.
Stan and Ollie stood by the platform. Bubba held out his hand to each of them, a custom they seemed unfamiliar with; they, in turn, placed their left hands on Bubba�s chest and then touched their own foreheads. They repeated the gesture with Kermit.
�Boys,� Bubba said, �It�s been somethin�. I�ve fixed more than my share of flats, and I have to say that this one was the best.�
Stan said, �You are good friend to us, Bubba. We will come back soon for more TV and beer.�
�Yes,� Ollie added. �We must come back to see rest of �Green Slime.� It reminds us of home.�
�Why don�t that surprise me? Well, gentlemen, before you take off, I want to give you something to remember us by.� He picked up a flat box from the workbench and handed it to Stan. �It�s your membership kits for SauNA. Cards, T-shirts, decoder rings, the whole nine yards. Use �em in good health.�
�So long, boys,� Kermit said. �Our best to Bigfoot.�
The aliens entered their ship, and Bubba opened the big double garage doors. With a slight lurch (�Popped the clutch, I �spect,� Bubba muttered) and the hiss of its powerful fans, the ship moved out the door and into the sky. Within minutes, it was out of sight.
Bubba and Kermit watched it without speaking as long as it was visible, then turned and walked slowly back to the garage. Silently, Bubba opened two Anchor Steams, and they sat at the kitchen table with the screen between them.
�Well, Mike,� Kermit said finally. �What do you think?�
�I have no choice but to assume that you�ve just asked me a rhetorical question. However, I do know what your intention was. I must admit that I�ll miss my teammates, and the process of exploration; I have no doubt, though, that within a decade, your planet will be doing its own explorations. In the meantime, I am happy to be able to do something meaningful, rather than the bureaucratic silliness I was forced to perform before.�
�Sounds good to me. Bubs,� Kermit said, standing and stretching slowly, �I think I�m going to drop this film in my safe, call in sick, and crap out. I am just slightly fried. I�ll call you later.�
�No prob, Mr. de Frog. Give my apologies to your honeydew.�
After Kermit left, Bubba locked up and put the �closed� sign on the front door. Pouring out the rest of his beer, he set some tea brewing, and sat back down at the table.
�Now, Mike, let�s think for a minute about that inertialess drive. You think it would be possible to drop one in a �67 Shelby GT body?�
�Yes, Bubba, we could do that,� Mike replied. Then, after a short pause, he added, �But it would be wrong.�
As static burst from the screen and Bubba laughed, the Sun rose over a new day.
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