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Editors’ Note

Hello and welcome, Good Readers. We at the esteemed (by some) Journal of
Unlikely Entomology are delighted to be celebrating the start of our third year in
existence. As always, we thank you, Dear Readers, for joining us on this journey.
After all, where would our publication be without dedicated eyes to consume it?
We are also immensely grateful to the authors and artists whose works have graced
our pages over the years, and for all those who have sent work our way. We hope
you will all join us in raising a glass to this momentous occasion. The first (en-
tirely virtual) round is on us.

Within the digital pages of Issue 5 (which is, by some counts, our 7th is-
sue), you will find stories of struggle and resistance — whether it be the mysteri-
ous cosmic strivings between spiders and centipedes, the struggle against loss and
personal demons, individuals standing up to a government, or standing up to their
family members, these are all stories of people (and insects) who fight for what
they believe in.

Thank you once again for joining us, and we hope you will enjoy these tales
of struggle on scales both large and small.
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Ecdysis

by Nicole Cipri
[lustration by Sarah Emerson

I was in the orchard when the siren went off,
ripping through the clear air of the afternoon. I was
dozing underneath one of the trees and heard it first as
an insect whine in my dream. Then I recognized it for
what it was, and startled myself awake.

I’d been in the orchard for hours, safe in the
knowledge that my uncle and the farmhands would be
haying in the eastern fields. There was a pile of apple
and pear cores on the ground below me. I’d been late
to breakfast that morning, and Uncle Mo had said that
the early bird got the worm, but the late one ate air. His
voice was rough and sharp in the way he had, like a
rusty scythe. I’d snagged the uneaten toast crusts from
my cousin’s plate and slipped out the back door.

I looked up, but the sky was clear of clouds.
It was a beautiful day, with a cool breeze shaking
the branches of the trees, so it couldn’t have been a
tornado warning. I felt a little thrill, uncomfortable and
prickly, wondering if maybe a swarm had been sighted
— it was the season for them, after all, and they’d hit a
town to the southwest of us only last month — but my
mind snapped shut on the thought. Better not to think
such things. It was probably just a drill, I told myself.
Nothing more. Nothing ever happened around here.

I’d lived on my uncle’s farm since my mother
died. It was beautiful here, but lonely, too, the kind
of loneliness that sat heavy in your stomach and
devoured itself. I never had to wonder why my mother

chose to leave the family farm; I dreamed of the day
I’d be able to break free like she had, go to a city and
be swallowed up in noise and light and other people.

The siren went on wailing, so I got up, gathering
the discarded cores and tossing them over the fence
into the neighbor’s pasture as I went. The siren’s cry
was pitched high and panicky, sweeping through the
air. It sounded like the sustained yowl my cat Violet
made when a dog cornered her. I screamed like that
once, last year, when Uncle Mo twisted my wrist until
I felt something give. That was before I’d gotten better
at hiding, at disappearing from plain sight into corners
and tree tops and the crawl space beneath the cellar
stairs.

I snuck up to the house from the back, tiptoeing
when I heard voices. Uncle Mo and the farmhands
— older men with rough hands who occasionally
followed me with their eyes, but wouldn’t speak to me
if Uncle Mo was in earshot — were on the front porch.
They must have taken a lunch break. The thought
made me hungry again, or rather, made me notice |
was still hungry from the morning. Of course, I was
always hungry: I'd shot up two-and-a-half inches
since spring, and it felt like I’d grown a second stom-
ach along with it.

A truck roared up to the front of the house while
I was still pondering whether I could sneak inside
and grab some leftovers. I recognized it as Frank’s by
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the sound of its engine. He slammed on the brakes,
skidding on the gravel drive, which was unusual. My
cousin loved that truck with all the ardor a sixteen-
year-old boy could muster up, and treated it like
others might treat a skittish horse, with no sudden
moves. | peered around the side of the house, through
the latticework underneath the front porch.

Frank threw open the door and yelled, “They’re
coming! The locusts!”

The siren’s whine was his only answer at first.
Then one of the men said, so low I could barely hear
it, “Jesus, God, no.”

I felt a rush of cold that went straight from
my spine to my fingertips, and thought back to last
Sunday, when the pastor had chosen the locusts as
the topic of his sermon. The plague of mouths and
wings, he called it. The reflection of our own greed, to
remind us who the Earth really belonged to, that what
we thought of as ours were just things loaned to us by
the grace of God.

I had heard other stories too. Frank had shown
me the photos from the newspapers last month,
the empty skins that looked like sacks of wet silk
lying on the barren ground. Some people, instead of
being devoured by the swarm, were transformed by it,
discarding their skins and humanity like a suit that had
grown too tight. It was how the swarm sustained its
catastrophic numbers despite the culls and hunts.

On the lawn, Frank was panting for breath, as
if he’d run all the way from town instead of driving.
Maybe he was winded by the news, by the disaster
that was flying towards us on the wind. “The swarm
is heading from the northeast,” he said between gasps
of air. “They’ll be here in the hour, unless the wind
shifts.”

The farmhands shot each other and Uncle Mo
worried looks; the haying wasn’t even half done,
and the orchards were still full of fruit, waiting to be
picked.

God’s plague of mouths and wings, and our farm
was a feast set out for them, ready and ripe to be taken.
I looked up at the sky, trying to catch a glimpse of
either God or His plague, but it was still business as
usual up there, the blues and golds of a late summer
afternoon.

Remember, the pastor had said last Sunday. We
all enter Paradise with empty hands.

“We gotta go,” one of the farmhands said. I didn’t
know his name, or any of their names. I kept clear
of them as much as I could, just like I kept clear of
everyone else.

“Don’t be an idiot,” Uncle Mo said sharply.
“They’ll be here before you could get halfway
home.”

“My family —” the man said.

“Trust in God,” Mo replied. “Trust Him to keep
them safe. In the meantime, grab all the food and feed
you can carry and get to the tornado shelter. Anything
you want kept. God help us, it’ll probably be lost
otherwise.”

Anything I wanted to keep was already hidden
deep in the crawl space underneath the cellar stairs,
one of my favorite places to hide: it was dank and
coffin-sized, but too small for my uncle or any of the
other men on the farm to get into. I had a curl of my
mother’s hair hidden in an old cigar box in there, a
photo of my father, the last of my baby teeth that had
fallen out, and the shucked-off skin of a cicada I'd
found in the orchard.

Then I remembered Violet and her kittens. If there
were anything worth saving on this farm, it was them,
Violet and her quiet purr and green eyes, the kittens
with their warm, taut bellies and soft fur. Violet had
been a stray that had wandered onto the farm around
the same time I had, not much more than a kitten
herself. I'd wanted her as a pet, but Uncle Mo was
adamant that all animals belonged outside, and said
he’d drown her if he ever saw a cat hair on my bed.

I’d seen pictures of what the locusts left when they
swept through a town or a farm. Brown dirt, broken
glass, and a jumble of picked-over bones. I couldn’t let
that happen to Violet.

“What about Libby?” I heard Frank say to his
father.

Uncle Mo spat. “Hell,” he said, and that was all.

I bumped into Frank as he dashed around to my
side of the house. He was almost a hundred pounds
heavier than me, and I went sprawling on the ground.
He hauled me up by my overalls. “Damn it, Libby,”



he hissed, quiet. “What the hell do you think you’re
doing? Help me get the food from the kitchen.”

“I’m gonna grab Violet and her kittens,” I told
him, pushing his hands away from my shoulders.

“Are you crazy? We’re about to lose everything
and you wanna save a cat?”

I pulled away from him. “You’re gonna be sorry
when we’re all stuck in that shelter and the rats start
coming out.”

“There ain’t rats,” Frank said. But he wasn’t sure.
He didn’t know where I hid when I went away, he just
marked my absences by the rages they caused in his
father.

“Are so,” I answered. “Trust me. Mice, t00.”

Frank looked back at the sky, either checking for
the swarm, or just as an excuse not to look at me, at the
green-yellow bruise his father had left on my cheek
the weekend before.

She’s clumsy, bruises easy, my uncle told anyone
that asked. It was true. I wished I had tougher skin,
that he couldn’t mark me, that my mother hadn’t died
and left me in his care, but all those wishes amounted
to less than nothing. I was still here, still soft-skinned
and weak, loneliness eating away at me. There were
days where 1 felt like an unexploded bomb was
buried just beneath my breast bone, fragile as an emp-
ty egg shell, waiting for something to hit it just right
and detonate.

“All right,” Frank said. “But be quick. If you’re
still looking when they come —"

“I know,” I said.

“A cat ain’t worth it. You know what they can
do,” he said, staring down at me. “This ain’t a false
alarm. It’s the fist of God coming down on us. Like He
did to Pharaoh, only worse.”

“I know,” I said, impatient.

He looked like he wanted to say something
else, something meaningful, but all he said was, “Be
careful.”

“I know,” 1 said again, and ran. The siren hurried
me on to the barn, up the ladder to the hayloft.

“Violet,” I called, hoping that she was napping
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up here and not in some other patch of sun. There was
a little whimper of noise from one of the kittens, then
Violet’s head popping up from the hay. She yawned
and stretched, undisturbed by either the siren or my
sudden appearance.

I pulled off my sweater and laid it down next
to her three kittens. They’d had their eyes open for a
week or two, but were still wobbly on their feet. She’d
had them late in the year, and two had died already. I'd
buried them in the orchard, beneath the trees where
I’d dreamed away most of the summer, crying the
whole time.

I picked them up.putting them in my sweater,
and Violet came over to investigate what I was doing,
making concerned noises deep in her throat.

“I know,” I said. “Trust me, this is better than—"

I cut myself off. I didn’t want to put it into words,
the pictures I’d seen.

The three kittens blinked and sniffed at my
sweater as I placed them there, confused but placid. I
tied them up in a bundle. Violet wasn’t particularly
pleased to see her kittens disappear in the folds of
wool, but I didn’t know how else to get them all back
down to the ground. She followed me down the ladder,
complaints getting louder. She kept getting around my
feet, trying to trip me up as I ran back to the house, to
the coffin-sized crawl space beneath the cellar stairs.

I was so focused on getting back to my hiding
spot that I didn’t see him in the cellar, hidden in a
shadowy corner. I didn’t know he was there at all until
I smelled the hay dust and diesel on his jacket, felt him
looming up behind me.

“The hell are you doing, Libby?”” Uncle Mo said.
He grabbed my shoulder, fingers digging in, and I
couldn’t help it, I dropped my bundled up sweater with
the kittens tucked inside. There were a few grunts,
and Violet immediately pounced on the sweater and
pushed it open, meowing loudly.

I couldn’t speak. I almost never could to him. His
size and his anger just dwarfed me, seized my throat up
in a vice, made me small and weak. Violet, I thought,
maybe even mouthed the name. Her kittens. Safe.

“God help me,” Mo hissed. “I do not have the
time or patience for this.”
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He started to drag me away, back up the stairs. I
found my voice then. “No,” I said. “No, please.”

When he didn’t listen, I started shrieking it.
Please. No. Please. They were the only two words I
could ever summon when he had me.

Violet was crouched over her kittens, tail twitch-
ing, eyes watching us. Would she know what was
happening? When the locusts came into the house and
then the cellar? Would she fight them, scratch them, as
they grabbed her and her kittens, devouring them all?
Would they even give her the chance to fight?

I struggled, like I hadn’t ever before. All I could
think of was the locusts grabbing up Violet, pulling
her apart with their claws, those nightmarish mouths,
killing the only friend I had on the farm.

Maybe he was so distracted by the imminent
disaster that was flying towards us, that he wasn’t
holding me so hard. Maybe my fear gave me strength.
Either way, I tore out of his grasp, scooping the
kittens up and shoving them into the crawl space.
Violet darted in after them.

Uncle Mo’s fist connected with the side of my
face, knocking me into the wall. I shook my head and
tried to wriggle into my hiding spot, but he caught me
by the leg and dragged me back out. I kicked out at
him, purely by instinct, and connected with something
soft. He grunted and staggered back, and I ran, never
looking back to see if he was chasing me, looking only
at what was right in front of me. The top of the stairs.
The kitchen door. The back yard. The dirt road. And
then I was back in the orchard, running through the
rows of trees. There wasn’t anything in me but the in-
stinct to run, and I forgot all about the cellar and Violet
and the swarm—

Until I heard the buzzing of wings.

I stopped so suddenly that I tripped, rocks biting
into my palms as I hit the ground. I lay there stunned
for a moment, as the swarm landed on the grass
around me, not so much like the fist of God, but like
dancers. Some touched down lightly, on their toes,
wings barely twitching. Others — the younger ones,
the newly-turned that still wore scraps of clothing and
their old skins — landed on their hands and knees, as
hard as I just had.

The locusts still looked like people from the
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back, skinny and hungry-looking, dirty and in need
of a bath. You could ignore the deep cracks in their
hard skin, where their skin folded over their wings,
the way it shone opalescent in the light. Maybe it was
an instinct to find the similarities and ignore the bits
that were too strange, their too-long limbs set with too
many joints, their fingers that ended in curved claws.
Once they turned to look at you though — once you
saw their opaque eyes and the monstrous things they
had instead of mouths — you knew they weren’t
human. They were locusts, they were hunger itself,
with grasping hands and long, translucent wings.

I thought of my mother then, reminded of the
way her face had sunk into itself, the sharp lines of
her cheekbones. Cancer snuck into her like a fox
getting into a hen house. All that was left by the end
were bones and hair that had fallen out like feathers.

Nearby, an animal screamed. A dog barked
frantically. The siren slowly lost its frantic pitch and
eventually died down to nothing.

Run. The thought came to me in my mother’s
voice. You can still make it to the house. Then I
remembered Violet, still hidden away with her kittens.
What if the swarm followed me in there? There were
too many of them, and my legs felt like jelly. I’d never
make it.

The dog’s barking cut off with a yelp. The only
sounds now were the shiver of wings and the wet grind
of mandibles chewing up the grass and leaves and
apples.

They watched me, edging closer. I couldn’t
move, not even to get away. My pants were wet, and
for a second I wondered if I’d landed in a puddle, but
then I caught the scent. I’d pissed myself without even
noticing.

One approached me. Her eyes were amber,
shining and faceted. I could see my reflection in them.
All around her was a smell like tree pollen, something
sweet and sticky and calming.

They know me, I thought. They recognize me.
Like I recognized something in them, the hunger in
their opaque eyes.

I’d been hungry, too. Not just from the missed
meals when my uncle banished me from his dinner
table, or the hours I’d spent hiding from him and his



rage. It was a hunger that grew during the long nights
spent alone in my bedroom, listening to lonely sound
of the wind; the nights where I would touch myself to
keep from flying apart, feeling sick with shame when
I did, but not knowing how else to keep that fragile-
shelled bomb in my center from exploding.

There’s a reason we call it fall, my mother told
me once, during one of our infrequent visits back
to the farm. We’d walked through the orchard, her
arm over my shoulder, and she pointed at the limbs
that were bowed under the weight of their fruit.
Everything gets so ripe, she said, it can’t stand to stay
on the branch. All the fruit lets go of whatever was
holding it back, and topples towards the earth.

The locust lay down next to me, and the skin on
her back cracked apart. Her wings slowly rose over
us, catching the light like iridescent glass. They were
beautiful, the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.

I was no longer afraid.

I opened my arms, and the locust crawled closer
to me, resting against my chest. She was small but
dense, heavy against my bones, strong. She drew her
legs over mine, caressed sharp fingers against my
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cheek. Her smell surrounded us, sweet like grass, like
the sun-soaked afternoon itself.

“Does it hurt?” I muttered.

Yes. It will hurt.1didn’t know if it was my thought
or the swarm’s, carried into my mind on her scent
and the thin chatter of wings. The lines between us
were blurring, and for a moment, I fought it. I tried to
remember: my name is Libby, I’'m fourteen years old,
I’m an orphan, I live with my uncle and cousin, my
cat had Kkittens late in the summer. There are layers
of bruises beneath my clothes. I am a fruit that fell
too early, that was marked by the hard impact of the
ground, by the hard impacts of my uncle’s hands.
There is something that is empty in my center, that
feels fragile and fraught with loneliness....

But that was no longer true. Whatever was
rotten in me before — the fear that had fermented
in my gut — had been carved away, replaced with
something denser, heavier.

My skin was a shroud, tightening up in the sun.
It was too soft and bruised too easy, but now I knew
something harder lay beneath. I shut my eyes, waiting
for it to crack through and emerge into the light.

M

Ecdysis © 2013 Nicole Cipri
Swarm © Sarah Emerson

11



‘f“* o ;_3'.'
.'- | P P .I o aaas

bE 'y




The Journal of Unlikely Entomology / Issue 5 - May 2013

Spiders, Centipedes, & Holes

by Cat Rambo
[llustration by AkuraPare

If the spiders run faster than centipedes then black holes will turn white. The black holes, now white, may
swallow both centipedes and spiders. Holes of any sort have little patience with insects. Holes of any sort have
little patience with anything. They are rapacious entities, eager to swallow other things and make them into
something else.

This is, in fact, why the spiders are running, in order to escape the holes. They don’t have to run faster than
the holes — just the centipedes. No one is quite sure why the centipedes are running or how they feel about any
of this. Centipedes are morose and solitary creatures, and their thoughts on getting from Point B to Point A is
anyone’s guess.

We do know this. Centipedes form letters as they writhe along in their journeys. Not all the letters of the
alphabet, of course, but the curvy ones — C’s and S’s and sometimes the awkward contortion of a W. They spell
words full of O’s and U’s but they cannot manage A’s and E’s. And so the language they write in (who they are
writing to is unknown as well) is one full of those vowels, and sibilants, a soft whisper of s ending almost every
word. What they say is enigmatic: directions for assembling five-legged tables or the names of chicken-chasing
dogs.

The spiders think such linguistic efforts are common, lacking grace. They point out that language has been
borrowed from humans, and that to return it, changed, altered, surgically manipulated is rude, like returning
a neighbor’s lawnmower after having painted it blue or removing the blades. You don’t give something back
after you’ve changed it. You give the people something new, and the spiders are pretty sure the centipedes
are holding back, that they could be producing something of value to humanity, rather than meaningless,
unassembled fragments that, like a glow in the dark kaleidoscope, form patterns dependent on proximity and
angles.

The holes have no such concerns, no worries about ethics or etiquette. They just want to swallow
something, and it doesn’t matter what, whether it’s a centipede or spider, or ball of pale blue glass dropped by
some insect in its flight. What souvenirs can the holes collect and destroy? What meaning will be lost forever,
before it can even be deciphered, before it has even been transcribed, changed from an accident of motion into
meaning, into something from nothing, an alchemy that doesn’t care whether the writer is insect or accident of
something much like a hole, devoid of meaning, yet meaningfully empty.

Spiders, Centipedes, & Holes © 2013 Cat Rambo
Dragon Centipede © AkuraPare
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The Space Between

by Lew Andrada
[llustration by Rasa Dilyte

Senith used his pincers to dig deep into the brown
land. The damp, rich odor gave him a fleeting sense
of home and his love, Noora. When he was a Soldier,
his days overflowed with battle drills, meetings on
strategy, and teaching young cadets about the art of
war. However, all that stress would vanish, as soon as
Noora welcomed him home with a playful tug on his
antennae. She always smelled of mushrooms, spices,
and the musk of plowing the fields all morning. Senith
leaned back and scratched at his antennae. He smelled
like cow dung.

Senith grasped the nearest Kamate seedling and
placed it into the small hole he had dug. He handled the
young plant with a delicate air, as if he were placing
his own hatchling to slumber in a soft bed of powdery
earth. Senith wondered how his family had been doing
without him. Noora would keep the hatchlings under
control, but he worried about their advancement. He
hoped at least one of them would be chosen by the
High Council to serve as a member of the Soldier caste
and follow in his footsteps. That caste brought honor
and wealth, unlike the Builders and Farmers.

Senith stared at the Kamate. The reversal of his
situation made him miss home even more. He gently
scooped dirt around the seedling, whose waxy green
leaves glinted in the sunshine. At least he would be
able to get a taste of home, spicy and sweet, once the
fruit ripened.

“Captain?” Rozan tilted his head, and his
mandibles twitched. “Is something wrong?”

Senith brushed manure off of the seedling’s
leaves before looking up. “Everything’s fine. [ was just
thinking about Noora.”
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“Ah.” Rozan turned his gaze downward and
pawed at the dirt. “Her cooking?”

“No, this time it’s the way she smelled. Do you
think that’s strange?”

Rozan traced concentric circles around the
Kamate seedlings with his pincers. Senith could
tell that the young B’latta was thinking of a careful
response. “Sir, it’s perfectly normal to miss things like
that.”

“There’s no need to be so formal, Rozan. Our time
as Soldiers has come and gone. We’re equals now, so
be honest with me. I won’t get angry if you think I’'m
crazy.”

“Im sorry, sir, but you’re my commanding
officer. In victory or defeat, I must treat you as such.”
Rozan paused for a brief moment. “But I don’t
think you’re crazy.” He sat back and stared at the
geometric pattern he’d created in the dirt between them.
The intricacy of the doodle told Senith that Rozan had
a lot of things on his mind. “You know what I miss?
Fertie. She’s my pet Nemoda. I used to love watching
the way she would hop when I sang for her.”

“I didn’t know worms could hear.”
“They can’t. Fertie loved my singing anyway.”

Senith wrapped his legs around his body and
released a laugh. He felt like a bottle of fizzy
Kamate juice being uncorked for the first time. “That’s
impressive. I'd like to listen to your gift of song
sometime.”

Rozan’s antennae wiggled in a happy manner.
“It would be my pleasure, Captain.” Rozan stood up
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and stretched, his exoskeleton crackling as his joints
loosened up. “Perhaps when it’s time for the harvest,
I’ll have enough energy to sing a ballad about Soldiers
and their adventures in—"

Angry shouting derailed the tranquil afternoon,
as Nobu Kobayashi came chugging onto the field.
The old man wore faded overalls and a yellow shirt
that must have been a pristine white lifetimes ago.
The clothes hung loose on his wiry frame. A bamboo
sugegasa sat on his head, giving him the appearance
of a pointy-headed scarecrow complete with a scowl-
ing expression. During the Galactic War, a human like
this would have lasted seconds against Senith’s sharp
claws. Instead of pointing this fact out to Kobayashi,
Senith kept his mouth shut. The old man shook a
clenched fist at both of the B’latta.

“Idiot bugs!” Spit spewed from the corners
of Kobayashi’s mouth. “What’s with all of the loud
buzzing? You want to scare my cows away?”’

Senith knew the livestock was kept on the other
side of the farm, too far away to be disturbed by any
noise the B’latta made. The old man simply enjoyed
finding excuses to yell at the two of them. Standing up
on his thick hind legs, Senith towered several feet over
his employer, but the farmer held his ground.

“I am very sorry, Mr. Kobayashi.” He tried to
properly enunciate every word, but “Kobayashi”
always came out sounding like “Koo-bazz-hat-zhi,”
which made the old man flinch and grit his teeth.
English had proven to be a difficult language for
Senith to learn, but he managed to pick up a good deal
during the few years he spent in a concentration camp
after the failed invasion. He had to do most of the
talking since Rozan could barely understand the
language, let alone speak it. “We were just having a
small conversation.”

“All I hear is ‘buzz,” ‘buzz,” ‘buzz.’ I can barely
understand you damn bugs.”

Senith’s antennae drooped in opposite directions.
He tried to slow down and enunciate his English words
better. “Again, Mr. Kobayashi, we are very sorry.”

“Look, I'm paying you to work, not to chatter
like some stupid school girls!” Kobayashi stomped on
the ground. “Get those damned seedlings planted. If
we miss the harvest, I’'m throwing both of you back
on the streets. You’ll be eating garbage just like God
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intended. You understand me?”

Senith tapped a couple of his forelimbs together,
a B’latta sign of apology. Even if the old man didn’t
pick up on the gesture, it didn’t stop Senith from trying
to be polite. “No, I do not understand.” He wished he
knew the meaning of Kobayashi’s words. Admitting
his incomprehension made him feel foolish.

The old man snorted and slapped his chest. A
cloud of dust rose off of his crusty shirt. He pointed
at the mound of seedlings still sitting in their plastic
containers. “Plant those Kamates, quickly, or you get
no money. Zero dollars. Understand now?”

Again, Senith apologized with his forelimbs.
“We understand. We must work fast or receive no
payment.” Senith turned to Rozan to relay what
Kobayashi had said, but the young B’latta had already
resumed his work at a much quicker pace. He didn’t
have to know English to understand what the farmer
demanded. Senith sounded off a low hum of approval,
and Rozan wiggled his antennae in gratitude.

Matching his former cadet’s pace, Senith returned
to the work before him. Dirt flew in every direction as
he dug shallow holes with his pincers. The Kamate
seedlings, once handled with reverence, were now
dumped into their final resting places. Senith focused
on his task, refusing to let Noora creep back into his
thoughts. From the corner of his left eye, he watched
Kobayashi bend over and pick up a hoe. Instead of
going back into the house as expected, the old man
began digging into the earth a few feet away from the
B’latta. Senith paused for a moment to fully observe
Kobayashi. His face was flushed, and he muttered to
himself as he worked. Senith wondered why the old
man pushed himself to work the fields. Wasn’t that
what he and Rozan were for? He was afraid to ask,
and Senith wasn’t going to refuse Kobayashi’s help. In
fact, he welcomed it.

The three of them worked for hours. The
morning sun sailed across the sky and approached the
peak of its journey. Senith began to feel the sting of
hunger deep in his thorax, but he continued to push on.
Kobayashi had not slowed down since he joined them.
That gained him a little respect in Senith’s eyes. Not
many humans were willing to hire B’latta for jobs, let
alone work alongside them. Hatred and distrust still
ran deep in the hearts of both humans and B’latta. The
war may have ended decades ago, but the scars had



only begun to heal. Senith knew he was fortunate to
find work, and despite Kobayashi’s abrasive behavior,
the old man was fair for the most part. Wages could
be better, but Senith would rather make a little than
nothing at all.

Izumi came out of the house carrying a tray
of tea and sandwiches. She wore a dark blue
yukata with circular patterns throughout. To Senith, she
looked like the evening sky illuminated with stars and
distant worlds. Kobayashi stopped digging and
wiped his hands on his pants. He helped himself to a
sandwich.

“You made too many,” he said.

“No I didn’t.”” Izumi leaned over to Senith
offering food and drink from the tray. He hesitated
under the glare of Kobayashi. “Please, take some,” she
said.

Her encouraging smile outweighed Kobayashi’s
annoyance. Senith took a sandwich with one pincer
and gently grasped a teacup with the other.

“Thank you for your kindness, Mrs. Kobayashi,”
Senith said. She gave him a small bow, and he
returned the gesture. Izumi was a petite lady; her
head was capped with silver and grey. She was such a
gentle creature that it made Senith self-aware of how
clumsy his pincers were in holding a tiny teacup.
He did his best to make sure he didn’t drop it or
accidentally crush it.

Rozan accepted Izumi’s offer as well and bowed
in gratitude. Senith could tell the young B’latta also
struggled to preserve the teacup’s frail nature. “Why
does she always insist on serving us fluids in such
small containers?” asked Rozan.

“Be quiet,” said Senith. “It’s not our place to
question their customs.”

Izumi set her tray on a stack of empty pots. “What
did he say?”

“Ah. Rozan said, ‘the food tastes good.” He is
very happy.”
Izumi laughed. “It’s just a simple chicken

sandwich, but thank you for the compliment.”

“I don’t see why you have to bother making food
for them,” said Kobayashi. “We had scraps leftover
from dinner last night.” He stuffed the rest of the
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sandwich into his mouth and glared at the two B’latta
as he chewed.

“Nobu!” Izumi placed her hands on her hips. Her
face darkened around the eyes. “We feed those scraps
to the pigs.” “So what?”

“I refuse to feed our workers with waste.”

“They’re bugs! They should be thankful to get
anything to eat.”

“There’s no need to be so rude,” she said. “They
do good work.”

Kobayashi took his hat off and fanned himself
with it. He didn’t respond to Izumi’s remark, but
he was obviously upset with her. Senith considered
himself fortunate that Izumi was there to soften the
blows. She approached him with a smile as she pulled
a folded piece of paper out of her pocket.

“Senith, this is for you,” she said.

He took the paper with one of his middle
legs and unfurled it with the others. There were
markings all over it. He recognized some of the human
symbols, but he couldn’t read the whole thing. “I do
not understand. What does this mean?”

“Those are your earnings,” said Izumi. “I’ve been
keeping a tally for you and Rozan. You’ve made just
enough to send a message home.”

“Home.” Senith stared at the paper. He longed
to receive word from Noora and the hatchlings. He
wanted to make sure they were okay, that they had
enough to get by. But would they be relieved to
receive his message? Senith wasn’t so sure. He didn’t
want to shame his family, but he yearned for them.
Senith thanked Izumi and placed the folded paper
under one of his wings. He wanted to consult Rozan
before composing his message, but he decided to save
that for later when they would be alone.

“I would like to send Mate Noora a ‘paper.’
No, that is not the right word.” Senith glanced at
Kobayashi, who offered a silent scowl in response. He
was no help. Senith felt his antennae droop in opposite
directions once again.

“Do you mean ‘letter’?” asked Izumi.

Senith’s antennae perked up. “Yes, thank you! I
would like to send Mate Noora a letter.”
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Izumi smiled and reached into her pocket again.
“Then you could probably use this.” She handed
Senith another folded piece of paper. “It’s blank. Fill it
with your thoughts, and if you need more, just let me
know.”

“You are too kind, Mrs. Kobayashi.” Senith
placed the paper under his wing, next to his earnings
sheet.

Kobayashi picked at his crooked teeth then spit
on the ground. “What a waste of money.”

“Nobu.” Izumi reached out and squeezed his arm.
“He has a family.”

“So do we, and where are those ingrate
children of ours? They’re all travelling the galaxy
because their mother encouraged them to go out and
see different worlds.” Kobayashi yanked his arm away
from Izumi. Senith could see the fury start to spread
across the old man’s face like a wave of scarlet. “Now,
instead of saving money on labor, we have to rely on
these bugs to keep our farm productive. And where
does our money go?”’ He pointed at Senith. “Two
hundred dollars gone, just so he can send a space cap-
sule to a hostile planet.”

A corner of Izumi’s mouth twitched, but she
said nothing. She picked up her empty tray with one
hand and turned around quickly. The tray smacked
Kobayashi in the knee. He howled and grasped at the
pain as he hopped on the good knee. Senith found the
scene to be amusing, but he dared not laugh in front of
an angered Kobayashi.

Izumi stormed back to the house in silence. A trail
of wispy dust followed in her wake. Kobayashi rubbed
his knee and turned to the B’latta. “You two! Get back
to work. I want this field finished by tonight. Do you
hear me?” Without even waiting for a response, he ran
after his wife, muttering words that Senith could not
comprehend.

“What was that about?” asked Rozan. He placed
his now empty teacup on the ground.

“Something about their hatchlings abandoning
them,” said Senith. He placed his teacup on top of
Rozan’s. Once they finished planting, he would make
sure to return the teacups to Izumi in hopes of making
her happy again.

“And they did nothing about that?” Rozan got
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back to digging with his pincers. “If I had dishonored
my parents, they would have eaten me.”

Senith hummed with amusement. “They are a
more lax species.” He returned to his work as well.
“What they lack in discipline, however, is balanced by
their determination. They are a tenacious people.”

Senith planted five more Kamate seedlings
before he noticed the silence beside him. Rozan
had stopped digging. He was staring up at the vast,
empty sky. “Captain, have you ever wondered what
our lives would be like if we had won the war? If we
had returned to Kaleegan as heroes?”

Senith scratched at his abdomen with one of
his hind legs. “Not really,” he said. “I guess my life
would have been the same as before. I wouldn’t want
anything to be different.”

Rozan’s antennae wiggled left to right in a B’latta
sign of consideration. “With my respect, sir, but
wouldn’t that be difficult?”

“How s0?”

“Things can change so quickly.” Rozan made a
sweeping gesture with both his pincers to indicate the
land around them. “Years ago, I would have killed the
humans who owned this land. Now, I rely on them to
survive.”

Senith looked down at his own pincers. Little
craters dotted the surface of his exoskeleton, each one
the result of a piercing bullet. Scars from his battles
with humans still lingered despite multiple sheddings
since the end of the Galactic War. He thought about
Noora again. How he longed to feel her smooth, glossy
shell once more.

“Get back to work,” said Senith. “We have to
finish by nightfall.” As they continued to toil in the
dry heat, Rozan’s words echoed in the back of Senith’s
mind. He no longer dwelled on the question of what
had changed, but rather, how much.

I

The two B’latta managed to finish planting the
seedlings just as the sun began to dip past the horizon.
They settled down in the barn, their assigned sleeping
quarters being empty stalls where horses once slept.
Izumi had originally pleaded with Kobayashi to let
them stay in the empty rooms of their house, but the



old man was livid at the idea. Senith didn’t mind stay-
ing inside the barn. He enjoyed feeling the cool drafts
blow through the barn’s slats. His home in Kaleegan
was carved into the ground, where the air always felt
stagnant and wet. The air on this planet felt crisp and
clean.

He could hear Rozan scraping at the bottom of
his can for the last bits of food. Izumi had served them
dinner in the barn, a dinner that consisted of canned fish
and barbecue beans. Her eyes were red at the edges.
Senith wondered why, but he didn’t dare ask her. She
apologized that she couldn’t offer better food, but the
two B’latta were grateful for the meal and told her so.
Senith also returned the teacups, to Izumi’s delight.

He scraped at the bottom of his can of beans and
savored the last bite. It was sweet and smoky. Senith
had never eaten anything that tasted like this before.
He wondered if something this different, this delicious,
would go over well on Kaleegan. He stood up, flexed
out his right wing, and grabbed the piece of paper with
one of his middle legs. Even if Senith couldn’t read all
of the strange symbols, he trusted Izumi’s words. This
paper was his chance to hear from Noora.

Senith looked over to Rozan, who was resting on
his back in the next stall over. “I want to compose a
message for Noora,” he said.

Rozan stretched all of his limbs, then sat up.
“What will you say?”

“I don’t know yet.”

Rozan opened and closed his pincers in a slow,
thoughtful manner. “Perhaps, sir, a simple greeting
would be enough.” He turned to Senith. His antennae
twitched with uncertainty. “After all, you don’t know
how she will respond to contact.”

Senith let out a long breath from his spiracles.
The warm air whooshed out of his abdomen and tho-
rax, stirring up the hay and dust in his stall. “I guess
you’re right. I will try and make it brief.”

Senith left his stall and moved to the front of
the barn. The three horses Kobayashi still owned
looked up from their stalls and snorted as he passed
by. They used to be afraid of him. Now, they
seemed indifferent. Senith didn’t mind. He preferred
indifference over fear or hatred. He grabbed a pen
from the clipboard hanging by the entrance, being very
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careful not to disturb the papers. Kobayashi kept notes
about the farm there. He would know immediately if
something was disturbed or missing.

Senith sat outside. The quarter moon emitted
enough light for his eyes to properly function. He
unfolded the papers Izumi gave him and found the
blank sheet. The pen proved to be a challenge with
his large pincers. It wasn’t quite as comfortable as
the giant quills he once used on Kaleegan. After a
moment of thought, he managed to scribble a message
for Noora.

To my Honorable Mate Noora,

I am alive. At the end of the war, I was
taken prisoner. The humans, however,
granted myself and many others amnesty
as long as we agreed to follow their ways. [
live in a country named America, in a region
the human Farmers call “The Midwest.” 1,
too, am a Farmer now. Two humans have
taken me under their employment. They
have treated me with a kindness that [ would
not expect from former enemies. We are
raising Kamates, which grow so much
bigger on Earth than they do on Kaleegan. |
wish I could show you.

Noora, I don’t expect to hear from you,
but I want you to know that I think of you
often. I love you and wish you and the
hatchlings well.

Always,
Senith

He folded the letter and placed his home address
on the top flap. Even though Earth and Kaleegan had
gone to war, they re-established diplomatic ties rather
quickly after reaching a peace agreement. The Inter-
galactic Post was up and running, according to Izumi,
so Senith knew his letter would get to its destination.
He was only uncertain of whether or not he’d receive
any kind of response from Noora. He tucked the letter
back under his wing. In the morning, he planned to
give it to Izumi to mail whenever she had the time.

When Senith returned to the barn, Rozan was
leaning into one of the stalls occupied by a horse. He
scratched the animal behind its ears, and the delighted
horse responded with a couple of gentle nibbles. “I’ve
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made a new friend, Captain,” he said.

“So I see.” Senith approached the young B’latta,
but as he did so, the horse let out a low sound of
protest and moved to the back of the stall.
“Apparently, I'm not on the same terms as you.”

“Give him time. He wouldn’t come up to me at all
in the beginning.” Rozan tried to coax the horse back
towards the stall’s entrance, but the animal remained
stubborn. He gave up and turned to Senith. “Did you
have luck finding your words?”

“I did. I hope it will be worth all of my savings.”

“I’'m sure it will be, sir. At the very least, Noora
will know you’re safe.”

Senith suddenly felt tired; the day’s work had
finally caught up to him. He moved back to his stall.
“I think I will sleep now,” he said. “There are still two
more fields to plow and sow. Mr. Kobayashi will be in
a foul mood tomorrow.”

“When is he ever in a good mood?” asked Rozan.
“You go ahead and sleep, Captain. I plan to stay up a
while longer.” Now that Senith had moved away, the
horse approached Rozan once more.

Senith felt his antennae wiggle in amusement.
“You’re a natural Farmer.”

Rozan stroked the horse’s mane. “Perhaps the
High Council assigned me to the wrong caste after
all.” He turned to Senith. “Captain, after you send
your letter, what do you intend to do with your future
earnings?”

Senith felt his body stiffen. He hadn’t thought
that far ahead. All this time he had toiled on the farm
just to send a single letter. There would be no need to
send any more. “I don’t know.”

Rozan patted the horse on its neck. “I think
I’'ll save my earnings and buy a farm of my own
someday.”

There was no idea of ownership on Kaleegan.
All the fields belonged to the Queen, and the High
Council oversaw all the work. Senith watched the
young B’latta. He could barely remember the day
when the young Soldier joined his battalion. Senith
did remember, however, that Rozan had been eager to
please and quick to learn. Now, the Soldier that Senith
once knew began to disappear. Rozan was adapting
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to Earth customs faster than Senith could hope for
himself. “I think it’s a sound plan,” he said.

“Sleep well, Captain.”

Senith lay down on his pile of hay. “Same to you,

Rozan.”
K ]

The next morning, Izumi came into the barn with
a special treat. “Waffles,” she said.

Senith stared at his plate containing two light
brown squares, each one indented with even more
squares. He had never seen such intricate food. “Thank
you. This looks very difficult to make.”

Izumi laughed. “Not if you have a waffle iron.”
She poured a brown, viscous liquid over Senith’s
and Rozan’s waffles. “You need syrup to fully enjoy
them.”

Senith could see Rozan hesitating, so he decided
to take the first bite. It was sweet, crunchy, and chewy.
They were wonderful sensations that overwhelmed his
sense of taste. He struggled with the small fork, but
he managed to get another bite of happiness. “This is
incredible, Mrs. Kobayashi. I have never eaten such
delicious food before.”

“I’'m glad you like it,” she said.

Rozan took a bite and licked the syrup and crumbs
off of his fork. “This is amazing. Sometimes, I’'m
almost happy to have lost the war.”

“What did he say?” asked Izumi.

“He enjoys the waffles very much,” said Senith.
He struggled with the word ‘waffles,” but Izumi didn’t
seem to notice. “Rozan is grateful.”

“Well, it’s my pleasure.” Izumi took a seat on
a nearby bale of hay and watched them eat. A smile
formed on her lips and remained there throughout the
meal. It took all of Senith’s inner strength to prevent
himself from devouring everything, including the
plate. When the B’latta finished, Izumi collected their
dirty plates and silverware.

“Mrs. Kobayashi,” said Senith. “I would like to
ask you a favor.”

“Of course. What can I do for you, Senith?”



He produced the letter from underneath his wing
and gave it to her. “Could you please send my letter to
Mate Noora? You will have my gratitude forever.”

Izumi laughed. “Forever is a long time, but that’s
very sweet of you.” She looked over the folded piece
of paper. “The nearest IGP station is in Saint Louis.
It’s about a two hour drive from here. Don’t worry,
though. I have family around that area. Your letter will
give me a nice excuse to visit my sister.”

Before Senith could offer his profuse thanks,
Kobayashi entered the barn. He sniffed the air. “Did
you give them waffles?” His brow furrowed at Senith
and Rozan.

“Of course,” said Izumi. She glared at her
husband. Senith noticed a change in her tone of
voice. With him and Rozan, it had been soft like the
scarlet petals of a Kamate blossom. With the old man,
however, her voice was hard and jagged stone.

Senith sensed that the couple would begin
fighting again. He tried to calm the situation. “We are
very grateful for the waffles.”

Izumi turned to both B’latta. “And you’re very
welcome.”

“I can’t believe you understood all that buzzing.”
Kobayashi folded his arms. He smirked at Senith, but
the B’latta sensed no friendliness behind the gesture.

“That’s because I know how to listen,” said
Izumi.

“Oh really? Then why don’t you remember what
I said about wasting our food?” Kobayashi’s voice
grew louder. Senith could see the deep wrinkles form
at the corners of the old man’s frown.

Izumi placed her hands on her hips. “I am not
going to let these boys starve or eat our scraps.”

“Boys? Boys?” Kobayashi’s eyes bulged at that
word. Senith feared that they would pop out of his
head. “Listen to yourself. They’re bugs! Stop treating
them like children. It’s not going to bring any of them
back.”

Senith had seen Izumi angry before, but he had
never witnessed her ears turn bright red and her eyes
narrow into dark slits. “Don’t you dare bring that up
again. I’m treating these two like a decent boss would
treat her