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THE WRONG PLANET
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You are a Cricket. Do not let the bastards steal that from you.

~ O’Buzznid-3

***
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“I HAVE VISUAL CONFIRMATION of the target, Captain!”

“Take us in, Pilot,” said Captain O’Spotnid-3.

The whole crew stood to study the moonlit geologic formation. They gazed into the night through the viewing dome of their uncloaked battleship.

“On screen, Pilot.”

Captain O’Spotnid-3 stepped closer to the screen and asked for magnification. “What a bizarre thing this is. When they showed us the training dummy, I thought they were kidding around – just giving the insectoids a little thrill.”

“I hope it is not life-sized,” said the navigator.

“I believe it is a somewhat inflated representation,” said the ship’s doctor. “These Dirtlings must have a lot of pride, Captain.” 

“Yes, Doctor, extraordinary pride... I think we might learn something here, gentlemen. Almost seems a shame... Are we ready?”

“The center of mass is calculated. I make it behind the chin of the tough-looking guy in the back,” said the navigator.

“I have verified the center of mass,” said the pilot. “We are ready, sir.”

“Okay, set weapon on melt.”

“Yessir!” replied the pilot.

Captain O’Spotnid-3 paused to consider, one last time, what they were about to do. 

Their orders had come directly from the highest levels of the Galactic Pool government. The Vice President himself had hand-selected him.

I should be as proud as these weird people... 

But at least he was out of stasis. And he had not chosen mountain melting as a specialty, after all. As far as he was concerned, this was nothing more than an arbitrary situation.

And I just happen to be the one who ended up in it... 

That was the most pride-worthy thought he could come up with. 

Besides, orders were orders. And he had not been sent to destroy this entire planet – just this tiny bit of it. This maneuver merely symbolized the destruction of every living thing, and the laying to waste of mountain ranges, etcetera. This was nothing more than a diplomatic mission with the simple goal of seeking an amicable compromise. The Dirtlings just needed a foundation upon which a compromise could be built – a nice warm foundation, as the men liked to say. And it was intended to be good for the inhabitants of this backwater in the long run.

“Better than spraying them with poison until they beg for mercy...” he said under his breath.

“Sir?”

“Never mind, Pilot. Fire at will.”

The beam hit its spot. The giant faces appeared to blush. And within a few seconds Mount Rushmore had melted into a lava flow.

“Nice work, men! We should have their undivided attention by sunrise. When they arrive, scan their weapon systems, but do not cloak the ship unless-”

Before he could finish his sentence, Captain O’Spotnid-3 saw the glowing landscape turn into a sunlit blue ocean. He felt a slight acceleration as the inertial airbags kicked in. He looked at the view screen and saw ocean swells zipping by beneath his ship.

“REPORT!”

“Sir, we have lost control of the ship!” replied the Click Beetle pilot.

The Dung Beetle navigator pounded on his instrument panel. “Sir, I am unable to verify our position!”

“Engineering! Status!”

“Yes Captain! We have lost power to thrusters, but antimatter is stable. Disconnected... Life support and computer systems normal! Sir, this malfunction appears... almost surgical. Not even a spark...” replied the Bee engineer as he emptied his venom sacs and struggled to keep his stinger in.

The navigator interrupted. “Sir, we are coming in almost parallel to the sea. If we do not contact the surface soon, we may crash into land! One-hundred feet and falling... Ninety-five feet!”

“Pilot! What is our ground speed?”

The Click Beetle pilot called out above the warning siren. “Sir, one-hundred and twenty knots... but... but our outer hull is spinning... at over twenty-five rotations per second, sir!”

“What!?”

“Um, sir,” said the navigator. “This is not the same planet. Seventy feet!”

“Not the same planet?”

“Sir, I believe our instruments are functioning properly, but this says we are approximately four-point-three light years from our former location – and now sixty feet above the sea.”

“Brace for impact!” called the pilot. “This could get bouncy even with the dampers!” 

The Dung Beetle navigator wedged his stubby horn into its holster under the flight console. Captain O’Spotnid-3 poked his leg spikes into their emergency foam stabilization pads. The pilot flipped over on his back and assumed the click position. The Bee engineer grabbed a roll of tape and climbed into the center cell of his honeycomb. The pair of Moth technicians flew around in circles, hoping for the best and shedding beautiful blue and orange scales all over the place.

***
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THE SURFERS SPOTTED something as they gazed out to sea looking for the next set of waves. They all pointed their wing tips at a bright object on the horizon. The object did not appear to be moving – at first. 

Then one of the surfers said, “Hey, she’s getting bigger. She’s coming right at us!”

They saw the first splash. Another surfer said, “Can’t out-paddle this thing, cats. No need to agitate the gravel...” So they straddled their boards, shook out their feathers, and accepted whatever fate this thing held for them.

The huge disk bounced closer and closer, and got bigger and bigger. 

“It looks as though some big honkin’ Clyde has flung a gigantramous whacked-out flying saucer at us like a skipping stone,” said a third surfer.

Of course, this is exactly what had happened. But no one would believe it for a very long time.

***
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“CREW REPORT!” YELLED the captain as his ship came to rest, floating about a quarter-mile offshore.

“Sir! The Moth technicians have suffered second degree splats, but I can rebuild them,” said the Ant doctor, who had stabilized himself by chomping down onto a bulkhead beam with his heavy duty mandibles. 

The Moths were legs-up on the floor with their wings vibrating. The doctor prepared to probaluate them, but first had to stop them spinning in circles.

“Engineering!”

“Sir, the main engine, cloaking device, and weapon systems have been disconnected from the antimatter core somehow. But auxiliary power is one-hundred percent. Life support never even flickered. All other systems appear functional.”

“Pilot, send an SOS on all secure channels. Explain our predicament and position in the simplest terms you can.”

“Sir, the quantum radio is not functional,” said the pilot.

“Engineering, how long for repairs?”

The Bee engineer stood next to a tall transparent cylinder, looking up and down the stacked array of blue antimatter coils inside. He got his buzzing under control and said, “I know the duplicator works, sir. I just repaired my sacs with it. But three antimatter power linkages have been severed. And even though the gap is scarcely a micron wide, I cannot make the duplicator bridge it. It is like the space in between does not actually exist. It seems to be some kind of space-time anomaly or something. Sir, I have no idea...”

“What about the radio?”

“The quantum capacitor appears to exist only in its other place,” replied the engineer.

“Navigator, what planet is this?”

“Captain, sir, like the target planet, this planet is not in our database. It is simply too far out. Breathable atmosphere, seventy-seven percent relative gravity... Atmospheric analysis shows a high likelihood of sapient beings with minor amounts of combustion technology.”

“Any computer technology?”

“I am scanning... Okay, they have television and radio, but apparently no public computer network. I have TV images confirming combustion/electric technology, sir, but not very advanced and probably not widespread.”

“Weapons?”

“Let me flip channels... There is a small hovercraft... I think those things are muffins... Sports... More sports... They apparently like games, sir, and muffins. Little flat boats too... Wait, I think I found the news. This story shows big birds jumping and running around while throwing colorful hoops in the air. Now they are showing something that I can only describe as a patty-cake obstacle course, sir. Now an award ceremony... And this looks like some kind of competitive bake-off. It is all very innocent looking. Wait. Uh, they zoomed in on the muffins and they have something that looks like Ants cooked into the tops. They look just like Doctor Exoskeleton, sir.”

“Just how big are these muffins, Navigator?”

The navigator grabbed a frame, enhanced it, and put it up on the view screen.

“They appear to be only slightly larger than standard-sized muffins, and the ants must be tiny – unlikely to be sapient. I do not think these are upright-walking upper-case-A ants, sir,” replied the navigator. “The sapient inhabitants, which are large flightless avianoids, would appear to be omnivorous, including insectoids. However, I do not believe we would be at risk of predation from them if we left the ship.”

“I do not plan to leave the ship, Navigator. I plan to be on our way back to the target planet to complete our mission shortly,” said Captain O’Spotnid-3. “Engineering! Update our status!”

The two Moth technicians were back to normal and one of them had joined the Bee engineer crawling around in the pit below the antimatter chamber.

“We are giving it all we got, sir! We have tried to link the plasma field connections, but there is nothing to attach to. It is like a two-dimensional wormhole. That micron gap might be light years wide in reality, sir. I am going to need a lot of conduit.”

“How about the radio?”

“We have recovered the quantum capacitor’s information, but we are not optimistic about reassembling it. One of the Moths is making an attempt.”

The Moth technician tapped away at a keyboard as a series of different-colored block-like shapes cascaded down the screen. He attempted to arrange them at the bottom as they fell, but he was leaving a lot of gaps.

“Alright, the threat from outside... Report!”

The Dung Beetle navigator replied. “Sir, their television broadcasts show no sign of weaponry or aircraft. I do not think we need to worry about being swooped down upon by a military or anything.”

The Click Beetle pilot interrupted. “Sir! Look outside.”

The entire crew looked out to see a group of very large shaggy birds on little flat boats. They were using their wings to paddle toward the floating super saucer.

“Uh oh, here come the locals. Are the grabber beams online?”

“Yessir!” replied the pilot.

“Hit them with an egocite stream, but do not let them get any closer than ear shot.”

The pilot turned on the outside audio receiver and then used a grabber beam to form an invisible egocite delivery tube. As the egocite vapor saturated the verbal regions of the avianoids’ brains, the galactic autotranslator kicked in and the crew listened.

“HONK HONK HONK... wonder what those space bugs eat?” asked one of the avianoid surfers as he pointed up at the insectoid crew peering down from the ship’s viewing dome. 

“Yipes! That red hoedad has got some chomps!”

“This is the biggest hovercraft ever!” said another surfer. “Cats, this ride is bigger than my whole barrio!”

“Not much of a hovercraft, if you ask me, daddy-o. More of a skippercraft, I’d call it,” replied the largest surfer – the one they call Dayv.

The other surfers laughed.

But another creature had been attracted by the flying saucer’s crash landing. 

The insectoid crew saw it rise from the depths. It was just a giant head at first – the body was still too deep to see. 

The water erupted under the surfers and feathers exploded into the air.

“SQUAAAAAAAAAUK!” yelled a stricken surfer as a full-grown adult short-necked plesiosaur dove back under the waves with a severed leg and half a surfboard in its mouth.

“Encase them!” said Captain O’Spotnid-3.

The pilot wrapped them in a grabber beam just in time for the plesiosaur to attack again. The monster appeared to clamp its mouth around the entire mid-section of the biggest surfer, but it came away empty.”

“Hold them until the beast loses interest, Pilot.”

“Captain, with all due respect, that person is bleeding to death!” said the doctor.

They watched as the surfers applied pressure to the victim’s femoral artery in an effort to slow the blood loss. One of the surfers was attempting to use the leash of his board as a tourniquet, but there was no stump to attach too.

“I see that, Doctor. But these are sentient beings on an uncontacted planet. I cannot bring them aboard for a mere bleeding-to-death.”

They paused to watch the plesiosaur return. It attempted to batter the surfers with its tail. The surfers honked bloody murder. But the animal could not touch them.

“We caused this, Captain. We – that is, I – am obligated to care for the victim.”

The plesiosaur attempted to bite each surfer in succession. Each surfer freaked out appropriately. The victim appeared to be unconscious.

“Doctor Exoskeleton, I believe that we will ultimately do more harm than good if we abduct that fellow. That is why it is against the law for us to interact with them.”

They saw the plesiosaur’s head burst from the red water as if looking for its best shot. It turned, dove, and attempted to grab the victim from below again. But it smacked its head on the grabber beam envelope and sank to the bottom.

“We have ALREADY interacted with them, Captain. Pilot, bring them aboard and place them in sickbay,” ordered Doctor Exoskeleton.

The Click Beetle pilot looked at his captain.

Captain O’Spotnid-3 said, “Doctor Exoskeleton makes a good point. Do as he says, Pilot.”

“Yessir!” said the pilot as he grabber-beamed the surfers up in one big wet bloody pile.

“Whoa, daddy-o,” said one surfer as the flock tried to arrange itself on the slippery floor of the ship’s sickbay.

Doctor Exoskeleton dosed them with calming agent. Then he isolated the plesiosaur attack victim and clamped the leg wound shut with his mandibles while the Moths fired up the medical duplicator. He stabilized the victim, sealed the wound, and provided him with duplicated blood. The Moths had the mess cleaned up even before the captain came in.

“Welcome aboard. I would greet you with our traditional benediction of ‘Do not get eaten’ but that somehow seems inappropriate just now. Anyway, I am Captain O’Spotnid-3, but you can call me Captain Spotty, or just Captain, if you have trouble pronouncing insectoid names. We are tending to your stricken comrade – he should be fine momentarily. But I apologize for not knowing how to greet you properly, for we seem to have landed not where we would have intended. The inhabitants of our original target planet would have expected ‘Take me to your leader’ as a greeting.”

The surfers all looked at Dayv.

“I guess that’d be yours-truly in a pinch. I look to be the senior cat of this cool band of brothers, Mon Capitan. But is my fine-feathered-shredder going to be a complete cock again, daddy-o?”

Captain Spotty replied, looking bewildered. “Um, I am not sure what, um... Do you speak an allegorical language of some kind? Our autotranslator is still getting warmed up, perhaps?”

“Oh, sorry Cap’n,” said Dayv. “Cats, our new friends don’t speak hipster. You need to speak like they are your mothers.”

All ten guys nodded at Dayv.

“So Cap’n, I am Dayv. We don’t have an overall country-wide leader-type-person that we could take you to. But we’d be happy to introduce you to our wives. You will be welcomed as honored and very curious guests. Though we do wonder what it is you chow upon... I mean, what do you eat?”

“We were wondering the same about you. We have seen your muffin toppings...” said Captain Spotty.

The group of surfers, including the plesiosaur attack victim, laughed.

“Gotcha Cap’n. There’s no threat from us. Nobody’s going to scarf you here. There are the sea beasts, as you saw, but our ancestors skee-daddled most of the big land predators a few generations back. You cats do look like big ol’ muffin decorations though. You just have to make sure a big ol’ bronto doesn’t step on you, or worse, in the forest. They’re pretty easy to spot though.”

“That is comforting, Mister Dayv. You are also safe around us. We eat a variety of foodstuffs, but we get all of our food from our ship’s duplicators. Well, except for him,” said Captain Spotty, indicating the navigator.

The navigator lowered his horn and raised a claw in sheepish admission.

Captain Spotty continued. “So, speaking of duplicators, the doctor needs to replace your comrade’s missing leg. Doctor?”

“Yes, Mister Victim, you have some options for your repairs. We can duplicate your left leg and attach it to your right hip. It will be functional, but you will have two left legs. It might take some getting used to. And you may never dance again.”

The surfers stood with their beaks agape, staring in disbelief at the doctor.

“Or we can duplicate one of your friends’ right legs and just fit it to your right socket. In which case, you should try to choose a donor to match your own dimensions as closely as possible.” The doctor scanned the options and pointed at one of the other surfers. “I would recommend him.”

The victim propped himself up on his side, supported his head with his wing, and examined the candidate. The candidate spun in a circle and did a couple of deep knee bends.

“Or, if you desire, we can give you a full pair of one of your friends’ legs. In this case, you can select anyone you like. Perhaps you would like to be even taller.”

“Dayv...?” said the victim. 

“Me? Yo, daddy-o, I’m not exactly a squab anymore...”

“I know, Dayv, but it would be an honor, big cat, really and righteously... Plus, you shred like a penguin, and the hens dig your drumsticks. I could do some super jumps with your pegs on my bod.”

With an efficiency that precluded letting the conversation continue, the doctor shined a laser pointer at Dayv and said, “Replace both of the victim’s legs with duplicates of this donor’s legs from his pygostyle down. This will not hurt either of you.” 

There was an audible ‘plop’. A Moth technician had grabber-beamed off the plesiosaur victim’s remaining leg. The leg appeared to jump into the matter conversion hopper of its own volition. And a moment later, duplicates of Dayv’s legs appeared in the medical duplicator bin. The Moth technician used a grabber beam to unwrap the stumps and attach them to the victim with two more plops. They waved an auto-suture wand over the seams and told the victim to wiggle his talons.

The doctor said, “I used your own leg matter in the new leg duplication, which should decrease the weirdness factor by approximately thirty percent for you.”

“Try ‘em out, Blood Brother!” said Dayv.

The victim stood with apparent ease. He jumped and bonked his head on the viewing dome. “Fab! Thanks Dayv! These are awesome!” He strutted around the sickbay like the rooster that he was – his new legs making up three-quarters of his new total body mass. He almost tripped over one of the Moth technicians.

“So, Mister Dayv, how long until someone official gets here to investigate us, and what should we expect?” asked Captain Spotty. “Things get tricky for us once we have had traceable contact with beings of an otherwise uncontacted world. You may, by default, end up a member of our Galactic Pool.”

“Cap’n, we are already investigating you, so I’m not sure if I understand the question. Are YOU speaking in allegories now? And besides, this Galactic Pool thing you have here looks wicked! What’s the trick?”

“Mister Dayv, are you saying nobody could have seen us besides you fellows? There is no radar or other detection system?”

“That’s pretty much probably right, Cap’n.”

The other surfers confirmed this fact with shrugs and confused looks.

“You just came down from outer space right out there, right? You haven’t been elsewhere?” asked Dayv.

“Honestly? A few moments ago we were over four light years’ worth of elsewhere.”

“I take it that means ‘no’. And yes, it’s pretty remote out here. Listen – can’t even hear the hens honking... That’s why we’re here – just me and the boys hanging out at my cabin and shredding at our favorite break. Sometimes I bring some squabs from the orphanage down here to look at the tidepools and camp out and stuff, but otherwise it’s just us. So come on over! We’ll have a beach bonfire. What kinds of instruments do you cats play?”

“Uh, I rub my wings together a little, and my Click Beetle pilot is an accomplished percussionist... We appreciate the invitation, however we need to make repairs and be on our way. Central Command did not issue us a memory mender unit for this mission. We usually just melt things – and there is no need to cover your tracks when you get to that point. So we are going to have to ask you not to say anything about this encounter.”

“But how am I going to explain Dayv’s legs on my body?” asked the plesiosaur victim.

“Blood, the hens never noticed your sticks before, right? So how they gonna know the difference? Just tell them you’ve been working out. Besides, Cap’n, nobody’d believe this crazy story anyway.”

“We appreciate your discretion and your hospitality. I will offer to get you back to shore using our grabber beam with the sea beast still around. So if you will excuse us, we have much work to do,” said Captain Spotty.

“Cap’n, this has been a real treat for us cats. We’ve learned a lot – secrets of the universe kind of stuff.”

The ‘cats’ all nodded their enthusiastic agreement.

“So, here, allow me to present you with this.”

Dayv removed his plesiosaur tooth necklace and placed it around Captain Spotty’s cephalothorax.

“A reminder of Mother Roost!” Dayv said. “We’ll look for you in the morning, but I expect to see nothing out here but tasty waves – so I’ll say bon voyage Cap’n. However, if you castaways are still casted away, then you have to promise to call upon us at my humble abode.”

Captain Spotty, ever the diplomat and confident that his crew would make the repairs, made the promise.

***
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THAT EVENING, WHILE the crew busted their malpighian tubules trying to fix the ship, Captain and Doctor had a captain/doctor conversation in the canteen.

“Exoskeleton, I WILL get my men home, and I DO intend to complete my mission.”

“I am sure the men would agree, Spotty. But you do have to consider how to handle things if we are marooned for some period of time. This ship is going to start feeling pretty small.”

“Our world is on this ship. This ship IS the Galactic Pool as far as I am concerned. I may have to visit our hosts on shore as protocol dictates, but the crew will remain on board at all times. Just because we happen to be floating in their ocean, it does not mean that we are in their world – it does not mean we can start going around having campfire jamdowns on alien worlds. The men are not permitted to visit other planets outside of the Galactic Pool at any other time, so they just have to imagine themselves to be light years away from this place.”

“You have a good crew, Spotty – the best in the fleet. They will accept this for a long time, I expect. But at some point, if we are still here...”

“Then, Exoskeleton, we will sink this ship and become food for the fishes.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CRICKETS AND BEARS
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Besmirch not cannibalism. For how many Crickets can one galaxy hold?

~ O’Buzznid-3

***
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“HOW MANY KITTENS THIS time, Daddy?!” asked Dee’s youngest cub, who was lying on his back on the mat inside the family wrestling room.

“How many do you want?”

“Eleventy-thousand!”

“Cubby, that’s a lot of kittens. How many did you wrestle last time?”

“Eleventy-hundred, Daddy!”

“HAHAHA! Yay, Cubby, that’s a lot! Did you win?”

“Yes Daddy! Remember? I won right away – they pinned me in like a second. I bet eleventy-thousand would flatten me. It would be sooo fun!”

“Okay, how about if I send in eleventy-dozen? Is that enough?”

“I think so, Daddy! That sure is a lot!”

Dee pulled a cord and over a hundred kittens slid down a chute right onto the cub. Kittens spilled all around the little Bear. Some of the kittens seemed to figure out that it was a wrestling match right away. They swatted at the cub’s ears and toes, and also at each other. Some of the kittens tried to wander off. Dee scooped the strays up and added them back to the pile on top of his cub.

“Okay son, be careful with your rolling around. Let the kittens come to you!”

“YAY! They are so fuzzy! I think they have me pinned. Do they have me pinned, Daddy?”

“Almost! Okay – how does it feel now?”

“Warm and fuzzy and very tickly, Daddy!”

“I think you won! I can’t see you at all. They totally have you pinned! Okay, Son, count to a hundred now,” said Dee.

The little cub counted to a hundred – not including the thirties – and then jumped up in a victory pose. Several kittens still clung to his fur, and one sat atop his head.

Dee and his cub gathered up the kittens. Dee said, “I bet that made you hungry, huh?”

“Yes, Daddy, and I bet it made the kittens hungry too.”

“You are right, I think. How about if you go on and find your sister? I bet Mommy has something nice for you to eat. And I’ll feed the kittens.”

“Yes, Daddy!”

His cub galloped toward the ranch house, and Dee went to the feed warehouse.

***
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DEE HEARD THE PHONE in his office ring. Shirtless and wearing blue jeans, he dropped a one-hundred-pound sack from his massive shoulder into a feed hopper, brushed the dust from his chest fur, and then sat down at his desk.

“Hugs to you. This is Dee.”

“Yes, Mister Dee-15? Proprietor of Kitten Emporium?”

“Yep, that’s me. What can I do for you, buddy?” Dee activated the video panel.

“I have a special delivery, sir.”

“Hey! A Cockroach! You look just like my old cousin Buzzy! Gosh I miss him. He was the best Cockroach ever...”

“Sir, I am a Cricket, as was General O’Buzznid-3.”

“Oh,” replied Dee. “Wait, did you say ‘General’? Uh, Buzzy was just a PLUMBOB computer text translator, so, sorry, you have the wrong address.”

“General O’Buzznid-3 wore many hats, sir. In fact, this is a delivery FROM your cousin,” said the cargo ship captain.

“Gosh, I’m not expecting anything from him. Because... well... poor Buzzy is... dead.” Dee tried to disguise his sobbing as coughing, but the galactic autotranslator betrayed him.

“Yes, of course he is, sir.  Else my delivery would be unnecessary. Allow me to show you the note.”

The Cricket captain pulled up an electronic document and displayed it on Dee’s video panel. Written in Bearish, the note read:

***
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I, O’Buzznid-3, being of sound mind and itchy head, do record my last will and testament. My only personal possession, my stasis case, I leave to Trukk-9 because he already has it. My private files on Planet One may have some value to historians; however, they do not belong to me to bequeath. As for family concerns, I have but one living relative. So, in the event that their mother is unable to find them adequate rearing habitat before she completes her life cycle, I bequeath the care of my grubs to my cousin, Mister Dee-15.



***
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“WHAT!? I’M NOT HIS cousin. Look at me. I’m a Bearman for crying out loud. This is obviously a mistake, right?” Dee stood up in front of the video console to model his obvious Bearman features.

“No, sir. You are legally registered as his cousin and only known living relative. And you are legally required to accept this delivery. If you do not accept delivery immediately, you are obliged to pay my port fees as I wait. I also have a six-pack of Tiger Beetle enforcement agents that I am required to thaw out if you refuse delivery.”

“What kind of stupid law is that!? Besides, you don’t understand. I was only his JOKING cousin.” Dee tried to explain the custom and that they’d had tremendous fun playing this joking cousin game.

“It is not a law that I can overrule. Are you able to take delivery now?”

“Delivery of child Crickets?! Now? How many are we talking?”

The cargo ship captain shuffled through some receipts. “Let us see... doot doot... Two teenagers...”

“Two teenagers!? That’s insane! I don’t know anything about raising teenagers.”

“Sir, no one does. Please allow me to finish. I have a consignment of two teens and... doot doot... one-hundred and twelve grubs.”

“Wait a second! WAIIIIT just a second, buddy. TEENagers are too old. They couldn’t be Buzzy’s children. See? You’ve brought them to the wrong guy.”

“We Crickets develop quickly if not contained in stasis. They are teens in Cricket years.”

“Oh. But what about their mother?”

“Their mother completed her life cycle, of course. The grubs could not be allowed to infest the space station where they were born. She was only authorized to release two grubs into the space station’s biopods. Those two became these teens. And she put the rest of the grubs into stasis... for you, sir.”

“What about HER relatives?”

“Unknown, sir. She was just a radio voice on a distant space station.”

“That’s kinda sad,” said Dee.

“Indeed, sir. I gather that their mother was somewhat free-spirited. She did not teach the teens very much about their culture. However, they are Crickets, so they should not be too much of a problem.”

“But, still... They are teens.” 

“Teen Crickets will occasionally make sudden and erratic movements, and they can eat a lot. But they do not require much care other than perhaps a good hosing-down once in a while. You can trust their Cricket instincts. And you can always put them back into their stasis boxes when they need a time-out.”

“And the babies – a hundred babies...?”

“Sir, all you have to do is let them loose upon the land. If any survive, they will come back as teens after they complete their final instar stage.”

“I can’t let baby Crickets roam free here. The kittens will hunt them. Kittens might be cute, but they are merciless.”

“That is to be expected, sir. Few Crickets must survive to adulthood. We need predators to control our numbers. This is the natural way.”

“They’ll be slaughtered!”

“Think about it, sir. If every baby Cricket survived, the galaxy would soon be filled to the brim with Crickets.”

“Oh. What do they eat then?”

“Pretty much anything. If you choose to feed them, they will eat whatever you feed the kittens. If you choose not to feed them, they will scrounge on the land and/or eat each other.”

“Okay, okay, but are you sure I have to take delivery? I don’t think it’s in the best interest of the children. Can’t you declare me incompetent or something?”

“Sir, our records show that you raise and sell thousands of kittens. Crickets will be a piece of cake. Please authorize me to land on your property and we can begin the transfer.”

***
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THE CARGO SHIP TOUCHED down on the back-forty of Dee’s ranch. An Ant stevedore unloaded a pallet of small Cricket stasis cases, each about the size of a shoebox. Then he rolled the two full-sized teenager cases down the ramp with a grabber beam dolly. The ship’s captain came out to greet Dee. 

“Sir, may I recommend that we simply open the cases here and let the grubs go free? I am authorized to provide you with this assistance as a safety measure. Reviving static insectoids can be hazardous if done incorrectly.”

“Yeah, buddy – I know a little bit about that myself. But I can’t let the poor things fend for themselves out here. You’re right – I have the indoor facilities to rear them up until they are ready to go home.”

“Home, sir?”

“Yeah, back to ZZZZZZ-3 where they belong.”

“I am afraid that they are citizens of Free-15, sir. If they want to apply for visas when they reach two non-stasis years, they may be permitted to visit ZZZZZZ-3 like anyone else. But ZZZZZZ-3 is not a place where they would want to live. It remains a war poisoned wasteland. The vast majority of insectoids now live elsewhere in the Galactic Pool.”

“But once they are all full grown, there’s no way I can adequately house them all,” said Dee.

“Precisely,” said the cargo ship captain.

“How long can they stay in these little boxes?”

“Indefinitely. General O’Buzznid-3 himself spent periods spanning decades in his box. He is your cousin, sir – you do not know anything about who he was?”

“No, not really... He was just a little guy who was fun to play with. He was pretty good at translating text and all that, but he could be a little surly at times.”

“Unfortunately, I am not authorized to teach insectoid history. Anyway, I would unpack the teenagers first. They will be very hungry, which may be of some assistance if you decide to release the grubs. If I can get you to sign here, sir...”

Dee signed the documents and said, “My wife isn’t going to be happy about this, but I think the cubs will enjoy the challenges of Cricket wrestling. Buzzy was a pretty fair wrestler, but he was what I would call a reluctant warrior.”

“That he was, sir. That he was... By the way – and I am not actually allowed to say this, so please do not tell anyone – you should get a copy of General O’Buzznid-3’s memoir. It is called ‘I, Buzzy’. It has, of course, been banned by the Planet One administration, but I know a secure site where you can download a copy of the ebook for only ninety-nine cents. I will send you a link. Please read it to the children so they at least know of their honorable father. Do not get eaten, my good sir.”

***
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DEE WAS VERY CAREFUL when he released the teenagers. It took the young Crickets a few minutes to warm up and regain all of their senses. They bounced around some, but they didn’t cause any damage. They finally calmed down and stood to look up at Dee.

“Welcome to Free-15, little nephews!” said Dee as he hugged them together. “Do you fellows have any idea what’s going on here?”
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