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Kel had never seen anything like it and needed some time just to take it all in. She sat on a moss-covered stump by the roadside and smoothed her red hair back. Jum stopped beside her. “I’m not really sure,” she said as she scanned the wide valley in front of them, “what I expected...” Jum’s golden eyes got bigger the longer he looked. Kel turned, “but it wasn’t this.”

The valley floor was a Garden of Eden, at least the way Kel had grown up to imagine. A carpet of velvety grass covered much of it, festooned with wildflowers scenting the air. Here and there, fruit trees adorned the rich landscape like jewels. The sun lit them emerald green. Yet none of that, beautiful as it was, could compare to the marvel that rose just beyond it.

“Those are as high as skyscrapers,” Kel thought out loud. “Can they be... hives?” she wondered.

Dwarfing the evergreen woodland below them stood dozens of clusters of strange-looking towers. Some loomed as large as a hundred feet over the treetops. Many were much taller still. Size aside though, they shared a cylindrical shape, roughly speaking, and pale beige color. Something about them seemed man-made. Something seemed not. Somehow they gave Kel chills.

“If these are bee’s nests...” Jum finally muttered — but he didn’t finish the sentence, or need to.

Just then an object whizzed right past his head and he ducked in defense. “What was that?” Something hit him. A couple of crab apples rolled to a stop by Kel’s boot. “I think I can guess,” she chuckled. Jumping on top of the stump, she gazed down the hill’s slope to a spot where the road met an orchard. Sure enough, Jum’s sisters waved at her holding red apples and grinning. “We’re coming,” Kel called. Rocket raced back up the incline to give them an escort, excited to press on ahead.

“How do those taste?” Jum asked as they all reconvened in the shade of a fruit-ladened tree. Leth scrunched her face up and puckered her lips. “Tart,” she answered, “but we found a sugar-nut bush.” Lith pulled a bunch from her pocket and passed them around. “Like candy,” Kel said. They moved forward.

Leaving the orchard, the road took a turn toward the towers and followed a babbling stream. Songbirds sang them along with a sweet serenade, though Kel noticed that she couldn’t see them. Not long thereafter, they came to an arched stonework bridge. They crossed it down into a dell.

Waterfalls, little ones, spilled alongside them and into a series of crystal-clear pools. “Hold on,” Kel said as she stepped off the road toward the nearest one. “I need a sip.” Jum joined her. They pushed through a stand of tall, lily-white flowers and kneeled on a rock by the water to drink.

“Hello,” a child’s voice cooed like the call of a dove. Kel looked up, “Where did that come from?” Jum glanced across the pool to a girl on the opposite side. “From her,” he pointed.

The youngster had already moved though, hopping an old fallen tree in the pool to traverse it. She jumped from the log to a soft patch of moss and smiled sweetly. “Hello. Did... did Momma send you?” The tiny girl’s bright amber eyes lit on Kel full of hope. Kel got up. “Your Momma?” she asked.

The girl nodded, bobbing her crop of short hair, which was colored in thin streaks of chocolate and gold. She pulled out a necklace tucked under her collar and showed Kel the small pendant dangling from it. Etched in the flat, gray stone was the face of a woman. “That’s Momma,” she said. “Do you know her?”

Kel touched the stone’s smooth surface and studied the image. “She’s beautiful — just like you.” Then she took the girl’s hand. “But I’m sorry, I don’t think I’ve met her. Jum might have, though. What’s your mom’s name?” The girl flashed her pendant at Jum. “It’s Zilly,” she said, “Zilly Sezznezz. She went with the Ghost Men.”

Just then, another voice echoed across the cool hollow. “Elezen! Where have you gone to?!”

“That’s me she’s calling,” said Elezen. “She’s our teacher. I’ve got to go — or I’m in trouble.” Kel smiled. “We wouldn’t want that. We’ll go along with you, if that’s okay. We’d like to see her.”

“I’ll round the group up,” Jum said as he turned toward the road, “and come find you. I doubt they’ve gone far.”

Elezen led Kel back over the pool, through a pine grove, and out to a big open field. There Kel could suddenly see a tight circle of children, a dozen or so, and a woman. She stood in the middle as they sat and listened, studying flowers. One boy picked his nose.

“I’m here!” yelled Elezen, running the rest of the way to her schoolmates. Kel lagged behind. “I’m here... sorry, marm... I lost the time...” she panted. The teacher frowned, shaking her head. “Come along now, Miss Sezznezz.” She clapped her hands twice. “Have a seat and... Who’s that?”

The teacher stared at the red-haired stranger and blinked like she might be seeing things. “That’s my new friend,” beamed Elezen as Kel approached. “I don’t think she’s from around here.”

“I should say not,” said the teacher, looking Kel over. The children all gawked at her.

“Pardon the interruption,” the stranger began, “we’re visitors here, on a mission. We’ve just arrived in your Hive Lands and ran into this nice young lady down by the road.” Winking at Elezen, she paused then looked back up at the woman. “My name is Kel.”

The circle broke out in giggles and twitters. The teacher was quick to shush them up. “Pleasure to meet you,” she said in a tentative tone. “Marm Bazznozz. These are my first-years.” She was a short woman, although not small, and middle-aged, sporting a high beehive hairdo. Much like the children, she wore clothes of light leather fabric, patterned in honeycomb shapes. Her spectacles also had six-sided lenses, through which she eyed Kel. “So, you’re not here alone?”

Before Kel could answer, the nose-picking boy squealed with glee about something. He jumped to his feet. “Look marm,” he pointed, “is... is that a ball snake? See? In the grass there? It’s so buzzin’ quick!” Marm Bazznozz shot him a glare, “Mind your tongue, Master Zunnzunn.” She turned around. “What is it now?”

Something raced toward her, plowing a path through the meadow. “Oh!” Then it burst into the open. “No, Master Zunnzunn, that isn’t a ball snake...” She squinted at it. “They call that a...”

“Rone,” Kel chimed in, “yes, from a place way out west. He’s my friend and his name is Rocket.”

All of the kids craned their necks to observe the new creature, the likes of which they’d never seen. Equally curious, Rocket rolled right out amongst them and spun around. They oohed and aahed. “May I please pet you? Is it okay?” asked Elezen, reaching her hand out to touch him. Marm Bazznozz cautioned her, “Don’t get too close to it. Careful.”

“I think he likes you,” laughed Kel.

A ruckus erupted a furlong away where a flock of fat grouse rose up out of the grass. As they flew off, three tall figures stepped forth from behind them, then came along lickety-split. Kel waved and called to them, “Hey guys! We’re all over here.” She turned to the teacher, “Our buddies.”

Marm Bazznozz stiffened at something about them — the trio’s appearance. She almost looked sick. “Where did you say that you came from?” Kel answered, “Jum’s village. That’s him, and the twins are his sisters.”

Lith and Leth greeted the teacher but, seeing the kids, joined the fun and games playing with Rocket. Jum made his way next to Kel. “Hi! Good afternoon, ma’am. Sure is very nice country you have here.” Catching the western horizon behind her, he couldn’t help sigh. “Glad it hasn’t gone bad.”

The school marm pretended that she didn’t hear him and checked on the height of the bright summer sun. “Goodness me, look at the hour. Now if you’ll please excuse us. Come children. It’s time to be going.” None of her students seemed happy to leave, but the teacher insisted and wrangled them quickly. “Everyone, hush. Form a bee-line. Hurry up boys.” Then she marched them off, straight for the road.

Jum turned to Kel, “Was it something I said? What’s the rush? You’d think that she didn’t like Lake Folk.” Lith and Leth both shrugged their shoulders, but Kel stepped out front. “One question please, ma’am,” she shouted.

The teacher slowed just for a moment, then kept on going — but Elezen stepped out of line. “Beg pardon, marm. The new friends want something. Hear them?” She hurried back halfway to listen. Marm Bazznozz halted the rest of the children and answered reluctantly, hissing out, “Yes?”

Kel closed the distance between them with Rocket beside her until she did not have to yell. “We need directions,” she said, “please — to your authorities. We’ve never been here before.” Jum joined her adding, “It’s kind of important. If you can just point the way — much obliged.”

The teacher responded by clenching her teeth, looking keen to be rid of the strangers and fast. “You, Master Zunnzunn,” she ordered, “Miss Sezznezz too...” She beckoned them with her finger. “Please take these wests... I mean guests, to the colony. Go to the Old Tower. See the Hivekeeper.” With that, she snuck one last glance at the visitors, gathered her students, and rushed them away.

“Well then,” Kel said to the nose-picking boy and Elezen, “ready when you are. Lead on.” Jum’s stomach growled. “Hope there’s something to eat there. I’m starving.”

“Mud pies,” the boy cracked, “for you.”

“Sorry?” said Jum. “I didn’t quite catch that.”

“Sorry...” the boy mocked him. “Lakers are thick.”

Elezen rolled her eyes and then tried to apologize. “Please don’t mind Dooz. He’s just cheeky. Marm’s always telling him not to be
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