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  Stars Like Fields of Clover

	The rusted mound of metal lay half-buried in the waist-high grass like a dead elephant. After a careful examination from a safe distance, Beverly Nautilus concluded it was not pachyderm, but of a bee. She was delighted and intrigued.

	Who left it there? Why? Was it part of an off-beat theme park? A hippie sun god, out there in the remote Hill Country? There were no climbing bars for kids, no covered shelter within for a fire and hookah party, no entrance of any kind she could see. And why here? She knew of every registered bee farm in Texas and there wasn’t any for at least a hundred miles. She had come across the sculpture only because she was walking the craggy rock hills of this ranch, owned by the family of one of her employees. A photography hike in a place she’d been to several times. How had she missed the sculpture on previous hikes?

	Its surface wasn’t rusted, actually, more like the glazed patina that sometimes develops on a good aluminum fry pan. It glowed copper in the late afternoon sun, about three hours until sunset this late in May. She’d meandered over the grassy prairie for hours, thinking about rattlesnakes (and by association, the last fellow she dated several weeks earlier). There was time to check this strange thing out, get some shots, try for some weird light effects—ones that were interesting even before she attacked them with Photoshop.

	She flicked the Nikon on and a hum far bigger than that from the camera blossomed around her, deep and harmonic, with a resonance that would have rattled her teeth if it had been above the bare threshold of hearing.

	Was this a real hive? A real giant hive?

	She eased backward, feeling her way. Bees would be drawn to sound. And probably infrared. Africanized, maybe. There had been a killer bee swarm the summer before in the small town of Seminole about two-hundred miles northwest from where she skulked, a town out in the middle of the Permian Basin desert. Luckily, no people had died, although it seemed dogs may have suffered.

	The thing hummed louder, and part of the surface pushed inward and to the side—a door—revealing only darkness within. Suddenly she felt like she’d backed into an alien invasion movie and the large bulb-like head of a green Martian invader was about to come bobbing out of the dark rectangle.

	Nothing came, except a faint tone when the door stopped moving, apparently fully open.

	Then a voice—melodious and in a foreign tongue—spoke from the open door.

	She ran.

	•          •          •

	But curiosity is a powerful thing, and the following Saturday she returned, lying to herself that her intention was to capture the nature photos she’d not gotten the week before for her company’s summer sales catalogue.

	The bee sculpture was there. She circled about it at the safe distance of several dozen meters in her trendy waxed-canvas hiking shorts and shirt which crunched as she moved. The fragrances of the flowers all around were so intense and inviting she could almost see them in multi-colored wisps, as if she enjoyed kinesthesia, as she longed for in her romantic childhood dreams.

	The door was closed. She circled closer as if investigating a suspicious dish of sweet-smelling water. When she was within thirty feet or so, the voice came again; this time not just in her ears but in her head, as by some absurd aural-cranial form of kinesthesia. The words were still foreign, but within it was imploring, something heart-felt and universal. The sculpture wanted something from her and was struggling to learn how to ask in the right way.

	She stopped pretending that her hiding was at all effective and strode up to the thing.

	“What do you want?” Her voice sounded small and mouselike in the open air, as if mice had voices really.

	Nothing happened for several breaths. How did time pass for the thing as it contemplated its response? Was it a fast and blurry stream of images, as she imagined it was for most insects? Or did it drip along in languid puddles like cotton-filled tar, as hers often did? Or was it merely a mundane series of electronic pulses?

	The voice came again, still foreign, yet somehow less so, still touching her brain, but delicately.

	Speak more, it said, or maybe that’s the thing she wished it to say. A divorced woman wanting conversation, not such a rare thing, was it?

	“I’m only here to take pictures. Is it … agreeable for me to take pictures of you?”

	She called it “you”? Because it spoke, she assigned it an identity?

	Speak more, it repeated. Wow, this thing might be the perfect date, at last someone who wanted her to talk and wasn’t completely enamored with its own blather.

	“Okay. I’m a forty-five-year-old mother of three challenging, but ultimately rewarding children, two boys and a girl, none living at home now. I’m founder and CEO of an online antique furniture retailer, so that’s where the photography comes in. I’m an athletic but somewhat geeky six-feet one-inch in stylish flats and do please interrupt me because I’m remembering how much I hate talking about myself—"

	You may stop, the thing said, in unaccented English, or really in an accent so like her formerly Midwestern one that she couldn’t hear it, probably.

	“Hmm, I’m not sure I want to stop. You seem a captive audience, and maybe that’s your purpose. I’m fantasizing this whole thing. A giant freaking bee sculpture in a field where only wildflowers, fire ants, and literal serpents should reside--”

	I need your help, the bee said.

	Words caught in her throat like chipotle pork taco and she gagged. Had she just started to spill her guts to a big lump of metal?

	Nothing else happened. She thought about running. She didn’t.

	“How? Why?” she said at last.

	They come and I have no … pilot.

	Wait, whoa. Oh no, this wasn’t some last space pilot … movie pilot. She could handle her BMW 5 Series SUV all right, but she wasn’t her mother the copter jock … so forget the cyber-punk machine fighter scenario.

	They come, it said again, with the sense of finality and doom that froze her ten-inch Gore-Tex-lined Sherpa hikers to the hard dirt.

	“Who is ‘they?’”

	An image filled her head then, video without sound. She watched things approach through a dark sky with the bright speckles of stars behind. With no reference points, they might have been the size of cucumbers or buses, kids’ toys or some rich adult’s deep sea bathyscape. The resemblance to her new mentally-beaming mechano-friend was obvious. Large heads with two round fragmented eyes, eyes which despite having no lids or brows or the ability to narrow in outrageous indignation, conveyed anger. Their body segments were thicker than the bee’s, and their wings longer, swept back tightly to their bodies. They were chunky and robust, like killer whales in space.

	Hornets. Like those recent invaders from Japan. Murder hornets. Dozens of them. Gliding through the openness of space with a field of stars behind them, like the printed pattern one would find on one of her brother’s creepy childhood bed comforters.

	They come, the thing said again.

	“How do we know they’re coming here? And why isn’t this in the news? Doesn’t our government know?”

	And how would this contraption answer that one? When agencies didn’t even communicate with each other, how would this thing, this whatever it was with a talking computer chip, find out anything? By hacking the US intelligence agencies? Everyone else seemed to be, so maybe that wasn’t as difficult as it sounded. Even her son had broken into a defense department satellite tracking station, and ended up having a recruiter visit him during his junior year at UT. That seemed to be the federal government’s standard recruiting model; hire all the hackers that busted into their systems. Give them a choice to go to jail or join them and work for low pay.

	“Why me?” she asked.

	The thing hadn’t moved at all, besides sliding its door open that one time. Maybe it was a joke, some kind of hidden camera prank. But why out here? It sat perfectly still, yet with a greater intensity somehow.

	You are the one who hears us, it said.

	There was a note of sadness in that voice, probably created by some translation algorithm to duplicate human emotion to affect a sub-conscious level. Damn if it wasn’t working even though she recognized the trick.

	She’d always loved insects and bees in particular. Once she’d stepped on a bee while dancing barefoot through a field of clover. She’d cried as her father, the former air force mechanic and college entomology professor, pulled the stinger from her sole with tweezers. He assured her the pain would go away soon, but she told him she wasn’t crying because it hurt, but because the poor bee had lost its stinger and was going to die.

	“No,” she said, backing away again. “Find someone else.” She turned and walked away steadily, glancing back over her shoulder only once to see it still anchored firmly in the grass, cupped by a foot of hard dirt, like a piece of cosmetic jewelry, a rough metal stone in a bad jewelry setting.

	She stopped for one picture, then hiked to her car and drove back to Austin. She would not let herself be lured there again. Let the military fight the murder hornets if they came.

	•          •          •

	That night, she dreamed about attending an entrepreneur’s business workshop in the sweaty summer in Chicago. She was naked and she couldn’t find the meeting room, but a beautiful giant bee landed and carried her off to a land of milk and …

	She woke to the sounds of angry voices and car horns in the street in front of her downtown Austin townhouse. Morning light came in low and flat through a crack in the curtains. The table clock read 6:02 a.m. She’d chosen this townhouse because of the quietness of the area, broken only weekly by Sunday church bells. But it was Saturday and someone was rudely sowing the seeds of chaos during her most important beauty sleep, and that would not make for a pretty image when she went to the mirror.

	Her third-story window offered an unimpeded view of two city policeman and a tow vehicle driver standing with hands on hips surveying something parked in the loading-only spot in front of the townhouses. Joining them were several gawking onlookers, who were “Keeping Austin Weird” by dressing in everything from a man in black leather with a warlock’s cape to an elder gray-haired woman in a Victorian dress to a young couple in pink running suits. Resting at the curb, taking up two complete loading-only spaces and a couple feet of street, looking like a tarnished Airstream camper, was the bee sculpture. Seen from above, the shadows on the bee’s surface brought out the outlines of wings held tightly to the thing’s body, and tufts of antennae and hairs sprouting from its head and gaps between its massive body segments.

	One of the cops had his cap pulled back exposing the white upper band of his otherwise well-tanned forehead and was gesturing toward the thing like an Italian grandmother in a bad Mafia movie. The wrecker driver was talking in a loud frustrated voice, shaking his head, and gesturing like the Mafia grandma’s younger sister.

	Beverly slipped into a jacket and jeans and took the steps down to the first floor, pushed the apartment house’s front door open, and stepped into the fragrant and
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