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      Death smelled like innocently sweet peppermint as it crawled between plaster wall and interior bland grey brick. The scratch scratch scratch of its hand-sized claws against creaking squishy insulation was drowned out by the thumping beat of swingy jazzy pop rock.

      The static from the huge black-meshed speakers in the cornered of the low flat ceiling out buzzed the deadly danger crawling within the walls, crawling closer and closer to the people sitting along the bar. The long line of stools was completely exposed to three sides of attack.

      The wall of cherrywood varnished shelves full of colorful liquors seemed safer than it was because of the seemingly heavier appearance of the wood compared to the plaster of the other walls. The planks of even darker varnished wood behind the many colorfully but crudely labeled glass bottles had few fewer dents since it was rarely the target of the occasional bottle thrown by an angry drunk, but no, a sturdier wall?

      Just hopeful thinking. Christmas was months away too.

      (Diverted flight his ass.)

      The pitch-black painted pine wall in back only separated the cubby hole of a room with a small steamy bangy kitchen sizzling up mostly burgers and fries. The other wall had cherrywood booths attached to dark plaster walls that provided the semblance of privacy but only really added to the echoing noise that most of the patrons even at the long blocky bar could heard clearly enough.

      Except for the sudden stop of the deadly scratching.

      Only one man, Victor Von Steel, heard, smelled and noted the danger approaching as he sat in the stool at the end of the bar closest to the twin glass doors.

      And after a long loud flight for a long thankless line of jobs …

      His ears pricked up to detect the direction it would attack, despite his wide face sullen and unmoving otherwise from a half-finished White Russian in front of him. A ring of glass sweat collected on the cherrywood bar. The pudgy rosy-cheeked barkeep was as skimpy with the alcohol as his head was with its remaining puffs of white hair.

      Good thing Victor’s short brown hair didn’t shield his ears from the musical noise from the giant speakers either or else he might of missed a vital skip in the beat so subtle it only would be noticed by those who could detect such changes naturally. None of the other jabbering patrons in their blue jeans and tees paused in the slightest.

      The echo of their conversations in the booths must of hid the obvious too well.

      With a sigh about a job never done, Victor rose his broad shoulders and stretched his obviously worn blue tank top. His loose jeans jacket and pants were crisp and new, unlike his black worn belt and its very scratched up buckle.

      So the moment the small explosion burst out of the liquor wall right in front of Victor, he was ready.

      And transformed his left massive fist into a broad steel blade.

      The enemy was just a yellow and black blur for an instant.

      A critical instant.

      An instant that gave Victor a clear view too of the thing – a giant wasp the size of the barkeep’s head, but with a scorpion tail dripping peppermint sweet venom. It buzzed nearly silently with two pairs of hummingbird wings off its humped back.

      The wasp landed clunk right in front of Victor.

      Just missing his blade.

      Two more of the hummer scorpion wasps popped out of the hole and landed plomp beside the first wasp. Their stinger venom sizzling, melting the dark wood, the cherrywood of the bar with a fiercely sweet stink.

      All the humans suddenly turned toward Victor and grinned with unnatural fangs in their mouths. Buggish wings slung off their backs. And venomous stinger topped tails out of their asses.

      Oh shit, thought Victor, not this mess again.

      All the bug people all cried out, “All glory to Punk Nest! Praise be the Gluttons.”

      Huh?

      Victor edged back. Would these bug humans join in the fray or not?

      The barkeep bug guy grinned at Victor. All to obvious what they intended.

      “The 0th Royals’ decreed,” the barkeep said, “Prove thou worth through Green-smotherith Gluttony.”

      “Smother … what?” Victor said, “Wasps going old English. Really. Give me a break. I heard waspy folk were, ugh, just speak plain English, com-pren-day?”

      All the bug people buzzed at once. Including some hidden behind the bar. With bug blood being green, no doubt they meant bloodshed and combat to the death. Glutton for blood.

      Bug blood. Fools.

      Victor turned his other arm into a broad sword, ready for the worst.

      Slow, quietly, he turned his boots at the ankle, tested if they held the tiled floor tight.

      They did. No spilled beer puddle here either like that night so long ago.

      Good. An unexpected slip, turn at the wrong time …

      BOOM
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      The bald barkeep bug slammed a giant plate twice as big as his beer gut, no, wait, it was a giant hardened cup of actual lettuce twice as big as his beer gut with, oh dear God, Lord have mercy, it was filled with three huge prickly haired and pulsating larvae that were greener than, ugh, his face, well, no need for Victor to see his face to know how green it was.

      Just those giant black heads and their wiggling stubby mandibles, ugh, Lord have mercy on his soul, ugh.

      Another thankless job. Unpaid too.

      With the rock music cut short like a broken zipper at gas station urinal, the utter silence of anticipation in the cubby hole of a room, so intense the bangs from the kitchen in back, no bangs, the big pill buggish cooks and a ladybug waitress her dress of red and black polka dots really razor deadly wings, hmmm, odd they just waited by the door.

      Ladybug girls were almost as aggressive toward vicious bug people as Victor was, just for difference reasons.

      Maybe allies?

      And all the booths and tables, all the bug, no, wasp people stood up and watched Victor intently. Not a single one hesitated to show their backs to the ladybug waitress. Normally that hourglass figure would be punned as a strutting hourglass counted to lusty doom. Not many human women, bug or sapien, had such nice F-cup boobage paired with a slim yet finely curved body. Her red with black polka dot dress looked skin, I mean, exoskeletal tight against what only appeared to be peachy skin. It very much matched her curly scarlet hair and bright hard green eyes.

      Strange.

      Nothing in the room was sturdy enough to stop a ladybug rampage, even with all these stringers when you considered all the wasps in the room, maybe one of those shows of strength that got a bit odd when they evolved quicker than nature intended, since the posters on the walls, all very heavy metal with emphasis on deadly bug menaces toward sapien humans.

      Not a few dead ladybugs in rather horrible torment too.

      So Victor turned his arms back to hands, and pulled his jeans up and huffed at the wasp crowd. Thankful his tank top wasn’t too tight today or else they watch his breathing even closer.

      If only he had a chance to finish his White Russian.

      None of the bar stools were in reach. Least no beer puddles on the tile floor either. A single slip now and he’d lose all credibility. No telling how many actual humans were left in the city.

      In the state.

      Bad enough Victor was here to slaughter this manticore wasp nest. That it had reached its third generation, full-fledged bug people, nasty business, but each generation always evolved further based on its prior generation’s prey.

      And this chimera species just had to ate enough individuals of any given prey species and the next generation would incorporate the best stuff from that prey.

      (How any 0th generation was still around, Victor left that to the scientists.)

      It’s a miracle the state, and the surrounding ones, weren’t already barren of sapien humans yet. Peaceful resolution here and that should deter some of the nastier stuff from outer space targeting earth.

      Manticore wasps were one of the unspeakable horrors of the universe, after all.

      BOOM

      Now a second lettuce plate was beside the original one on the bar. Three even fatter larvae squirmed in the newer lettuce plate.

      The barkeep chuckled, “Are you a man? Or a mite?”

      And eating challenge? Really?

      The buzzing from the rest of the crowd, damn it, Victor was already a laughing stock, and the chomping of these bug people’s mandibles, these wasps eyed Victor himself with too much hunger in their bulging bug eyes.

      Even the ladybug girl grimaced at him scornfully. Double ouch. And ladybugs rarely cared to hurt, let alone watch, sapien humans be hurt.

      The pillbug cooks by the kitchen door, they looked all too eager to get ahold of some fresh human meat to prepare for everyone.

      So Victor marched over to the plates.

      “Where’s yours?” Victor said.

      And he put his hands one both lettuce plates. Then the larvae …

      Huh?

      The barkeep snorted, yanked the second plate away from Victor.

      “This one’s mine,” the barkeep said, “No utensils. Bare handed, as you sapiens would say.”

      Victor growled. It couldn’t be …

      “You’re the challenger,” Victor said, “I’m the challenged, and the challenged gets to choose the plate. Unless … you’re a mite.”

      Least it wasn’t liquored.

      “Maybe I am …” the barkeep said, “Since you accepted, it don’t matter, does it? First one to finish–”

      Victor flicked his arm to a blade, sliced quick and careful into the closest larvae.

      A click.

      A room of gasps.

      A little wasp girl child popped out.

      If it weren’t for her ears look like a big hairless house cat’s jutting out of tabby long-haired lion blond hair, her little kitty tail and with its scorpion stinger, and the faint hints of segmentation in her peachy skin exoskeletal …

      But no sign of any wings on the wasp girl child.

      Not even stubs. A defective …

      But those huge saucer eyes staring terrified and hopeful at him, so adorably kitten helpless blue like the little niece he would never have because of some careless drunk driving …

      The big girl squeaked a meowish cry and flopped, bang onto her tiny trembling knees.

      Victor’s other hand, now a blade against the barkeep’s throat.

      The other two larvae in the lettuce plate, flick flick click click with his first arm.

      A blue moth, or butterfly, girl child slipped out of another larvae. Puffy balled antenna dangled out of her blond spirals of long hanging hair. Eye wide shut, she used her damp and droopy butterfly wings to enclosed her and her two sisters in
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