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			To those young and old who stand up for bees.
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			Chapter One

			Alenya flew up, up, up from the hive, into the pink morning.

			I’ll find an orchard in full bloom, or a field of flowers with every color, scent, and flavor.

			Alenya spotted a grove of bushes. Something pulled her to them, and when she got closer, she saw purple blooms. Their perfume almost knocked her over. She landed on a stem with multiple flowers and walked onto a spongy petal.

			Ah, this flower is brand new.

			In every direction, blooms opened to the sun. Alenya tasted one, and its flavor tempted her to stay. But a different urge pushed that desire aside. She had to get back to the hive.
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			A flash of yellow wood between the trees caught her eye, and her body felt a familiar tug. The singing of wings reached her. She banked and began her descent. A guard stepped in front of her when she lighted on the landing board.

			“Excuse me.” She tried to shove past.

			“You are—?”

			“Alenya.”

			“I need to check your—”

			“No time!” The guard had no reason to question her.

			“The rules say—”

			“Rules, schmools.” She pushed past the guard.

			Alenya searched for a space amid the thousands of bees buzzing at their tasks. Nurses scurried up and down brood combs that hung from the ceiling. Construction crews built hexagon cells for baby bees and for honey storage. Teams scrubbed sections of the hive floor. Young bees laid down wax.

			She spotted a small, vacant space and ran to claim it. She paused, checked her surroundings, and began the Dance of Life. Remembering where the golden sun beamed in relation to the hive, she raced forward, making a wavy line. She spun once to the right, ran forward again, and whirled to the left. Her wings hummed.

			She danced a picture of tall, purple bushes and branches loaded with blossoms. She twirled, the memory of scent so strong it made her dizzy.

			“Yes!” someone called. Alenya recognized Klymer’s voice. Her compound eyes detected motion nearby, and she saw that another forager danced, too. Workers had started to congregate around her.

			Had that forager discovered the same grove? Alenya paused long enough to interpret the other bee’s dance. No, that forager described a different find, farther away and less abundant.

			They need to watch me. I can’t risk another colony finding the purple grove.

			She danced faster, wilder, harder. Her tempo conveyed how plentiful the flowers were.

			Foragers came over to watch. Alenya, about to drop from exhaustion, slowed down.

			Is the other bee still dancing? I can’t see.

			Foragers began moving toward the entrance, signaling they were off to find the place she had described.

			Alenya stopped. A grooming bee came forward to clean dust and leaf particles off her body. Klymer edged next to her.

			“You were a blur.”

			Alenya rested against his bulky frame. “I found a treasure. Bushes close enough for easy harvest, and the flowers will bloom for a long time. They are different from any we have visited this year.”

			Klymer sighed. “You have adventures.”

			“Didn’t you go out with the brothers this week?”

			He shook his wide head. “I wasn’t important to the mission. I might as well have stayed here.”

			Alenya wiped her back leg against her belly to rid it of pollen the groomer had missed. “I should get back to work.”

			“Bring riches to the colony. I’ll save a place for you at Story Hour.”
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			The purple hedge stretched farther than Alenya remembered. She descended and landed on a triangular leaf. Other foragers buzzed nearby.

			When Alenya dove into a plum-colored bloom, soft petals enveloped her. She rolled until her body became sodden with scent.

			When she lifted her head she saw Dorna, a worker who often turned up near her.

			“A word with you, Alenya?” Dorna came so near she almost knocked Alenya over. “You can’t be so busy you wouldn’t want to hear that someone means to overthrow the Mother.”

			Alenya didn’t answer and went to the next flower.

			“You are loyal to the Mother?”

			“Of course. Unina is everything we could want. If I took every rumor to heart, I’d get nothing done.”

			“What if I told you the nurses are raising three baby mothers?”

			“Unina will make quick work of that. Sting them in their cradles, and the nurses’ scheme will have been for nothing.” Alenya thrust her proboscis into a flower.

			“You’re happy with how things are?”

			“Why not? You see how Unina carries out her job. She checks every cell before dropping an egg into it. She deposits eggs with amazing speed. A bee from another hive told me she’d heard of Unina and wished their Mother worked as hard.”

			

			“But this is Unina’s second summer. A new Mother might—”

			Alenya ended the conversation by flying away.
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			She didn’t return to the hive till twilight.

			“I was getting worried,” Klymer said.

			A steward began unloading Alenya’s pollen baskets.

			“I made a lot of trips to the grove.” She glanced toward the ceiling. Her antennae twitched.

			“What’s wrong?”

			“Something’s off.”

			“A predator nearby?”

			“No. The air tastes bitter.” She looked around. “But no one else seems bothered. It might be a change in the weather.”

			“You have keen senses. You should tell someone.”

			“I will if it gets worse. Now, lead the way to our place.”

			They wove through throngs of bees. New bees were hatching out all the time.

			“Excuse us. Coming through. Pardon me.”

			Klymer had placed two splinters on a corner of the floor to keep others from taking it. He moved the splinters, and the two of them settled onto the spot.

			“I’m still wound up about the purple grove.”

			“Story Hour will calm you.”

			“I wanted to stay in the flowers, but everyone else wanted to come back. Story Hour should begin later.”

			“But we need enough light to see the Story Drone.”

			“I’ll skip Story Hour tomorrow.”

			

			“You can’t stay out by yourself.”

			“Nectar trumps stories.”

			“I don’t want to miss a single tale. Besides, it’s our time to be together.”

			They watched a drone even larger than Klymer climb to the top of a comb.

			“I wonder which story Indabo will—” Alenya stopped short.

			“What?”

			“Smoke!”
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			Chapter Two

			“Where’s the smoke coming from?” Klymer asked.

			Alenya lifted her head. “A gap in the roof.”

			“It stinks!” someone cried.

			Sometimes the two-legged upright came with smoke, but it smelled sweet and made the hive sleepy. And she never brought smoke in the evening, only during the day.

			Alenya moved right, then left, trying to get out of the way of bees starting to shove.

			“Maybe the upright’s hive is burning,” Klymer said.

			“May I have your attention?” Unina’s voice cut through the commotion.

			The whir of wings stopped. They couldn’t see her, but they heard the Mother’s voice from the center of the hive.

			“It’s smoky. But before we act, we need information. It’s safer to stay put until we know what’s going on. No need to guzzle honey. We may not have to leave.”

			“I’m going to fly out and see what’s happening.” Alenya started toward the entrance.

			

			Klymer stepped in front of her. “Unina said we’re to stay in.”

			“I’m a scout, I can—” Alenya tried to go around him.

			He stopped her. “It’s dark. You don’t know what’s going on out there. Unina has more experience than anyone in the hive. Heed her instructions.”

			Alenya tried again to get past him.

			“No!” Klymer blocked her.

			Unina called, “Guards. Stay awake during the night. If the hive becomes hotter, alert me. I’ll learn what I can.”

			“How can she gather information in the dark?” Alenya grumbled.

			“She’ll listen to what the night birds say.” Klymer nudged Alenya toward the edge of the comb to avoid the jostling.

			“I’m tired. I wonder if I could rest.”

			“This is a good spot. Let’s try to get some sleep.”

			Alenya figured she’d be too worried to fall asleep. But her legs folded, her antennae drooped, and before long she fell into a deep slumber.

			In the night, she woke a couple of times, dimly aware of Klymer fanning his wings to cool her. She fell back to sleep.
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			Usually, when the sun rose, the upright came to the hive and tapped on the roof. When Alenya was a young bee, the knock had startled her. After she got used to it, it only annoyed her. But she had learned to look forward to it and to the morning song the upright sang:

			Wake up, my darlin’ bees,

			

			The morning sun is climbin’

			Fetch the nectar, if you please,

			Or else I’ll go on rhymin’.

			The words and tune changed, but the jaunty knock arrived every day when the sun bounced up from behind the foothills. This morning, the upright did not come.
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			When the hive was fully awake, Unina climbed to the top of a comb. Though bigger than everyone, she scrambled up the triangular comb, wings folded over her tapered abdomen, to address the hive.

			“Everyone will stay inside this morning. We have plentiful stores to eat. Foragers, join those who are building comb or cleaning, and help dispose of the invader wasps the guards killed this morning. Drones, I ask for your help in cooling the nursery. The hive will get warmer if the fire comes our way.”

			“Fire! Where?” an elderly bee with damaged wings asked.

			“The night bird said grasses and trees on the foothills are ablaze. That’s a distance away, but a shift in the wind could push the fire this way.”

			Some bees started to cry.

			“Right now, the wind blows the fire away from us,” Unina said.

			Some bees muttered, but most went off to their jobs.

			Alenya ran an antenna over her eyes. “I wonder if the upright will bring water to fill our basin.”

			

			“Shh!” Klymer said. “I hear footsteps.”
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			“We have to evacuate, Grandma.”

			“I’ve been glued to the news, and I haven’t heard that, Jonathan.”

			“Liam sent me a text.”

			“How does a twelve-year-old come by this information?”

			“His dad is the deputy sheriff.”

			“Oh. But I hate to think of abandoning the bees.”

			“If they’re as smart as you say, they’ll outrun the fire.”

			“If they survive, the smoke and heat could confuse them and they wouldn’t be able to find their way home.”

			“I gotta get my bike. I left it at Liam’s.”

			“I’ll fill the bees’ water, pack dog food for Sandy, and an overnight bag for us in case we have to go to the high school. Give your folks a call, Jonny, and let them know we’re okay.”
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			“Our upright’s name is Grandma,” Alenya said.

			“And the other one is Jonny.” Klymer said.

			“I’ll work on repairing walls.” Alenya longed to fly to the purple flowers that weighted down the tall bushes, but at least no bees from other hives would be there either.

			She found a section of wall with small cracks and started patching them. She had done this work earlier in her life, and became absorbed in the task. She forgot to eat honey, drink water, or check the sun’s position. Even if she had remembered to check it wouldn’t have done any good—a curtain of smoke blocked the sun.

			Alenya noticed a young bee struggling to push a large, dead wasp toward the exit.

			“I’ll help,” she called. She had also worked as a cleaning bee earlier in her life.

			The wasp, once a menace, had shrunk in death but still posed a challenge to move.

			“Pull the body back a little,” Alenya told the young bee. “Then we’ll turn it and have a clear shot at pushing it out.” She took hold of one long, ugly leg and tugged, and the two of them managed to pull the body to the portal and push it over the edge.

			Alenya saw a trickle of water seeping through a roof gap. She took a drink before heading off to find honey.

			Dorna appeared beside her. “What are we waiting for?” she hissed. “We should fly away before it’s too late. Does the hive have to be in flames before we leave?”

			“We can’t just fly off. What about the nursery? Do we abandon our young?”

			“If we escape, we can start over somewhere else. In a place with no smoke. Soon we’d be taking care of new brood.”

			“Without Unina?”

			Dorna leaned in close. “It’s not hard to raise a new mother.”
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			The smoke had thickened. Frustration had overtaken the hive and the humming sounded restless.

			We should be gathering nectar on a summer day.

			Alenya went to find Klymer. He was asleep near the nursery. She fanned him with her wings until he woke.

			“Shouldn’t we leave?” she asked. “I wonder at the wisdom of this.”

			“I share your concern,” Klymer said. “But Unina doesn’t want to flee unless the fire heads this way.”

			Alenya gazed around. “See how listless we are? The smoke makes us dull.”

			They heard footfalls and talking.

			“A hive can weigh seventy pounds this time of year,” Grandma said.

			“I can lift that.” Jonny said.

			“We’ll lift each hive together. But I’m dubious about taking them to my brother’s place.”

			“You don’t want to leave them here, Grandma.”

			“Summitville has bears.”

			“But you have spray planes here, and fire on the foothills. Uncle Gil said he’d put up a fence.”

			“To keep bears out? That’s funny. He doesn’t tend his regular fence. His horse is always getting out. We’ll put these towels over the hives to keep the dust out. It’s a dirt road to Summitville.”

			“Can I drive?” Jonny asked.

			“To the end of our road. Here, wrap a strap over each hive to make sure the roofs stay on.”

			“What’s for breakfast?”

			“I have cornbread in the oven. We’ll have it hot, drizzled with honey.”

			

			“Bug barf?”

			“Jonny. You know that’s not how it works.”
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			Chapter Three

			Something jostled the hive. Alenya and Klymer fell against a cluster of bees.

			Alenya heard growling. Not from a four-legged.

			“I believe that sound comes from what they call ‘truck.’” Klymer said.

			“A little closer. A little closer,” Jonny said. “Stop!”

			Alenya crawled to the portal to see what was going on. Just then, the faint light disappeared. Something blocked the opening. Guard bees buzzed in anger.

			Alenya reached out her leg and touched Klymer. The buzzing grew louder. Not the pleasant hum of industry, but a troubled rumble. Some bees moaned, others yelled threats at whoever was messing with their home.

			The hive rose like it had wings. Bees tried to hang onto each other, but they couldn’t and tumbled every which way.

			The hive came to rest with a bang. Bees toppled off combs and walls and fell to the hive floor. Two loud bangs followed. The truck began to growl again.

			

			“What’s happening?” Alenya clung to Klymer. “It’s totally dark, but we’re moving.”

			“It must have to do with the smoke.”

			“Have we been picked up by fire?”

			“We’d be hotter. And it’s a little cooler.”

			The tension in the colony relaxed a bit.

			“Will Grandma tap on the roof tomorrow? How far will we be from the purple grove?” Alenya longed to smell flowers again and track the sun’s journey.

			“I fear we may land a long way from home,” he said.

			The movement came to a stop. Two bangs followed.

			Alenya sensed someone lean over the hive.

			“How are you, dears? It’s not like you don’t have enough to fight against, and now we pick you up and carry you to a strange place. We’ll climb out of the valley soon and leave the smoke behind.”

			“Where do we turn off, Grandma?”

			“A couple of miles.”

			“Can I drive?”

			“No. When we leave the pavement, we hit gravel. Not long after, it’s dirt road from then on.”

			“We can go fast!”

			“This is why they don’t let people your age drive.”
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			The truck rumbled forward again. The hive skidded side to side, but Alenya and Klymer were able to keep their balance.

			But soon the truck began to pitch and roll. The hive careened left to right, then right to left. The whole hive lifted and came down with a bang. A brood comb broke and fell to the floor.

			Someone cried, “The nursery!” Another thud came, and more comb fell. Bees rushed to the broken comb.

			“They’ll never get it back on the ceiling,” Alenya said.

			“No,” Klymer agreed, “but they can still tend the larva.”

			“Honeycomb fell and broke too.”

			“Let’s help clean up.”

			Earlier, smoke had made the air heavy, but now a burden of dust coated Alenya’s wings and body, and it was too dark for bees to groom each other. Yet, the air felt lighter. Alenya thought if she could get outside, she could fly higher and longer than she ever had.

			“Smell the pines?” Klymer asked.

			“Yes.” At home, their yard had a lone pine. It smelled like there might be hundreds here.

			Their lifted spirits lasted only a moment. The hive slid again and slammed against the truck bed wall. Comb crashed to the floor and bees scattered.

			Dorna landed beside Alenya. “We should be in the other hive.”

			“Why?”

			“It’s not in danger.”

			“Our sister hive travels beside us. They are going through the same thing.”

			“I’d rather be any place but here.”

			Alenya understood. She didn’t think they could endure any more. But they did. The hive slid backward and forward, and sometimes bounced into the air. Nursery tenders scurried to repair the damaged brood comb, but no sooner had they applied wax to a broken piece than more comb fell.

			Shawnla, an old bee with a damaged wing, was working to repair broken comb when a piece fell on her.

			Alenya called to the others, “Hurry! Help me move this comb.”

			They lifted the comb off the old bee, but it was too late. Shawnla was dead.

			Indabo, the Story Drone, crawled to a wall and climbed it slowly. Like many others, he had been hit by flying debris. He began the Death Chant.

			“Hmmmm. Mmmmm.”

			Everyone joined in. For a moment, the colony forgot its panic and gave in to sorrow.

			The chant ended.

			“Indabo! Tell us a tale,” Dorna called. “Distract us with a story.”

			But Indabo limped down the wall.

			“He can’t tell a story with all these interruptions,” Klymer said.

			“Can’t she see he’s hurt?”

			The rumble outside ceased, and the hive stopped moving.

			“Is the nightmare over?” Alenya asked.

			A knock on the roof startled them.

			“My darlings, you must be terrified.” Grandma’s voice was brittle. “I wouldn’t have agreed to this if I’d known how bad the road was. Gil should have warned me. I drove as slowly as I could. We couldn’t turn back.”

			A deep-voiced upright called, “Hi, Liza. Jon, you’re gettin’ tall. How was the trip?”

			“The road was awful, Uncle Gil.”

			

			“I only drive it four times a year to lay in supplies. It’s closed from November to April. Winter tears it up. What’s the status of the fire?”

			“Sixty percent contained.”

			“Here’s a veil, Gil,” Grandma said. “If you plan to help unload the hives.”

			“Don’t need it.”

			“The bees are riled.”

			“Uncle Gil is fearless.”

			“Or not sober enough to make good choices.”

			“Don’t start on me, Liza.”

			“Where do you want the hives, Uncle Gil?”

			“I’ll show you. Follow me.”

			In a few minutes, the uprights returned.

			“I’ll get the wheelbarrow. You unwrap the hives.”

			“You gotta admit, Grandma, Uncle Gil built a good stand for the hives. It’s high enough that raccoons and skunks can’t reach them.”

			“He chose a good spot too. Full sunlight for most of the day, with a bit of shade in the afternoon. This might be a good place after all, until I can get them home. Let me put Sandy in the house. She’ll get curious and get stung.”

			Amid clunking and squeaking, Gil returned.

			“Grandma stuffed rags in the entrances,” Jonny said. “We’ll leave them in until we have the hives in place. But I’ll take off the towels.”

			Grandma returned.

			“Gil, put your hands under the hive to lift. The bottom board isn’t attached.”

			“I’ve got a good hold on the sides.”

			

			“Move over, Gil. I’ll take this end. The last thing the bees need is to be dropped.”

			“Liza, I—”

			“Move!”

			“On three, Jonny. One. Two. Three.”

			The hive lifted. It was set down a moment later. They pushed and repositioned it.

			“Let’s get the other one,” Grandma said.
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			“Is this it then?” Klymer asked Alenya.

			“I hope so. When they open the portal, we’ll have light.”
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			“I’m going to take out the rags, Uncle Gil. You should move away from the entrance.”

			Clear, smokeless daylight entered the hive. Not much, but combined with the sun warming the roof, it felt like morning had arrived. Guard bees zoomed to the entrance and out into the day.

			“Ouch!” Slap. Slap. “Contemptible little beast!”

			“Come here, Gil, I’ll get the stinger out.”

			“Ouch!” More slapping. “Evil bugs!”

			“Jonny told you to move. Let me get the stingers.”

			“I’ll do it myself!” Gil growled and stalked off.

			Grandma said, “I’m not so optimistic now. He’s vile-tempered when he drinks.”

			“He might not remember the bees are here. You said when he drinks, he forgets about the mare and she has to push down the fence to find food.”

			“Let’s go to the house. I don’t want him to kick Sandy.”
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			Unina, gray with dust and less energetic than usual, moved through the clusters of bees and climbed the centermost comb.

			“We’ve had a chaotic time,” she called. “It will take all of us working hard to rectify the damage. But set things right we will. Our scouts will explore this unfamiliar place and report on food and water sources, as well as any hazards we might face. Undertakers, you will deal with our fallen companions. Tonight, after we’ve cleaned up, Indabo will lead us in a grieving ceremony.”

			A bee named Nelia said to Alenya, “Let me get the debris off you so you’ll be ready to scout.”

			“No one’s going to scout now,” Klymer said. “The day has been too trying. Tomorrow will be soon enough.”

			“You’re right. I’ll have some honey, help put things in order, and explore in the morning.”

			“Alenya,” someone hollered. “Give me a hand with this comb.”

			Alenya recognized Dorna’s bossy voice. “I’m coming.”

			“I’ll help too,” Klymer called.

			“This is a job for workers. Not a lazy drone,” Dorna
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