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Book Description

A citizen reporter must stop hummingbird-sized hornets from destroying a resort town before the government unleashes its own devious scheme to eliminate them.

When a swarm of murder hornets invades a Lake Michigan resort town, citizen reporter Pacie Rose and her sidekick cousin struggle to find what is causing mutant stinging wasps, now grown to the size of hummingbirds, from attacking the residents of Black Water, while also working against an aggressive, and unwelcome, secret government plot that could do as much if not more harm to the residents as the killer hornets in this natural horror.

ConnieMyres.com


Hornet

Pacie Rose Mysteries, #2

Connie Myres

[image: Logo for Feather and Fermion Publishing.]Feather and Fermion Publishing


Copyright © 2023 CONNIE MYRES 

Feather and Fermion Publishing
Michigan, USA
https://www.ConnieMyres.com

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other non-commercial uses permitted by copyright law. 

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are a product of the author’s imagination. Locales and public names are sometimes used for atmospheric purposes. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, or to businesses, companies, events, institutions, or locales is completely coincidental.

Hornet / Connie Myres

ISBN: 978-1-957819-12-9 (e-book)


Dedication

To my family, my friends, and those who have supported me though my journey as an author. I appreciate you.


Contents

Book Description

Dedication

Contents

PART I: Who Let the Bees Out?

1 Going Postal

2 Two Months Later

3 Road Rage

4 Black Bart

PART II Where There’s Smoke There’s Fire

5 Concoction

6 Queen

7 Headless

8 Mayor

9 Of All People

10 The Box

11 Calls

12 Irma & Bart

PART III It’s Here

13 Infiltration

14 Hold This for Me

15 Mow the Rows

16 Bobbing

17 Dark Room

18 Inspection

19 Blocked

20 Crack

21 Stuck

22 Shift

23 Downtown

24 Biker

PART IV Dark Knight

25 Listen

26 Hum

27 Hide

28 Chili

29 Stinger

30 Secret

31 Box

32 Pheromone

33 The Fall

34 Destruction

PART V The Gathering

35 Oz

Did You Miss the First Book in the Series?

Also by Connie Myres

About the Author

Visit Connie’s Website

Peach Cobbler

Hummingbird Food Recipe


PART I:
Who Let the Bees Out?


1
Going Postal

Such true hornets are big, predatory, colony-forming wasps. They belong to the genus Vespa. None are native to North or South America. Most are native to Asia. They need meat to feed their young. That contrasts with honeybees, which collect plant pollen as protein. Another difference is that a honeybee dies after its single-use stinger rips out of its body. Hornets can sting over and over. 

—Science News

* * *

When she reached the battered black metal mailbox, Lucille Owens slammed her edematous foot down on the mail truck’s brake. A cloud of early June dust rolled in billows through the large, open window, settling on the already filthy interior. With the experience of a Frisbee tossing champion, she propelled the mail into the dented box with a flip of the wrist. She closed the warped door with a twist, causing it to fall back open. That is where she left it, as she pushed down hard on the gas pedal. The tires flung gravel, pelting a nearby garbage can. 

“I hate this job,” Lucille said, slamming on the brakes as she approached the next mailbox, causing a variety of odd-shaped boxes and packages in the back of the truck to shift. “There has to be some law against changing work schedules at the last minute. The union stewards are so worthless.”

Lucille took a lit cigarette from the red plastic ashtray sitting on the dash, gulped a long draft of smoke, and then secured the cancer stick back into a notch of the overflowing receptacle. She coughed, almost vomiting, as she flung shiny ads into the box, then pulled onto the next driveway and drove up to the farmhouse. The truck’s brakes squealed like an alarm alerting the homeowners to come and get their box from hell, but no one came out the door. The only thing that stirred was Sweet Pea, a Rottweiler that barked at her every time she had to deliver packages to the farm. Fortunately, a chain kept the dog contained near his doghouse. Whenever she had to get out of the truck and take something to the house, she worried the ferocious dog would break free from its chain and attack her. She was sure today would be the day.

When Lucille first began delivering to the residence, she tried talking to Sweet Pea, but it never calmed the dog’s aggressiveness. Even using its name, hand-painted with light blue paint in fancy cursive above its cottage garden doghouse, did nothing to help the situation. She had thought about buying a can of Mace to carry on her in case she needed to spray the unruly creature, but never got around to it. Besides, if things got so bad that Macing good ol’ Sweet Pea was necessary, she would plain and simply not deliver packages to the house if they did not fit in the mailbox. And who named it Sweet Pea, anyway? It should be called Killer, Fang, or Cujo, not given the name of a delicate flower.

Lucille was angry when she climbed out of the truck. Not only because of the schedule change that was ruining the wedding that she wanted to attend, but because there were so many packages to deliver. Everyone was making online purchases, and each one added time and effort to her already rushed workday.

Lucille walked to the back of the truck and rolled up the door. She climbed inside, stepping on some of the smaller packages piled on the floor.

“Where are you?” Lucille said as she fumbled through the scattered parcels. She turned the bigger boxes side to side so that she could read their address. “How’d you get way up there? I thought I put you by the door.”

Lucille knew why. All the sudden moves made by the truck caused packages to shift and fall over and onto each other. This was not new. The truck was always a cluttered mess, but it was not totally her fault. It was the fault of the manager, who was always making her take extra packages from the new carriers who were slow and had not yet mastered the routes.

With the bulky box now found, she flipped it over until the end of it was sticking out the back of the truck. 

“What are people ordering, barbells? This has to weigh over seventy pounds.”

As Lucille tugged the maximum-weight box through the cargo compartment, a smaller package dragged along with it until falling to the ground. She picked up the square white cardboard package and noticed that it was from the government and marked LIVE QUEEN BEES. She heard a raspy humming sound coming through the wire mesh vents on two sides of the box and felt movement, as if there were mice inside and not bees.

“Oh, yeah, you’re my bee package.” Lucille sat it on the truck’s step bumper, then continued wiggling the awkward box until it was out of the truck and standing on end beside her.

“Why don’t they pack these things in boxes with handles? It’s like moving every mattress I’ve ever owned. Ridiculous.”

Lucille pulled down the truck’s door and gripped the box that towered over her head. She tilted it side to side until she had walked it into the open garage door, where she leaned it against the wall next to a grass-clipping-covered lawnmower.

The canine on the other side of the garage was thrusting its body weight against the dog chain’s metal links. Sweet Pea snarled, bearing its saliva-dripping teeth. Lucille was afraid to move for a moment, fearing that it would trigger the dog to fight against the chain even harder and detach from the already compromised stake that was loosening its anchor to the ground.

A cracking sound came from the dog’s tether, causing Lucille to jump and break free from the frozen position that she was in. She made a mad dash back to the truck as Sweet Pea ran after her with the chain dragging behind him. Lucille closed the driver’s door just as the dog pounced on the truck, making it rock. Like the Duke boys, she sped down the driveway, leaving Sweet Pea barking after her.

Lucille tore onto the road, pulling in front of an approaching red semi-truck with a loaded flatbed trailer. The driver blew the air horn, not letting up for even a moment. The only good thing about the obnoxious trucker was that he also scared Sweet Pea, causing the beast to return to his doghouse.

“Pass me, you jerk,” Lucille yelled, even though she knew there was no room for the truck to get around her safely because of the road’s curves, hills, and oncoming traffic. Even when she pulled onto the road’s shoulder to deliver mail, he stayed on her butt.

“Can this damned day get any worse?” Lucille said, complaining to the mirror as she watched the eighteen-wheeler tailgate. She could hear him yelling something out of his window, but she could not make out what he was saying. “What does he expect me to do, drive in the ditch so he can pass? What a nutcase.”

Her route turned onto another road. Lucille quickly swung the mail truck out of the trucker’s path, hoping he was not going her way. He was not. However, she saw the small package she had forgotten about fly off her bumper and into the semi’s path, where the trailer’s tires ripped it to shreds. Pieces of paper and whatever else was inside the box flew into the air and scattered along the roadside.

“Oops, I didn’t mean to do that. But I am surprised it stayed on my bumper this long. There’s no sense going back for it; there’s nothing left.” Lucille shrugged. “Hopefully, the bees survived.”

* * *

The Asian giant hornet poked its orange head out from under a piece of the shredded cardboard box. She wiggled her damaged brown antennae, touching the tattered debris from which it emerged. The two sensory organs on her head assessed the situation by smelling, tasting, and listening to the foreign surroundings. With her faithful eight attendants at her side, she took flight to find the perfect spot for a new nest in which to form a colony.


2
Two Months Later

Pacie Rose dipped a finger into the homemade hummingbird food she had made in a small pot on the kitchen stove. It was cool enough to fill the feeder she had just bought. “I know it’s August and I should’ve done this earlier, but there are at least a couple of months left before the hummingbirds migrate south.”

“Next year you can put it out in May,” her cousin and sidekick Irma Foster said as she turned over the package surrounding the red plastic feeder and read, “Bee resistant. The unique dome shape of the feeder lid creates a space between the feeding port opening and the nectar that is held in the base dish. A hummingbird’s tongue is twice the length of the bird’s bill, allowing it to easily reach down into the bottom of the dish to the sweet nectar. Bees and wasps have much shorter tongues and cannot reach the liquid. Though bees and wasps may still initially be attracted to the feeder, they will eventually lose interest once they find they cannot reach the food.”

“Wow, hummingbirds have tongues that long!” Pacie said, stirring the nectar in the pot to make sure the sugar had dissolved.

“Their tongues are even forked,” Irma said, removing the feeder from the package. “But it’s a good thing that it doesn’t attract bees since you’re allergic to them.”

“No doubt,” Pacie said as she filled the feeder with the sugar water. “Let’s put it on one of the little parlor windows so that I can see it while I’m watching TV.”

“That’s about the best place since you and Patrick took out the only windows in the study when you added the kitchen and bathroom, along with the garage. I think that was a design flaw,” Irma said as she and Mr. Dibble, a muscular Staffordshire terrier, followed Pacie outside.

“I hear you, but there is some light that filters into the study from other rooms, like the butler’s pantry. We didn’t want to destroy too much of the mansion’s historical charm. We wanted to keep most of its Palladium style as possible. The original kitchen wasn’t even attached to the house—I didn’t want to go to another building just to make a sandwich.” Pacie looked back at Irma and smiled. “Besides, when I’m writing in the study, I’m supposed to be working, not staring out the window and procrastinating . . . one of my bad habits.”

As they walked outside, a pleasant Lake Michigan breeze blew along the bluff and through the pillared, two-story piazza that stretched the length of the mansion.

Mr. Dibble walked onto the grass and sniffed along the edge of the piazza where it met the lawn while Pacie pressed the feeder’s suction cups against the glass of the parlor window.

“I think you need to put it down a bit so that you can see the top of it and the hummingbirds better,” Irma said.

“Makes sense,” Pacie said, putting it on a lower pane of glass.

Irma looked at Mr. Dibble, who was digging in the dirt by the porch. “Mr. Dibble, stop that.”

“He must’ve found something interesting,” Pacie said, pressing again on the suction cups to ensure the feeder was secured to the window.

Mr. Dibble did not listen as he kept throwing the sandy soil into the air behind him.

Irma walked up to the determined dog. “Mr. Dibble, you’re making a hole in Pacie’s yard.”

Pacie joined Irma and the busy dog to see what was so important to him. “I don’t see anything.”

Irma pulled gently on Mr. Dibble’s leash to refocus his attention, but he continued moving the soil with his paws as if a buried treasure were only one more scoop of soil away. “Stop digging in Pacie’s yard and go do something else.”

Mr. Dibble looked up at Irma, and with a knowing glance—between pooch and owner—stopped digging. With a snort, he continued to sniff along the foundation.

Irma used the side of her shoe to push the soil back into the hole. “Sorry about that.”

“No biggie,” Pacie said. “Oh, by the way, I’m going to get Johnny’s new boat out of storage for him so that we can go fishing. You can come along with us if you want.”

“I didn’t know you fished. Patrick didn’t fish, did he?”

“Not really. When Patrick was alive, we would just go for boat rides. I haven’t done much fishing since I was a kid catching bass and bluegill from our little pond.” Pacie smiled at the memory of her mom cleaning the fish that tasted like mud. “I’m actually more interested in getting out on the water this summer than I am in catching Chinook, lake trout, or whatever Johnny said was good to catch this time of year.”

Irma shrugged. “I don’t want to be a fifth wheel.”

“You won’t be,” Pacie said. “It’s not a special occasion, just something to do while the weather’s warm. Mr. Dibble can come, too.”

“I do need to get out of my apartment,” Irma said, looking out over the Great Lake. “When are you doing this?”

“I don’t know, sometime soon. I’m going to the marina this afternoon and have them get the boat out of storage and dock it.”

“He bought an old yacht, didn’t he?” Irma asked.

“Old is right. He got a great deal on it. It’s one of those motor sailboats. This will be the first time he’s taken it out, and I’m not so sure I trust his sailing abilities.”

Irma laughed. “He should take lessons.”

“I doubt he’ll do that, so make sure you’re wearing a life jacket if you decide to come with us. And it wouldn’t hurt to bring an oar; we might end up rowing to shore.” Pacie grinned and shook her head. “Want to go with me to the marina this afternoon? We can stop and get something to eat.”

Using her foot, Irma packed down the dirt she had pushed into the hole. “Sure, I’ll ride with you.”

Pacie turned to walk back inside the house when she heard a buzzing sound. “I hear a hummingbird already.”

“Uh,” Irma paused and then said, “you’d better look at this.”

Pacie looked back at the feeder and saw a large hornet. “Oh my god. That’s not a hummingbird, that’s a bee.”

“Not a bee, a big wasp,” Irma said, stepping back. “It’s almost as big as a hummingbird. It has to be a queen, but this is just plain not normal.”

On the plastic body of the feeder, a black and orange banded hornet with an orange head was probing the ports, trying to gain access to the nectar.

Keeping her distance, Pacie said, “Is that one of those murder hornets? I thought they had only invaded Washington State.”

“I don’t know if it is or not,” Irma said, “but whatever it is, we should call someone. It has to be some kind of mutation.”

“I think the State of Michigan has a honeybee protection plan that we could call.” Pacie backed toward the door, not wanting to lose sight of the giant wasp. “You’d better grab Mr. Dibble and get him inside because if there’s one of those things around, there’s probably more.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised if that monster killed every honeybee it came across,” Irma said as she looked around for Mr. Dibble. She whistled for him to come to her. “I wonder where it came from, because something like that is certainly not native to Black Water. It’s an invasive species of some kind.”

“I think we have another mystery to solve—giant wasps attack Black Water,” Pacie said. “I’ll bet it’s one of those Asian giant hornets.”

Mister Dibble ran up to Irma. “Murder hornets are big, but don’t get that big, not even the queens. It must be something else. It reminds me of those penguins in South Africa that were killed by bees. I guess Cape honeybees stung them around the eyes and flippers where they don’t have many feathers.”

“I saw that, too. The swarm killed sixty of those poor penguins, and they were an endangered species. They might have gotten too close to a hive,” Pacie said as she opened the door. “Whatever kind of wasp that is on the feeder, we need to figure out why it’s here and how to get rid of it. Because if it is a murder hornet or something like it, many people could die.”

The three of them rushed inside and into the parlor.

“You should take the feeder down,” Irma said. She kept her distance from the window as if the wasp were about to break through the glass. “It’ll attract more of them to the house.”

“I don’t know,” Pacie said, inching closer to the window to get a better look at the unrelenting hornet. “I just might keep it there so that I can try to figure out what it is, maybe take some pictures.”

“You may want to rethink that.” Irma contorted her lips. “That just plain sounds crazy. But what I do know is that I want you to pick me up when we go to the marina later. I’m not so sure I want to come back here, especially since you’re baiting murder hornets.”

“It could be something different,” Pacie said. “It could be harmless. That’s what we need to figure out. I don’t want to jump to conclusions and panic everyone in Black Water.”

“Just promise me you’ll keep your EpiPen handy,” Irma said.

“So, are you with me on taking the case of the giant bees?” Pacie said.

“I’m with you. But what I don’t like is that since I’m not allergic to bees, I’m going to have to be the one who has to get close to them.”

“We’ll have to track you down one of those beekeeper suits.” Pacie smiled.

Irma rolled her eyes. “I guess I’m going to head home and see if there have been any other sightings around town and make a call to the DNR.”

“Okay, I’ll see you later.”

As Irma and Mr. Dibble left, Pacie stood in front of the window watching the hornet that had not given up on trying to get to the sugar water. It surprised her that her movement behind the glass did not scare it off; it paid little attention to her. At least until it looked up from a perch, appearing to make eye contact with her.

“No way,” Pacie said, watching its beady black eyes. One of its brown antennae was bent as if it had been damaged somehow. “I think it’s really looking at me.”


3
Road Rage

Pacie drove to downtown Black Water and parked in the parking lot behind Johnathon Armstrong’s antique shop. She walked in the back door so that she could see Johnny before she and Irma left for the marina.

“Hey, good lookin’,” Johnny said from his work area behind the counter. He sat down the screwdriver he was using to adjust the lid of a Renaissance-style box and wiped his hands on a shop rag as Pacie walked up to him.

“Hey, handsome.”

Johnny stood and pulled her close to him. He planted a passionate kiss on her lips. “Are you going to get Six Feet Under out of storage today?”

“Six Feet Under?” Pacie raised an eyebrow. “Is that what you’re calling your boat?”

“Sure. Why not?”

“It sounds so ominous. Like you’re expecting it to end up on the floor of Lake Michigan.”

Johnny gave her another kiss and sat down on the workbench stool, refocusing his attention on the ornamental box. “Lake Michigan doesn’t have sharks, so there’s nothing to worry about.”

“I beg to differ. It’s still an inland sea, meaning it’s deep with lots of water.” Pacie watched him manipulate the box’s lid. “How about something nicer, like White Pearl?”

“I don’t know,” Johnny said, continuing to work the stubborn hinge. “Too feminine.”

“No, it’s not.”

Johnny shrugged, then said, “Zombie Refuge.”

Pacie laughed. “I kinda like it.”

“Kinda? The way the world is these days, it could come in handy for just that reason.”

“So, you’re predicting the future now?”

Johnny looked up at Pacie, who was leaning against the bench with her arms crossed. He put a hand on her hip. “This has to be what it’s like to name a kid.”

Pacie nodded and smiled. Johnny had no children. He spent his bachelor life focusing on his business, Good Old Days Antique Shop. The store was his love and his baby. But now that he’s grown older and with Pacie in his life, he mentioned to her they should get married. Even though it has been a while since her late husband was presumed drowned; without the body, she couldn’t totally put him to rest.

“I haven’t answered your question yet,” Pacie said.

“Thanks for noticing,” Johnny said, now working on the latch.

“Yeah, I’m going to be heading to the marina shortly. Irma’s going with me.”

“I can’t wait for the two of us to get out on the water, far from the shore and away from prying eyes.” He winked.

“Oh.” Pacie looked down and then back up, avoiding eye contact. “I invited Irma to go with us.”

Johnny sighed. “Why am I not surprised? You two are attached at the hip.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you had other things in mind.” Pacie winked back. “I’ll make it up to you.”

“You’d better, Pacie Rose. I already don’t get to see you enough as it is.”

“I know.”

“There, it’s fixed,” Johnny said, lifting and lowering the lid on the box.

The shop’s front door jingled. Two middle-aged women walked inside. Dressed in paint-stained jeans and T-shirts, they looked like they were on the hunt for a new project to work on.

“Well, Irma’s waiting for me. I’d better get going.”

Johnny kissed her again. “I’ll talk to you later.”

While Johnny greeted the potential customers, Pacie walked through the backdoor that led to the elevator and staircase. Johnny’s old handwritten note stating that the old Otis Elevator was out of order still covered the lift’s call station. It was just as well because she didn’t trust the old thing, anyway. It was so old that the inner door of the cab was a sliding scissor door. She had ridden in it up to Johnny’s apartment only once. It clinked, clanked, and felt so unsteady that she refused to ride it again. Johnny had it inspected, and repairs were made, but he never removed the sign. She guessed he didn’t trust the old thing either.

She climbed the creaking steps to Irma’s apartment, the only one on the second floor. A seashell wreath, adorned with an assortment of shells, starfish, and driftwood, hung on the dark wooden door. She gave a courtesy knock and walked inside.

“Hi, Pacie. I’m almost ready,” Irma said, walking out of the bedroom, adjusting the elastic on the waist of her pants.

“Don’t rush; we’ve got time to get there before they close.”

Irma went into the bathroom while Mr. Dibble raised his head from where he was sleeping on the couch and looked at Pacie.

“How are you today, Mr. Dibble,” Pacie said, patting him on top of his head.

Mr. Dibble jumped off the couch and went to his water bowl. Pacie walked over to Irma’s desk, where a book of Common Michigan Bees and a notepad of handwritten notes lay on the surface next to her laptop. A half-cup of coffee—probably cold—sat near the computer mouse in a mug with Mr. Dibble’s, so ugly it’s cute, face on it.

Mr. Dibble laid down on the front door rug, waiting for the car ride he knew was on the way.

Irma came out of the bathroom smelling of hairspray. “I’m ready.”

Mr. Dibble stood up, preparing to dart out the door the moment it opened.

The cuckoo call from the pendulum wall clock announced the 2 o’clock hour. Pacie watched the bird pop out of a door on the chalet-style cuckoo clock, then turned toward Irma. “Are you hungry?”

“I’m starved,” Irma said, slipping her cellphone into her fanny pack.

“Did you do any research on big bees?”

“I did. Looks like we’re not the only ones who have spotted the abnormal wasps.” Irma unhooked her keys
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