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The face of a young girl with bright amber eyes appeared just for a flash, peeking out of an alley. Her gaze swept up tannery row, then across to the poor quarter most people knew as The Squallows. The streets of the ghetto were busy today. She ducked back out of view before anyone saw her. Elezen whispered, “It’s safe now, the warden’s gone. Follow me...” She waved her friends on, “Please hurry.”

Kel and Jum stepped from the shadows in heavy beige coveralls that they’d pulled over their clothes. Jum closed the veil of his matching mesh helmet. “So, how does this look? Do I pass for a beekeep?” Kel shrugged, “I’m sure these fit Fize a lot better. Your ankles are showing.” She shut her veil too.

Two figures in pageant masks came up behind them, one bee-faced, the other one’s head in a hive. “How do they see in these things?” Lith complained as she bumped into Jum. Leth wheezed, “And you can’t breathe.” Kel helped adjust their masks for them. “There, that should be better. They do make a decent disguise.”

“Speaking of which,” Jum exclaimed, as a little round tumbleweed blew by them, shedding dead leaves. Kel winced, “We should’ve used more of that honey glue...” It rolled toward Elezen. “Wait for us, Rocket.”

They caught up just under an old tattered banner that hung overhead at the end of a block. It spanned the lane in between rows of packed tenements. “Honey-Moon Revels,” Kel read. “This is it.” Elezen nodded. “Nobody should notice us. I’ll show you where they said Poppa got grabbed.”

Revelers spilled out of each door they passed as the six of them snaked their way into the street fair. Vendors hawked toys, food, and drink from the sidewalks. Impromptu parades blocked their path several times. Skirting the crowds cheering costumed performers, they reached a small bakery window at last. A rosy-cheeked woman saw Elezen coming and pressed a thick finger against her plump lips.

“Not out here, Ellie,” the woman said nervously. “Come around, inside the shop, and we’ll talk.”

They detoured unseen to the rear of the place where the baker had rushed back to usher them in. It was a tight fit — they squeezed between big sacks of flour and honey casks, crowding the ovens. Kel and Jum tore off their bee suits. The twins dropped their masks, although Rocket was already naked.

“Zoso, the egg man, he told me...” Elezen blurted out. “He heard that Poppa... You saw it?” The baker pulled Elezen into her batter-caked apron and hugged her, then sat on a box.

“Oh, dear me, Ellie,” she exhaled, “it happened right here at my window, not two hours past now. Out of the blue they came, like they were watching, and jumped him when he took his cakes home for breakfast...”

“Who jumped him?” Kel interrupted. “The warden? The deputies?” She paused and whispered, “The Ghost Men?”

“None of them,” answered the baker, “but Dize Zunnzunn’s thugs. The Ward Watch is what those brutes go by. Six of ‘em roughed up poor Fize pretty good and then hauled him off god-knows-where. No one dared stop them.”

“I will,” said Elezen, making a fist. “I’m not scared. I’ll get Poppa back.” She kissed the baker. “We’re with you,” chimed in the twins, as both Kel and Jum nodded, “Us too.” Then they all turned to go.

“Hold on, hold on,” called the baker as they reached the doorway. “Take these with you — you can’t fight hungry.” She passed Jum a basket of dark-amber honey cakes, which he took gratefully. “Much obliged, ma’am.” He brought it outside, where they huddled up quickly to figure their next move to find and save Fize.

“So,” he said, “where do we even start looking?” He took a cake, handing the basket to Kel. “Is there a place where this Ward Watch hangs out?” she asked. “We could start there, I guess.” She took a bite...

The taste was familiar. The fragrance rushed back to her. “Mool the Witch gave me these too,” she recalled.

“Let’s check their council hall. Doesn’t Dize work there?” Leth asked with her mouth full. Lith nodded and chewed. But Elezen shook her head, swaying impatiently. “It’s someplace secreter. I... I just know it.”

Suddenly, Rocket got very excited and rolled after something away from the cake shop. “Buddy?” Kel called out, then ran to keep up with him. “Love when he does that,” Jum said, just behind. They turned down a side street and found Rocket sitting there, next to a trail of crumbs strewn on the ground. “Honey cake,” Kel confirmed, “this is no accident. Fize is alive and they went this direction.”

Tracking the crumbs took them out of The Squallows and over an aqueduct onto a causeway. But just as they crossed it and came to a junction, the trail stopped with no sign of which way to go. “What now?” asked Kel as she stood in the middle and looked all around her. “It’s up to you, El.”

Elezen pointed left. “That way’s the Old Ward, and straight ahead goes right to Queentown,” she motioned. “Queentown?” Jum wondered. “It sounds very fancy.” He took a step forward. “What’s going on there?”

The road beyond broadened out into a boulevard, lined with gold lampposts from which hung huge wreaths. There was some sort of procession and music was playing. They moved toward it, straining to see. Kel made out stands on both sides of the route filled with finely dressed people — and servants, it seemed.

Elezen suddenly gasped, “It’s the Queen Pageant. We never had enough money for tickets.”

Nearing the seats, they veered off to the sidelines and snuck up behind them to get a good look. There was a gap in the stands they could peer through, in spite of a bunch of boys goofing around. Someone had decked them out for the occasion in silky new suits. They were totally bored.

“When is this over with?” one of them shouted, egged on by his giggling friends as they hid. Kel’s ears perked up at the voice of the youngster. “That kid sounds familiar. I’ve heard him before.”

Her view of the heckler was blocked by a post, but not so the spectacle on the parade route. It was a rolling production, a series of big flatbed wagons depicting strange scenes. Each one had actors performing grim dramas or boisterous comedies as they passed by. Wilder than those were the wagons themselves, which were powered by teams of bears pulling them forward. They were enormous beasts, striped brown and black, mostly down on all fours, although several walked upright. Jum looked on wide-eyed and wondered, “What is this?”

“They’re called the Pollen Plays,” Elezen said.

Just then, Kel glared when the boy by the post picked a rock up and chucked it hard, right at a wagon. It missed an actress portraying a princess, but only by inches. The other boys roared. “Oh, it’s that Dooz again — I should have known,” Kel said, shaking her head. She told Lith, “You can’t trust him.” Leth answered for her, “Let’s chase ‘em all out of here.” Kel held her hand up. “He’s talking, hold on...”

“Told ya,” bragged Dooz with a smirk. “See, no problem. They won’t dare do nothing. It’s cuz of my daddo. Now all a sudden they’re all scared to cross him. They better be — after what happened last night.”

A boy with thick spectacles sputtered excitedly. “Someone big got it, I heard... from the Watchmen.”

“Yup, the Old Tower fart,” Dooz grinned, “it’s true. Here, I’ll show you...” He reached for his suit’s inside pocket. “They caught him sneaking around in disguise wearing this.” He waved a flapped hat like a pennant. “There was another one they snagged this morning. Daddo says they can rot up in the Sky Hives.”

Out on the avenue, there was a boom as the pageant wrapped up with a firework carriage. Dooz and his gang turned to cheer the explosions while Kel tried to understand what she’d just heard. “It sounds to me,” she said, kneeling by Elezen, “like they’ve got Nezziss and maybe your father. But what are the Sky Hives and how do we get there? We need to go rescue them ASAP.”

Elezen’s eyes looked past Kel to the distance and squinted at something high on the horizon. “What is it, El?” Kel glanced over her shoulder and saw the Old Tower. “You mean they’re in there?” Elezen shook her head, “No, they’re above it. See? That’s where the Sky Hives are. They sorta float.”

Kel stood and raised her arm, blocking the sun, but before she could focus, Jum tapped her back firmly. “Miss Kel, come, hurry. The wagons are leaving now. If we act fast we can sneak a free ride.” They dashed by the boys behind Lith, Leth, and Rocket, then hopped on the end of a cart as it passed. This one was empty, except for some scenery. Kel helped hand Elezen up and jumped in.

“Made it!” she cheered, as the caravan pulled away. She didn’t know that Dooz saw the whole thing.
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The stowaways hid as their wagon turned onto the road to the Old Ward and picked up some speed. Kel found a knothole and served as the lookout. It didn’t take long before she saw a sign. “We’re almost there,” she warned, “get ready guys. On my mark...” They leapt out in sight of the tower.

Elezen showed them a shortcut that kids took, which wove between buildings and yards out of sight. It brought them up close to the base of the tower. Kel tipped her head back, “Whoa, I can’t see the top.” But down on the ground, Jum spied guards at the doors dressed like armed vigilantes. “That might be a problem.”

“Wait here,” said Elezen, “leave it to us...” Then she whispered to Rocket and both of them vanished.
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