TheFinal Flight of the Blue Bee by James Maxey

James M axey tellsus, " Thefirst superhero comic book | ever picked up was Super man #279,
all theway back in 1974. The Man of Sted teamsup with Batgirl. | don't remember much
about the plot, but | do remember thinking that Batgirl waskind of hot. | was hooked. Over
three decades, |'ve accumulated about thirty thousand comic books. No one can say they aren't
educational. All the physicsand biology details| used to write & Final Flight of the Blue Bee
have been rigoroudly resear ched and fact checked against my collection.” Anyone want-ing to
read more of hissuperhero writing can track down the author'sdebut novel, Nobody Getsthe
Girl, which was published last year by Phobos.

* k% k %

When the old man came out of the bathroom wearing the faded costume, Honey placed her hand over
her mouth to stifleagiggle. The black and yellow fabric over his round stomach siretched skin-tight,
reveaing severad inches of white, hairy flesh between hisbelly button and his metalic gold underwesr.
The deeves and leggings of the costume sagged, asif oncefilled by musclesthat had vanished long ago.
In the center of his chest was an appliquA®© bee, the silver foil wings crinkled and ripped. He looked
away from her, studying himsdlf in the mirror. She wondered how he saw at dl in the black mask that
concealed the upper haf of hisface, the eyes hidden by thick, gold, faceted lenses.

"It'salittle early for Halloween, isn'tit?' Honey said.

"Yes" hesad, frowning.

Recognizing that she'd offended him, Honey assumed her best poker face.
"So," shesaid. "Youreabee"

"Yes" hesad.

"You, uh..." she paused, biting her lip. He showed you the money, she thought. Don't blow this."You
wannatak about it?"

"Buzzzzzzzz," hesad.

* k% k %

They'd let Mick Payton out of prison with anew suit and one hundred forty-seven dollarsin his pocket.
He'd declined the halfway house's offer to send acar to pick him up. He walked out the gate and didn't
look back. It was twelve milesto the smdl town of Starksville. He needed the fresh air, the sunshine.
Bees danced in the flowering fields as he walked past.

By that evening held blown half the money, starting with a T-bone dinner. The med cost an outrageous
twelve dollars. Back in 1964, you could eat out for aweek on twelve dollars. Once held finished, hed
waked to a hardware store and spent a breath-taking fifteen dollars on an axe. Findly, the busticket to
Collinsville, New Jersay, set him back fifty dollars. By now, he was braced for the extrazeroes that
followed the prices. Hetried to shrug it off. Once he reached Collinsville and the old farm, money
wouldn't matter.

* * * %

"Y ou haven't heard of the Blue Bee?" the old man asked.
"Blue?" Honey asked, studying his costume, which didn't have agtitch of blue.

"Hewas my mentor,” hesaid. "l was his partner, Stinger."



"Okay," shesad. "Stinger."
"What's your name?"' he asked.

"Honey," she said, ingtantly regretting it. Sheld spent the better part of the week practicing the name
Xanadu and now she'd blown it.

"That'snot your redl name," Stinger said.

Inaway, it wasn't. It was her childhood nickname, the name her father called her, and the fact that she
would now be "performing” under the name bothered her. It also bothered her that the one honest thing
about her that had dipped out of her mouth tonight was being trested asalie.

"l suppose Stinger's on your birth certificate?' she said.

"Y ou don't understand.” The old man lowered his head, staring at his shimmering gold booties. "' Our
secret identities, they were important to our mission. Vita. Without them, our enemies could have ...
could have attacked our loved ones. Those of uswho had loved ones.”

The seriousness of hisvoice, the sad sincerity--Honey suddenly understood that thiswasn't ajoke. She
raised her hand to cover her mouth, but it wastoo late. The laughter exploded from her.

* k k %

The family farm looked asif it hadn't been visited snce 1964. Thickets of brush covered the fidldswhere
the cows once grazed. The old barn leaned at afifteen degreetilt, and most of the roof had falen in. Out
back, the once white hive boxes were black with mildew, hdf rotted. Only thetiny, three-room
farmhouse stood unchanged.

Mick used the axe to break the door open. Inside, the kitchen was exactly as held left it when his
grandmother died. But one thing was new--the hellish ceasdess vibration that trembled the walls.

He pulled down the door to the attic to discover that the entire space had been filled with amaze of
honeycomb. The attic was now asingle, giant hive.

"How perfect,” Mick sad. "Buzz. Buzzzz. Buzzzzzzzzzz."

In response, aswarm of bees coalesced, forming aliving carpet on the stairs. Sowly, gracefully, the
locked suitcase appeared at the top of the stairs, gliding down the carpet of beesto cometo rest at
Mick's feet.

He unlocked the latches with trembling hands, then took a deep bresth before opening it.

Thetrunk was hdf full of twenty dollar bills. He could buy dl the T-bones he wanted now. Sitting nestly
atop the money was his spare costume, folded smoothly, the gold and silver gleaming like treasure. And
atop this, his back-up Sting-gun, and a dozen vials of pheromone and venom.

He picked up the vials and studied the cloudy fluid, swirling in the dying light.

All the tools held need to enforce payment of the old debt.

* k% k %

Stinger sat on the edge of the bed. He shook his head. "Laughed at by awhore," he said, his shoulders
sagging. "Thisfutureworld isarough place.”

Honey wiped the tears from her face, smudging her fingers with mascara. His use of the word whore



sobered her. So blunt--and so accurate. What did it matter that thiswas her first time? What did it matter
that she/d been in New Y ork for six months without ajob and al of her money was gone and she was
forty-eight hours away from eviction? Nothing erased the fact that shed made the decision to rent her
body for money. She could have been approached by any number of horrible cregps. This old man was
strange, but he didn't seem dangerous. She needed to be more professional.

"About the costume,”" she said. "I'm coal with it. Whatever floats your boat."

"Thisisn't some sexual thing,” Stinger said. "Back then, there were whispers, of course. Y ou'd haveto be
blind not to see | was alot younger than Blue Bee. He was thirty-five, | was twenty, but looked younger.
| remember when our archenemy the Hatchet called Blue Bee a pedophile. That redly set Blue Bee off. |
thought he was going to cripple the Hatchet. He beat him for ten minutes. There wasn't atooth left in that
bastard's mouth afterwards.”

"Y ou were, uh, some kind of superhero? A real one?"

"Yes! My God, forty yearsisn't that long. Y ou remember the Bestles, don't you? Y ou remember Ed
Sullivan, and JFK, and Vietnam?'

"I've heard of them, sure.”

"But not of Blue Bee and Stinger?”'

"Sorry."

Stinger stared into the mirror. Honey got on her knees behind him and rubbed his shoulders.

"We saved theworld," he said. "And the world's forgotten.”

They'd reached Mr. Menta before the police. They were dways astep ahead of the police.
Mr. Mentd stared at the captive Blue Bee, atouch of madnessin his eyes, as he announced:

"I control the H-bombs. All of them." Held tapped hissilver hdmet. "I have the launch codesin here. |
have the detonators primed. A single thought, and | trigger Armageddon.”

"Youfiend!" Blue Bee said, straining againgt the bars of the cage that had dropped from the ceiling. Blue
Beelooked terrific in his skin-tight navy costume. He had a Charles Atlas build, and when he was angry
his eyestook on afiery, determined cast that made Mick fed that he wasin the presence of atrueman, a
hero.

And that day, climbing through the window behind Mr. Mentd, listening to him brag about the bombs,
Mick stood in the presence of atrue villain. He could have tried something clever. A tap on the shoulder,
aquick quip, apunch to thejaw. He could have somersaulted across the room with acrobatic grace and
kicked open the bars of Blue Bee's cage. He could have commanded that bees swvarm Mr. Mental, and
told him to stay il or get the stinging of hislife.

But there were dl those bombsto think about. Literdly, the fate of the world might be decided by what
he did next.

So Mick slently placed his Sting-gun about an inch from Mr. Menta's spine, set the dia to ten, and shot
him with aneedle that pumped in aquart of venom. Mr. Mental dumped to thefloor in severe
anaphylactic shock. He was dead by the time Mick unlocked Blue Bee's cage.



The police kicked open the door, led by the Commissoner, who hated vigilantes.

"Our work here's done. Wed best buzz off," Blue Bee said, leaping from the window to grab the ladder
dangling from the waiting Bee-Wing.

"Y eah, hate to be adrag on your little sting operation,” Mick said, perching in the window, glancing back
with awhite-toothed grin.

The Commissioner shot him in the shoulder. Mick toppled from the window, his hand stretched o,
gpots dancing before his eyes, when asecond bullet caught him in the thigh. Blue Bee reached for him.
Thetipsof hisgloved fingers brushed Mick'swrigt.

Then Mick fel, nine stories, hislife spared by abounce from the hotdl awning, and acrash landing
through the roof of the Commissioner's car.

"S0," said Honey. "We gonna do something, or what?"

"Yeah," said Stinger, sagging on the edge of the bed, lost in thought. " Probably.”

"You want to ... you want to leave the mask on?"

"Yes" hesad.

She brought her lips near his ears and said, the way she'd practiced, " Just tell me what you want, baby."
Stinger chuckled, then sighed. "What | want? Justice.

Honey tensed dightly. "I, um, don't think that's on the menu. How about...?" She leaned in close and
whispered a suggestion she didn't quite have the gutsto say out loud.

Stinger shook his head. "I don't think so0."
"Then how about--"

He cut her short by saying, "The rumors about us, they were right. We were, well, | believe the current
popular term isgay. Blue Bee was my lover. My God, he was something. He had abody like a Greek
Satue.”

"Oh," Honey said, pulling back, leaning againgt the headboard. " Then why am | here?!
"Because | till have needs”

"Okay, baby, okay," she said. Maybe she could still get some money out of him. "Just tell me what you

"A hostage," Stinger said.

* k% k %

Three weeksin the hospital and Robert didn't come to see him once. Not aterrible shock, he supposed.
Mick had been unconscious when they pulled off his mask. Hewas gratified to learn that he was listed on
the hospital charts as John Doe. They didn't recognize him. Why should they? He had no life outside of
being Stinger, and no relatives now that his grandmother had died. Publishing his photo in the paper didn't
turn up any leads. They'd fingerprinted him, but hed never had any red trouble with thelaw. If millionaire
physician Robert E. Eggers were to suddenly drop in to visit the John Doe handcuffed to the bed, it



wouldn't take aterribly clever person to connect the dots.

The police had quite a case againgt him. The murder weapon had his prints on it. Hed been caught
fleeing the scene of the crime. Thefina blow--after he'd healed enough to eat solid food again, held been
taken down to the police station and interrogated under bright lights for five hours. The police hadn't been
shy about banging on his casts, or landing punches on areas of his body aready bruised and broken.

Hed findly admitted to shooting Mr. Mental. The guy'sredl name turned out to be Mark Carpenski,
who'd made hisliving as ahypnotist on the Jersey Shore before becoming a bank robber.

"He was going to detonate the world's nuclear arsend with his dectro-hemet,” Mick protested. "I'm a
hero, not acrimina.”

The commissioner tossed the helmet onto the table before him.

"Thisthing ain't nothing but an army helmet wrapped in tinfail, kid," the Commissioner said. "Now, you
going to tell usyour name, or not? After they scrape your ashes out of the eectric chair, wouldn't you like
your headstone to say something other than John Doe?"

Despite the begtings, the threats, the tricks, and promises of abargain, Mick never broke. He never told
them hisname, or betrayed the Blue Bee. He claimed partial amnesiaafter hisnine-story fal, clamed he
couldn't remember who he had been before that final confrontation, and eventually they'd given up.
Perhaps they bdlieved him. Certainly, hisboyish good looks, hisstoic air, and hisinsstence that held
donetheworld afavor by killing Mr. Mental, swayed the jurors. They found him not guilty of first degree
murder. But mandaughter, assault with a deadly wegpon, breaking and entering, resisting arrest, dl
brought in guilty verdicts. At twenty, Stinger, ak.a. John Doe, secretly Mick Payton, found himsdf injall
for forty yearstolife.

If held ever ratted out the Blue Bee, he could have cut his sentencein half.

* * * %

Theword didn't quite register with Honey. It seemed to be from some foreign language, nonsense noises
strung together.

"Hostage?" she asked.

Stinger turned toward her and held up a Dixie cup full of yelow fluid. She couldn't tell what it was. Then,
without warning, hethrew it on her.

"What the hell areyou doing?' sheydled. She sniffed the drops of the yellow fluid that trembled in the
light hairsof her arm. It didn't smdll like urine. It smdled nice, actudly, like daffodils. Still, that wasno
excuse.

Outside the hotel window, there was anoiselike atrain passng. The mirror on the wall began to tremble
and dance.

Stinger rose from the bed and pulled open the curtains. It was dark out, even the city lights were blotted,
hidden behind amoving curtain of particlesthat pattered against the window like angry rain. Stinger was
humming acongtant "zzzzzz" noise through clenched teeth.

Then, with akung-fu shout, Stinger thrust his hand forward in a sharp punch. The window shattered.
Honey shrieked as a cloud of bees swarmed in, engulfing her in ablack and gold tornado.

"Don't sruggle,” Stinger said. "Y ou'll make the bees nervous.”



"AAAAAAAA!" Honey cried. "Oh God! Oh God! Please! Don't!"

Stinger grabbed her arm and dragged her from the bed. She closed her eyes as bees climbed over her
face, ther tiny feet tickling her eydids, their flickering wings teasing her nogtrils. She screamed, her mouth
wide, and bees crawled on her tongue, and on the inside of her cheeks. Her whole body grew encased
by the vibrating, crawling blanket. In utter terror, shefell slent and till, not even breathing. Sowly, the
bees crawled out of her mouth.

"Bees areinteresting creatures, don't you think?" Stinger's voice sounded far away, nearly lost under the
drone of the bees. " Quite orderly--one might even say civilized. They can communicate by dancing. Can
you imagine what the world might be like if mankind relied on dance to communicate with one another?
It'stheir beautiful world. 1t's not our world. They swim in an atmosphere of pheromones. Their musicis
the rumble of ultrasound. Their skiesglimmer in ultraviolet. It'slike aparale universe, in the same space
as ours, where flowers have patterns and shapesinvisible to us. For abee, the air is crisscrossed by
highways of scent, which stand out as clear and well marked as our modern roads. And your
screams--the vibrations are heard by their entire bodies. Have you ever felt the subway rumble
underneath your feet without actually being aware of the noise? Bees hear everything thisway."

Honey could hold her breath no longer. She sucked in air through clenched teeth. Then, barely parting
her lips, she whispered, "Please let me go.”

"I'm impressed that you haven't fainted,” said Stinger. "Back in 1964, girlswere dwaysfainting. Y ou
future women are made of stern stuff.”

"Thisiscrazy," she sobbed.
"Honey," he said. "I'm dressed up like adamn bee. We can talk crazy if you redly want."

"Please, please, please, get them off." Shefdt like the bees on her eyeswere drinking up her tears. By
somemiracle, it didn't fed like any had stung her. "Please. I'm dlergic to bees™

"lronicdly,” said Stinger, "sowas|."

* * * %

Mick had been asickly youth. He was dlergic to everything. Hed been beaten up regularly at school,
until his grandmother had paid for judo lessons when he was fifteen. Suddenly, hissmdll, dmost girlish
frame was no longer an invitation for beatings. In the span of ayear, held gotten his black belt, and
placed nine bulliesflat on their backs, out cold. Alas, thisonly resulted in multiple suspensions, and
eventualy held been kicked out of schooal.

He'd helped his grandmother on the farm. Unfortunately, sheld kept bee hives--they'd been at thefarm
for haf acentury, and the honey provided asteady income. But Mick had been hospitalized three times
inthelast year, and the cost of treating him exceeded the income the honey brought in. One day there
was an article in the paper about a physician, Dr. Robert E. Eggers, who had developed aradica new
alergy treatment. His grandmother had used the last of her savingsto see that Mick became one of Dr.
Eggers patients.

A whirlwind of events--the experimenta thergpy, amix of venom and radiation, had nearly killed Mick.
In desperation, Robert had taken the comatose teen to the one place on the planet that had the
equipment needed to save him--the Bee Hive, the Blue Bee's cavernous secret headquarters.

Mick came out of his coma stronger than ever, his muscles swelling and growing as he followed Robert's
training advice and secret pollen-based vitamin therapy. To his amazement, Mick possessed new senses,



could smell things he hadn't smelled before, and see in spectrums of light that had once been hidden. With
his newly heightened sense of smell, it didn't take long for him to identify Robert asthe Blue Bee. Robert
responded by presenting him with a costume and a Sting-gun on his eighteenth birthday. The amazing
team of Blue Bee and Stinger was born.

And in secret, far from the public eye, the private team of Mick and Robert found love.

* k x %

Asachild, Honey'sfamily had attended a church with afire-and-brimstone pastor. Week after week, her
young mind had been filled with dread of the torments of Hell. She'd endured restless, nightmare-plagued
nightsfor years.

None of her wordt nightmaresrivaled this.

She was blind. The touch of bees on her eyelids glued her eyes shut with aforce her strongest desiresfor
light could never overcome. A mask of bees crawled over her face, sparing only asmall circle around her
nose. The bees on her clenched lips squelched her yearning need to scream, to shriek, or beg for mercy.
The thought of bees swarming into her again left her entire mouth Sahara dry, her tongue glued to the roof
of her mouth. She could hear only the drone of amillion wings, the sound traveling through her bones, as
the bodies of bees burrowed into her ears.

Sheno longer had any concept of up or down. The bees moved her, supporting her weight, carrying her
aong alumpy, lurching carpet. The mass of the bees was unred, like athousand heavy woolen quilts
piled upon her, entombing her. The heat boiled copious, fevered sweeat from her entire body. She could
fed--or perhgpsimagined feding--amillion tiny tongueslicking a her moist skin.

The mass of bees smelled vaguely of clover, yeast, and urine.

Where were they taking her? Time was impossible to gauge. Occasiondly, she would hear distant,
muffled noises. A gun shot? Stinger shouting? The dinging of eevator bdls?

She may aswell have been trapped in abarrel of cement for al the sense she could make of what was
happening.

At lagt, after what might have been hours, the bees retreated from her ears. Cool air rushed against them,
awhigling of wind.

"Hell lovethis" Stinger sad.

The chill touch of thewind found her lips. The beesthere had | ft.

"Oh, God," Honey said, sucking in air. "Oh God oh God oh God."

"From your profession, | wouldn't have guessed you to bereligious,” Stinger said.
"Please" shesaid. "Please don't kill me.”

"l can't make any promises,” he said.

"Please. Not like this. Not dressed in lingerie, wearing this make-up. Oh God, what will my parents
think?'

"One advantage of being an orphan,” said Stinger. "'l never had any awkward conversations. If I'd had
folks, they probably wouldn't have been thrilled by my career choice. I'm sure your folks aren't happy.”



"M-my red nameisn't Honey," she said. She remembered hearing in moviesthat it'simportant for
hostages to remind kidnappers that you were areal person. So, as surred asit seemed to make
conversation buried under amound of bees, she continued: "My redl name's Barbara. I'm from Dayton,
Ohio. | came hereto be an actress and only do thisto pay rent. | have a mother, afather, two
sisters--they don't know I'm ahooker. | don't want to die and have them find out what |'ve been up to on
the evening news. Please, please, let me go.”

"If you could see where you are, you'd be more careful with your words," Stinger said.
"You said you were ahero! A superhero! Why are you doing this? Why?*

"Because heroeswork for jugtice, right? Wrong. The Blue Bee, he had forty years. He could have
broken me out of jail a any time. Heignored me. | did forty years hard time before making parole. The
Blue Bee, he had money. Impossible, unimaginable wedth. He could have pulled strings. He could have
hired attorneys. He was amaster of disguise--he had aternate identities set up. He could have helped
me, but he didn't."

"I'm sorry," Honey said.
"He's vanished, you know. The Blue Bee hasn't seen action in forty years. | watch the papers.”

"He might be dead,” Honey said. "How do you know helll come here? Evenif hesdive, he might beina
home by now. Hed bein his seventies.”

"He'sdive" sad Stinger. "His secret identity--the obituary appeared years ago. But it had acode phrase
init, to let me know he'd assumed one of his cover identities. | just don't know which one."

"Where ... where arewe? It feddslike I've been carried around alot? It sounds like we're up high some
place? Oh God. They're crawling on my eyes. Please, please take them off my face at least. Please.”

Stinger ghed. He hummed alittle noise, deep in histhroat, and the bees crawled away from her face
and throat.

She opened her eyes and looked down, to palice lights flashing a hundred impossible stories awvay. She
was hanging over open space, supported by abridge of bees.

The scream long suppressed tore from her lips, echoing in the canyons of the city below.

"We're on top of the Empire State Building, my little Faye Wray," Stinger said. "It's perfect. All the cops
inthe city are below us. My swarms have emptied the entire building. My bees are ingtructed to clog the
ar intakes of helicopters. No one's getting up here without a Bee-Wing."

Honey screamed again, until every last spoonful of ar was gone. Then shefilled her lungs and screamed
some more.

"Yeah," said Stinger. "That'sthe Suff. | bet they hear that down there. | wonder if they can get aclose-up
of your face? What they can do with TV cameras these days-amazing. | wasared sciencefiction fan
back in 1964. Thisworld astounds me. My wildest dreams couldn't top it. Look at al thoselights.”

Honey fought to get control of her panic and her vertigo. Suddenly it wasn't screams coming from her
lips, but vomit. She hadn't had any food al day, so only long strings of drooled acid shot from her lips.
She spat, trying to clear the bitter taste from her mouth.

She felt completely empty, hollow asadry gourd. If the bees were to drop her now, she wouldn't mind.



Shewould float to earth on the winds, weightlessas alesf.
"All screamed out?" Stinger asked. "That's okay. I'm sure they've got plenty of footage by now."

Honey fdt light-headed and dreamy. Her Stuation assumed a certain nightmarishlogic. "What if ... what if
he doesn't come by morning? Are you going to let me go? Y ou can't wait here forever.”

"Honey," hesaid. "l waited forty years. Blue Bee might bein Hawaii, for al | know. I'm prepared to give
him time. Weve got alot of mediabeow. With luck, it won't take too long for him to hear about this."

"Do they even know I'm up here? | was covered by bees.”

"Of course. Right now, I've created aten-foot grid on the street below. It'slike a blackboard. My bees
land in it and form messages. I'vetold them | have ahostage. I've told them not to try anything stupid.
And I'vetold them | want the Blue Bee."

"W-won't the bees get tired? What if they drop me? Y ou'll go back to prison.”

"I'm never going back insde," said Stinger. "l either escape this cleanly or die abloody, violent degath.
Don't worry about the bees getting tired. | coated you with enough pheromone to attract every beein
New Y ork, New Jersey, and Connecticut. Pound for pound, bees are much stronger than people.
Y ou've got, oh, maybe three, four tons of beesworking to keep you from going plop prematurely.”

"Prematurely? Y ou don't need to kill meat all. They know I'm up here. Put me somepl ace safe now.
Peas="

"Honey, you just don't get it. There'sarhythm to thesethings, aritud. If only you could have seen the
Blue Bee at his peak, you'd understand. The way held swoop in, graceful and acrobatic, snatching the
damsd in distress away from the teeth of danger at the last possible second ... it wasimpossible not to
love him, in those moments. He made mefed like he was something more than human." Stinger closed
hiseyesand smiled.

"Y ou're putting me in danger so your ex-boyfriend can save me?"'

"You...or me, possibly. If theré's anyone in the world who can find away out of thisfor me, it'shim. My
life has become ahorrible trap from which | can't see any graceful escape. But the Blue Bee ... he dways
escaped in the end. He came out on top no matter what. HE'd said there was no problem in the world
that couldn't be solved by finding the right bad guy to sock in thejaw."

"Don't you see that you're the bad guy? If he'seven il dive, if he'snot in awheelchair somewhere,
you're the bad guy he's going to sock. Don't you want to be one of the good guys?"

"I've spent forty yearsin prison,” Stinger said, hisvoice hard and cold. "1 was ayoung man with a pretty
face, hdf-crippled from my injuries. Y ou can'timaginewhat | endured. | had plenty of time, more than
enough time, to stop feding like ahero, and see mysdlf for what | realy am. Y oulearn alot of things
about yoursdf ingde"

"You can't ... you can't let these things haunt you," said Honey.

"That's the damn point of prison, Honey!" Stinger said, waving his Sting-gun for emphasis. "Thewhole
system is designed to haunt you. Some folks, maybe, have it easy. Maybe they'rein for acrimethey
didn't commit. But you know, it'san awful, avful thing to bein for acrimeyou're guilty of. Because | did
kill Mr. Mental. | don't know that | could call him an innocent man, but maybe he was harmless. He was
play acting in agame he didn't understand. And so was . | was aman-boy caught up in afantasy |



confused with redlity, playing dress-up, living like every damn day was Halloween. | had my God-given
mission to save thisworld from crazy guysin funny hats. What a self-righteous prick | was."

Honey blinked away tears. She could tell from the tone of Stinger's voice he would never, ever, et her
leavethetop of the building dive.

Her tears made the world wavy. All the city lights were surrounded by halos. From the corner of her eye,
ashimmering, dark shape raced toward her with breathtaking speed.

Though shéd never seen it before, she knew ingtantly: 1t wasthe Bee-Wing. It was akind of dark-blue
glider with apair of slver wings buzzing & therear. A long, slver rope hung from the glider, endingina
bar, from which hung abig, beefy man in a navy-blue suit. He wore adomino mask and abowler with a
golden BB &ffixed to it. The Bee-Wing flashed by, blowing her hair, and the masked man extended his
arm as he diced through the air toward her. With ahorrible, rib-crushing impact, his shoulder caught her
inthe belly, folding her in two, draping her over him asthey hurtled upward.

"Oh no you don't!" Stinger yelled.

As spots danced before her eyes, Honey could barely make out asilver lasso flashing upward, snaring
the Blue Bee's ankle. Suddenly, their upward flight jerked to ahdt asthe Bee-Wing ripped away. They
cut arapid arc through space, back over the observation deck. Blue Bee grabbed her, yanking her to his
chest, curling up to shield her as they smacked onto the concrete deck at sixty miles an hour. Shewas
flung away on the impact, skidding across the concrete, crashing into the stedl safety bars at the edge.
Dazed, she sat up, propping hersalf against the bars. Long bloody scrapes crisscrossed her legs and
arms, asif sheld did across acheese grater. Worse, her lingerie was ripped, nearly gone, and dozens of
bees covered her belly, struggling for freedom, their stingersimpaled in her milky skin.

A dozen feet away, the Blue Beerolled over to his back. His blue suit wastorn, reveding asted
exoskeleton and padding over thin limbs. He coughed, sending aspray of blood into the air. Stinger
walked toward him, swapping out his Sting-gun for agleaming black pistal.

"Mick," the Blue Bee gasped.

"Don't you..." Stinger said, his voice choking. "Don't you dare. Y ou son-of-a-bitch."
"Mick, we--"

"Shut up!" Stinger took aim.

Then, the Bee-Wing, its auto pilot set to return to Blue Bee, swooped in with an angry drone and caught
Stinger in the throat, lifting him, throwing him backward, right over the edge of the building. Suddenly the
bees went crazy, swarming down in atornado formation.

With awhir of gears, the Blue Bee sprang to his feet and rushed toward Honey. From the inner folds of
his jacket, he pulled out a glass bottle with a spray top, and began soaking Honey with the blue fluid
insde.

"Don't panic, Miss," hesaid. "l see hels misted you with an attractant. Thiswill negateit. No bee will
want to comewithin ten feet of you with this pheromone.”

"I've been stung!" Honey said. "Oh god! I'm dlergic! | canfed my throat closing! I'm going to die!™

"Cam down," the Blue Bee said. He set the bottle of repulse-pheromones next to her, then reached into
his jacket again, producing asyringe and aflashlight. "'I'm adoctor."



He jammed the syringe into her thigh and pushed the plunger. Then he clicked on the flashlight. Instantly,
inthe middle of the night, Honey developed a sunburn.

"UV radiation activates my specid anti-venom," the Blue Bee said, his voice cam and reassuring despite
the blood dripping from his mouth. She could see now how thin and frail hetruly was. Hisskinwas as
wrinkled and thin as crumpled newspaper, stained with brown and blueink. "Thiswon't merely save you
from your present gtings. It's a permanent cure. It would have made me a thousand timesricher than |
dready wasif the government had ever learned to gppreciate the s de-effects.”

"Canwe ... can wetalk about this a an emergency room?"' she asked. "Not that | don't trust you.”

"L et me buzz the Bee-Wing." The Blue Bee rose, waking awvay adozen yards, leaning over therail ashe
let out awhistle and raised his hand.

He stood there, silently, hand outstretched, for several long seconds. He cleared histhroat and said, "It
wasn't my fault.”

"What?' Honey asked.

"Leaving Stinger in prison. It was ... | mean..." he lowered his hand, wiping the blood from hischin. "I
was married, back then. After the Mr. Mental fiasco, my wife ... she had me committed. | had ... | had
electroshock therapy. A lot of what went on ... my old life ... it'slost forever.”

"I'm sorry,” Honey said.
"Robert!"

It was Stinger's shout, barely audible above the horrid, rising whirr of bees. Suddenly, Stinger was lifted
above the edge of the deck, standing atop a dense column of gold and black insects.

"Y ou aren't going anywhere, Robert!" Stinger yelled. "Forty years of hate | owe you! Forty years of
degradation and abuse and betraya! Forty yeard"

Stinger motioned, waving his hands forward, and twin fists of bees dammed into the Blue Bee's
midsection. The old man fell to hisknees. In seconds, the swarms coa esced around the old man's head,
hiding hisface. The bees began to shoot in from the sky liketiny, angry bullets, until his head was
encased in aliving globe the size of a pumpkin, and the Blue Bee toppled over. His muffled screams
could barely be heard over the buzzing.

"I know you'reimmuneto the stings" said Stinger. "So I'm smply going to drown you. I'm going tofill
your lungs and throat and mouth and nose. It's going to be dow. It'sgoing to be painful. Just like those
forty years."

Honey looked down at the bottle of pheromone, still half full. It must work, since the beesweren't
coming anywhere near her. Despite the jagged pain in her ribs, she pulled hersdf up againgt theironrails.
She unscrewed the bottle cap as she staggered toward the Blue Bee. But her plan to pour the stuff over
him proved unnecessary. As she gpproached, the bees engulfing him seemed pushed away by aninvishble
hand. By the time she reached him, hisface was hairy with black stingers, but, save for the beesthat
struggled to escape hislips, the last bees had fled.

"| should have dropped you," Stinger said.
"Yeah," said Honey. "Probably.”



She hurled the bottle with a strength that shocked her, striking Stinger dead center of the appliquUA®© bee
on historso.

The bees benegath hisfeet boiled avay. Stinger fel from the sky like a stone. He shouted something,
perhaps some curse, or defiant quip, or some urgent final message to the man who'd shaped hislife--but
the howl! ofthe swarm covered hiswords.

"Areyou dl right?' Honey asked, her strength ebbing as she lowered herself beside the Blue Bee.

"Not thistime," Blue Bee said, gasping for breath, bees still crawling from hislips. He spat, then spat
again, bloody beesflying. "Venom won't get me. But they've stung me from inside, hundreds of times.
Lungsfed full of needles. Not the sort of injury this old body's going to shake off. What away to go.”

Honey was dizzy, fighting to stay conscious. She couldn't tell if those last words were acurse, or an
exultation.

Darkness ate away the edges of her vision as the doorsto the roof opened and the NY PD's finest
poured onto the scene.

* k x %

Honey wokein the hospital three days|ater, feding stronger than sheld ever felt in her life. Her parents
were at her bedside--they told her sheld been in acoma, and that it was amiracle, smply amiracle that
shewasdive.

Perhapsit was. Something about the events of that night had transformed her. The person she had once
been--the logt, desperate girl with no money and no hopes--had passed away. She felt born again. The
ar fdt fresher, theworld looked brighter, her ams and legs fet full of iron springs, asif she could leap
across rooftops. She could fed the rumble of machinery far away in the hidden depths of the hospitd,
could hear the dectricity humming in the wires of her room. When the nurse brought in flowers, she could
smdl them in the hdl, long before they reached her room, and she knew they were daisies.

Studying the daisies at her bedside, she laughed with delight at dl the colors and patternsin the once
white petas.



