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BARBARA STARR, SPACE DETECTIVE
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Gerald poured himself a shot of Maker’s Mark whiskey and balanced it near the edge of the typewriter. He typed, Barbara drew her particle beamer and answered the reptilian serial killer. “I know you won’t do it again.” Then she shot him.” He smiled to himself, hit the return key, and typed, “THE END.”

Before he picked up the drink, he put the last page upside down on the manuscript stack and turned over the pile. The first page had his name and address in the upper left-hand corner. Approximately 88,000 words were typed on the right side. Midway down the page was the title, “Barbara Starr and the Chameleon Killer. Book Forty-Two of the Adventures of Barbara Starr.”

He aligned the pages and wrapped the entire manuscript in brown paper tied with string. He sealed the parcel inside a plastic sheet and placed it in an express mailing box. The address sticker was quickly applied. Mr Jerome Moss, Editor - Space and Time Publishing.

With the box sealed, Gerald picked up his whiskey. He only drank to celebrate the completion of a novel. Drinking and writing aren’t good companions. A man could do one, but not both. Whiskey wisdom never read well the morning after. Besides, he hated to drink alone.

He ran his finger along the spines of the Barbara Starr novels on the bookshelf. There were forty-one. They occupied the second of four shelves. Robert Heinlein filled the top shelf, and Edgar Rice Burroughs took up the bottom two. He saluted the bookshelf and downed his whiskey.

He decided he deserved another before walking to the post office. He toasted the faded photo of his wife mounted above the bookcase. “Here’s another one finished and dedicated to you like all the rest, my dear. I hope you like it. You’re always the Barbara in my heart and the Barbara on the pages.”

He sat down and tried not to cry. Before the plague killed almost everyone and the power grid went down, he’d written his novels on a computer, edited them a few times, and sent the finished product to his editor with the touch of a button, but now his books were written and published the old fashion way. He wrote on a typewriter and used double line spacing, paragraph indentation, and one-inch margins. A mistake meant he had to retype the entire page. He mailed the manuscript to his editor, who made handwritten corrections and sent it to the typesetter.

Jerome, the editor, said that they printed their books on an old press powered by a water-driven electrical generator and hand-delivered copies to the newsstands and bookstores.

Gerald had written the first nineteen Barbara Starr, Space Policewoman novels on his computer. The last twenty-three were written on an old portable Corona typewriter he found in the Andersons’ garage after the family disappeared. He scavenged typewriter ribbons and reams of paper from an office supply store. He figured he’d die long before he used up the supply.

He picked up the manuscript and weighed it on the scale he kept for that purpose. Five dollars and eighty-five cents media mail. Outrageous, but what’s a man to do? He put six dollars’ worth of stamps on the package and tucked it under his arm.

The post office was closed by the time he walked the deserted streets, and he placed it in the box outside the postal station. The next pick-up was at nine the next morning.

He went home and put a fresh sheet of paper in the Corona. He ritualistically twisted his wedding ring three times counterclockwise before he wrote the first word. The ring was one of a kind. Barbara had woven the wedding band from alternating gold and silver bands. He typed the title, “Barbara Starr and the Case of the Missing Moon.” Four pages later he fell asleep at the table.

***
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Jay’s postman hat fell off when he bent to empty the mailbox. He tapped his gold and silver wedding ring against the metal box three times when he saw the package from Gerald James. It had to be another Barbara Starr, Space Policewoman mystery. Gerald had mailed it by media mail. The post office has the right to inspect media mail and Jay took advantage of it. He unwrapped the package and read the story over a three-hour lunch break. He cried, he laughed. He tingled with fear and anticipation. He shared Barbara’s dangers and her victories. The book was a masterpiece. Gerald had outdone himself. Jay knew the postmaster was also a Barbara Starr fan and he left the unpackaged manuscript on his desk with a note. Here’s the newest Barbara Starr. James shipped it by media mail. I thought you might want to inspect it before we deliver it to the publisher.

***
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Jerry, the postmaster, found the manuscript on his desk just before closing time. He couldn’t help himself. He locked himself in the building, made a fresh pot of coffee, and kissed his wedding ring in celebration. He read the whole thing. Jerry hated snakes, and a reptilian villain gave him the shivers, but he didn’t turn the last page until almost ten o’clock. He carefully repackaged it and left it in outgoing mail for Jay to deliver the next morning. Too bad his family hadn’t survived the plague, they’d loved her stories.

The next morning Jay left on his rounds. He delivered the manuscript to Space and Time Publishing. No one was at the front desk. Jay guessed they must be in a staff meeting, and he left the package at the receptionist’s desk. He couldn’t wait for the book. Maybe he could get Gerald to sign it.

***
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Jerome saw the manuscript when he came back from lunch. His pleasure at seeing another Barbara Starr manuscript darkened for a moment when he realized that it was sitting unattended. Where was that damn girl? It’s impossible to hire good help these days. He scribbled a quick note ordering her to hold all his calls and locked himself in the office for the rest of the day.

As always he saluted the photo of his wife before he started reading. The photo was framed with a gold and silver frame, just like his wedding ring. She’d loved the books. He went through it three times. The first time he just read it for the joy of spending another few hours in Barbara’s universe. The second time he read with a red pen poised for action. He made nineteen corrections in 218 pages. Gerald was good, and he always sent in a clean manuscript. The stories were exciting, the mysteries well presented, and solved fairly. Barbara never used profanity, and she always dressed and acted like a lady, except for when she was beating some felon half to death.

He read the story a third time. God, he loved these adventures. Truth be told, the Barbara Starr stories had kept Space and Time Publishing in business.

He wrote a summary and an order for cover art and put both in an envelope.

Everyone was gone when he finished. He left the manuscript on the typesetter’s desk and mailed the order to the artist. When he reached the hotel he called home, he stopped in the lobby bar. It was almost closing time. The place was empty, and the bartender must have been in the back, so Jerome poured himself a shot of Irish whisky, left a five on the bar, and a dollar in the tip jar.

***
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J.J. finished his cigar and coffee before he picked up the manuscript. Another Barbara Starr adventure. Jerome would want this one as fast as possible, but he was going to have to wait. J.J. lit another cigar and began to read. Barbara Starr stepped into the crime scene. The floor glistened with a thousand small points of light. Barbara picked up one of the iridescent pieces of glitter and identified it as a scale from a snake or lizard.

Boy that Gerald James could write. J.J. nodded to the picture of his wife on one corner of his desk, turned on the generator, and fired up the Linotype machine. He took off his gold and silver wedding ring. A friend of his, Freddie Brown, had left his ring on and the Linotype machine had taken Fred’s finger off clean as a whistle. The eighty-year-old beauty came to life, and J.J. keyed in the title page and hit the return key. The hot metal slug containing an entire line of copy slid into place perfectly. J.J. moved the first page to the holding bin and started page two. He did a brief mental calculation. 88,000 words at one hundred words a minute was 6000 words an hour. This would take sixteen hours, allowing for lunch and dinner breaks. He’d have the plates ready to mount on the printer by midnight. Fair enough, the public shouldn’t have to wait for this book.

***
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Jaycee opened the envelope from Space and Time Publishing. Awesome, another Barbara Starr thriller. He loved those books, and he loved drawing the space detective. His version of Barbara was a blonde beauty with steel-blue eyes. She looked her best in a form-fitting space suit that showed off her magnificent body. Jaycee tittered to himself when he read the summary. The villain was a lizard man. He could visualize the cover in his mind. A confrontation between Barbara and the lizard. The creature would be holding a helpless female. His mouth would be open with razor-sharp teeth and dripping venom. The tongue was extended toward the comatose woman in Freudian symbolism.

Jaycee opened the window blinds in his ninth-floor hotel room. Natural light is the best. He’d picked this room on the south side for just that reason. Jaycee removed his wedding ring. Years ago he’d spilled black paint in the tightly woven gold and silver bands, and it had taken weeks to clean the ring. He put a new Bristol board on his easel, sharpened three pencils, and sketched Barbara on the left side of the board. He always drew Barbara first.

He finished the dust jacket early the next morning and placed it in his artist’s case. He stopped for breakfast in the hotel lobby. He was the only one there. Must be a day to sleep in, he thought. I didn’t get the memo. He helped himself to coffee and oatmeal from the buffet, signed the meal to his room, and walked to the publisher’s office.

The receptionist wasn’t at the desk. Jaycee left the art and an invoice on her desk. He hesitated and wrote a quick note. Please tell Gerald that if he likes this one, I’ll trade the original artwork for a signed copy of the book.

***
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J.J. photographed the artwork. He loved the way Jaycee drew Barbara. The man might be a little weird, but by god, he could draw. He made sure the color press was primed and printed a sample copy. There was too much red, and he adjusted the color, set the print run, and went to check the manuscript print run.

Everything ran perfectly. J.J. loaded the printed signatures on a dolly and delivered them to the binding department, but no one was there. Just like Jerome not tell the binders that they had a new Barbara Starr to assemble. No matter, he’d do it himself. He picked red boards for the book cover and set the machine to emboss the title on the front and spine. The capital B in Barbara was a little off-center on the first cover, and J.J. made a small adjustment.

He bound fifty copies and stopped. That was enough for tonight. He’d let the binding department finish the print run tomorrow.

J.J. placed one copy on Jerome’s desk and kept one copy for himself. He packaged one copy for Gerald and left it with reception. The postman would pick it up and see that it was delivered to the author. He boxed the other forty-seven copies and rolled them to the newsstand outside the hotel where he lived.

The newsstand wasn’t staffed when J.J. arrived, and he placed the book where it could be seen. He taped the invoice for the copies to the open cash register.

***
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Jay straightened his postman’s hat before he entered the hotel where Gerald James lived and wrote. He carried the package from Time and Space Publishing with reverence and awe. He knew it was Mr James’ copy of the new Barbara Starr book. The desk clerk was away on an errand and Jay slipped behind the desk and put the package in the cubbyhole for room 218, Mr James’ room.

Outside he continued north on Fifth Avenue and stopped at the newsstand. The book was there. “Barbara Starr and the Chameleon Killer” beckoned from the shelves. Jay called to the old news seller, Javier Geraldo, but the man didn’t answer. That wasn’t really a surprise. At his age, it was no wonder that the old man spent more time in the restroom fighting with his bladder than he did working.

Jay opened a copy priced at $19.99. He bought two. One for himself and one for the postmaster. He put two twenty-dollar bills on the cash register.

***
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Gerald put the finishing touch on “Barbara Starr and the Case of the Missing Moon” that evening. He packaged the manuscript and toasted his wife’s photograph with Maker’s Mark.

He left the manuscript in the post office box and walked the empty streets back to the hotel. The copies of his book at the newsstand caught his eye, and he left a twenty for a copy to sign and trade with Jaycee for the dust wrapper artwork.

No one was at the front desk. The night clerk was probably sneaking off with one of the maids again. The man was never where he was supposed to be. Gerard saw the package in his cubbyhole and retrieved it.

He put the dustwrapper in a Mylar jacket cover to protect it and added the book to his Barbara Starr shelf. Jaycee’s artwork looked great on the wall. Gerald autographed the second copy of the book for the artist and climbed the stairs to the ninth floor. Jaycee didn’t answer the door, and Gerald left the book on the floor outside the artist’s loft.

Gerald twisted his wedding ring three times counterclockwise, put a clean sheet of paper in the Corona, and typed his name in the upper left-hand corner. He hit return seven times and typed the title, “Barbara Starr and the Pirates from Polaris.” This would be the best one ever.

***
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A IS FOR ANT
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Felicity stopped to catch her breath, but she couldn’t rest for long. Skittering ant feet rustled in the dead leaves covering the forest floor. She needed a better plan than to keep running, but nothing came to mind. The ants overran her home at sunrise and killed her parents and her horse. Her eyes teared up and she wiped her face on the back of a tattered sleeve. Thinking and crying don’t work together.

A shiny red head complete with grasping mandibles pushed its way through a large fern. The damn thing was as big as a dog. A foot-long antenna waved. Felicity ran.

The beast’s six legs were two feet long and its pincers were large enough to take an arm in a single bite. The ant stayed close, but never caught up. Felicity followed a dry river bed that meandered slightly downhill toward the remains of an old town called Pawhuska. 

She didn’t look back, the rapid clicks of the ant’s feet on the river rocks told her that the insect was right behind her. She twisted her ankle when a large round stone turned under her feet. She grimaced at the sudden pain, wheeled her arms to keep her balance, and staggered into a meadow filled with Johnson grass, milkweed, and lonely sprouts from a long abandoned wheat field. 

She glanced at the sky and it was empty. There wasn’t a wasp or a butterfly in sight. A rust-eaten tractor stood on the far side of the field like a loyal sentinel who’d died at his post. She breathed deeply, winced at the sharp twinge in her ankle, and mentally calculated the distance to the closest building’s crumbling skeleton. She told herself it was two hundred steps. She could bounce two hundred steps on one foot.

The old people built underground storm shelters to hide from the tornados that ripped through this part of the world. She scanned the grass as she ran and spotted a small stained air vent sticking up from a concrete square. She turned toward it, but before she ran another step, a dozen ants erupted from where they were hiding in the tall grasses. She was surrounded. The damn thing had herded her into an ambush.

“Isn’t this nice,” she said out loud and slid her razor-sharp machete from its sheath. She screamed and charged the nearest ant. The ants maintained their spacing and closed around her like a pack of confident wolves. Felicity slashed left and right as she dashed between two ants and left a foreleg from one and an antenna from the other in her wake. 

A high-pitched hum filled the air and bright yellow and black wasps filled the skies. They glistened in the noonday sun. The ants ignored Felicity and backed into a circle with their abdomens almost touching. They stood on their rear legs and held their mandibles upwards forming a protective shield against the wasps. 

The wasps dove and retreated, feinting like swordsmen trying to lure an opponent into an unprotected position. The ants stayed together.

Felicity retreated slowly from the confrontation. The wasps and ants parried and attacked in an almost ritualistic dance. The circle of ants revolved like a merry-go-round and the wasps harried them from above. The girl tripped over a loop of wire from some long fallen fence. She shrieked when she fell. She freed her foot from the barbed wire. Not only was her ankle sprained or broken, but now it dripped blood.

Two of the wasps pulled away from the battle. Felicity froze. The wasps hesitated and then streaked toward her. She jumped to her feet and ran. She could hear the high-pitched buzz of their wings. A crumbled wall was in her path and she jumped, but she didn’t clear it. She hit the ground face first, rolled over, and swung her machete with both hands. The wasps hovered with their stingers extended and circled her. 

She knew their stings wouldn’t kill her. They paralyzed their prey. The wasp would put the victim in a nest and lay an egg inside the body. Once a larva larger than a chicken hatched, the blind white worm would eat the paralyzed victim from the inside out. Better to die in battle. 

She sat up and slid on her butt toward a concrete block wall from an old building. She touched the wall and pulled herself upright. The main swarm was still engaged with the ants. Three wasps were dead and most of the ants were dead or paralyzed. 

The remaining wasps waved their antennae at each other and streaked toward Felicity. She put her machete to her own throat. Several trap doors opened in the ground between her and the fence. Yellow and black insects erupted from each opening. Felicity thought that this couldn’t get any worse, but the trapdoor beetles were armed with bows and arrows. They weren’t insectoid, they were humans wearing insect chitin for body armor. Their arms and legs were clad with the exoskeletons from wasps, beetle carapaces covered their chests and backs, and each wore the upper half of an ant head as a helmet. The arrows were tipped with long thin points made from precious steel. 

A voice shouted. “Stay still, girl. We’ve got this.” 

Two quick volleys and the wasps were dead or dying on the ground. One of the men removed his ant head helmet. “I’m Carter. You’re safe now.”

Felicity dropped into a fighting pose and threatened Carter with her machete. Another human removed her helmet and gently touched Felicity’s arm. Her hair was tied back. “We won’t hurt you. My name is Viki. There’ll be time to talk later. Come with me. The rest of the squad will harvest the insects before flies and carrion beetles come for the dead.”

The soft voice was calming and the woman’s touch was reassuring. “Felicity dropped her point toward the ground. “ Thank you. The ants took my family this morning. I’ve run all day, but if there’s work to be done, I’ll help. Tell me what to do.”

“Okay. We need to harvest the parts of the wasps and ants we can use. We need leg coverings, helmets, and shields. Their exoskeletons, the chitin, make excellent armor. We want the poison sacs. We dip our arrows in the poison. Mandibles and claws make good weapons and tools. We eat the flesh. If we’re lucky, we’ll find unlaid wasp eggs. Delicious.”

“What about ant eggs?”

“Only one ant in each tribe lays eggs and she never forages for food. I’ve never seen an ant egg.”

Felicity oozed slime by the time the insects were butchered. She cleaned herself with tuffs of dried grass. Viki said, ‘Come with me. We’ll get cleaned up and send you to Perry.” 

“Is he your ruler?”

“No, he’s our doctor and your ankle needs attention. You’ll like him. His other job is to remember the old times and old ways. We don’t have a ruler. The Women’s Council runs our village and Carter commands our defenses. There’s plenty of time to talk later. I really want to wash up. I stink of wasp guts.”

Felicity pulled her hands from a wasp’s thorax and sniffed her own forearm. “I believe I do too.”

Viki led her around the concrete wall and down a stairway to a metal door below ground level. Felicity stared at the sign reading, “Weapons Storage Bunker P-242A.”

“Viki, what does weapons storage mean?”

Viki said, “Wow, you can read. That’s great. Perry will explain.”

The underground area was a rabbit’s warren of wood-shored tunnels connecting a series of bunkers like P-242A. Lighting was sparse, and it flickered on and off. Viki told Felicity that the lights were called Elleedees and were powered by the sun. After a cold shower and the loan of clean clothes, Felicity bandaged her leg, met with the Women’s Council, and explained that she and her parents had lived in a silo near Stillwater until this morning. “There were six families, over thirty of us. The ants came. I think I’m the only one who survived.”

“Girl, did you run all the way from Stillwater?”

“I did.”

Diane, the oldest member of the Women’s Council, smiled and handed Felicity of plastic tumbler of water. “If she stays, this one will be a strong fighter. Girl, what do you know about the material this tumbler is made from and the time before the big bugs?”

“My people call it plast. It’s from the old times. We mined it from a hill in Stillwater filled with bottles, cups, and things I didn’t understand. The bugs have always been big. My dad said they grow bigger every spring.”

“Your dad is right about the last part. Take her to Perry. He may want to stitch her ankle.”

Viki motioned for Felicity to stand. The Women’s Council was discussing the mushroom crop before the two girls walked away. 

Perry was old, really old. His bunker was lined with books and magazines. The smell of mold was overpowering. He wore eyeglasses held in place by a plast strap and his attention was focused on a metal box with parallel openings on the top and a long cord dangling from one end. Viki coughed to get his attention.

Perry looked up and said, “The old people called this a toaster. They used it to burn the sides of bread slices, but I can’t imagine why.” 

Viki shrugged. “This is Felicity. She was living with her family in an old grain silo near Stillwater. The ants killed everyone but her. Diane says to for you check her ankle and see if she knows anything that will help us. You’ll need to explain some things to her. Start at the beginning. She thinks bugs were always big.”

“Little girl, don’t tell me how to teach. I remember when you believed in the Easter Beetle.”

“That’s not funny. I’ll be back for her this evening after we process the wasps we killed today.”

Perry unwrapped the bandage and inspected Felicity’s ankle. “Sprained. You’ve cut it pretty good. It needs stitches.”

Perry took a faded blue jar from one of the cluttered shelves. The remains of the label said Vick’s Vapo...

Perry said, “This is filled with wasp venom. I’ll rub a little on your ankle before I stitch it. You won’t feel anything for an hour or so. Tell me about your family.”

Felicity’s eyes teared up. “I don’t have a family anymore. We lived in a grain silo outside of one of the old cities, Stillwater. An ant colony found us this morning. I think they killed everyone. Diane said that the bugs weren’t always big. My Dad says the bugs get bigger every year.”

He threaded a needle and poked her ankle with the point. She didn’t flinch. “They’re both right. Hold still. I’ll tell you what I know. This place used to be what the old people called an underground shelter. It was designed to protect humans from big explosions. People had big machines that flew through the sky faster than the fastest wasp or bee. In those days the biggest bug was smaller than your littlest finger, but one year the bugs began to grow.”

Perry put in the first stitch, tied it tightly, and cut the thread. He took a book from the shelf. He handed “Insects Are Our Friends” to Felicity. She opened the book to a photograph of dozens of small ants crawling on a gloved human hand. The next photograph was of a beekeeper with a cloud of minuscule honeybees swarming around her head. “This can’t be true. Bugs are thousands of times bigger than these pictures.”

“Thousands of times may be overstating their size, but it is true. A long time ago when people kept track of time, billions of people shared the planet with billions of bugs, fish, birds, and other animals. People were the only creatures that made things besides bird nests and insect hives. One of the things people invented was plastic. Plastic lasts forever, but it eventually breaks down into smaller and smaller pieces until the pieces are so small that they’re invisible. The tiny pieces of plastic are in the dust we breathe and the water we drink. The pieces are inside the food we eat. We can’t see it but it’s there all the same.”

Felicity traced the tunnels inside an ant colony on a color photograph. “You mean plastic like the bottles and packages my family mined from the old dumping places?”

“That’s exactly what I mean. The plastic things break down, but they don’t go away. The insects adapted a way to use plastic. Bugs have their bones on the outside. They stayed small because their exoskeletons, the outside bones, were only strong enough to grow so big. The bugs’ bodies used the little plastic pieces, the old people called those pieces, microplastics, to strengthen their exoskeletons. Microplastic allowed their chitin, their exoskeletons, to become strong enough to let them grow bigger.”

He tightened the last stitch. “I’ll take those out in five or six days. Wash your ankle every day.”

“If this microplastic stuff makes bugs bigger, why aren’t we bigger?”

“Don’t know. Could be Karma. There was an old saying, life finds a way. Maybe the bugs adapting their bodies to ingest and use plastic was nature’s way of dealing with the billions of tons of plastic waste humans dumped on the planet. As far as we know, only bugs use the plastic. Birds, fish, and mammals haven’t changed. Spiders are still spiders and water bugs, like crawdads, shrimp, and crabs, are still the same size they always been.” 

Perry wrapped her ankle tightly. “Try to keep your weight off it for a few days.”

“How big will the insects grow?”

“Hard to say. My father, his father, and his father’s father kept track for a long time. Every year or so I put another ant head at the end of a row of ant heads in one of the bunkers. The oldest one is a little over half the size of the newest. My father said, ‘There’s only so much plastic out there. Once the plastects absorb it all, the bugs won’t grow bigger. I hope he was right.”

Felicity limped to the door. “What was that word?”

“Plastects. That’s what we the big bugs. Plastic plus insect. Come back tomorrow and I’ll let you read a couple more books. You aren’t going to be any use to anyone until your ankle heals.”

Felicity spent most of the next two weeks healing and reading everything about the rise of the plastects. Mother had taught her to read, but Felicity wasn’t a skilled reader and most of the big words eluded her. She pestered Perry constantly. “I don’t understand. Why would the business mongrels keep making plastic after they knew it was poisoning the planet?”

Perry looked puzzled. “Business Mongrels?”

She showed him a headline from an old magazine. “Business Moguls Choose Profits Over Plastic Ban.”

He laughed. “Felicity, the word is Mogul, it means a rich businessman, but now that I think about it, Business Mongrel is probably more descriptive.”

“Why didn’t people fight back?”

“I never understood that myself. I don’t think most people knew there was a war until it was almost over. The bugs reproduce faster than we do. One queen ant can have thousands of children a year. There’s an article somewhere about a place called New Orleans. One spring, countless mosquitos the size of pigeons descended on the city and killed ninety percent of the population. Ticks grew to the size of my fist. Their bites were almost always fatal. People tried everything. Two big cities, Chicago and San Francisco tried to burn the bugs, but they burned their own cities to the ground.”

He shook his head and removed her stitches. “You’d best find Viki and Carter. They’ll equip you with armor and assign your duties. Everyone works and everyone fights. That’s a lesson we learned from the ants. You’re welcome to come back anytime you’re off duty.”

Felicity looked at herself in an old mirror. The wasp and ant chitin armor was the best clothing she’d ever worn. She turned her head from side to side and decided that the ant head helmet made her look menacing and alluring at the same time. Viki laughed at her. “Stop admiring yourself. It won’t matter to the men how good you look if you’re dead. The first thing you do every morning is inspect your equipment. Sharpen your spear. Make sure your arrows haven’t warped. Are your knives safely bound in their sheaths?” Check every binding on your armor. There won’t be time to adjust a chin strap when a mantis has you in his claws.”

“I was using the mirror to check the bindings.”

“Of course you were. Time to go. For now, you’ll have shepherd duty. Our flocks of grasshoppers, aphids, and locusts have to be taken to pasture, watched, and defended, if necessary. They won’t fly away. We removed their wings as soon as they emerged from their cocoons.”

“What if we’re attacked?”

“There’ll be three of you. Carry this hollow cricket leg. It’s a horn. Two long blasts mean for everyone to come running. Works the other way too. If you hear a double blast, it’s all hands on deck.”

“All hands on deck?”

“Just something we say when we need everyone to report ready to fight as fast as they can.”

Felicity liked shepherd duty. It was calm work. The fields where the flocks grazed were safely inside the perimeter maintained by the armed patrols. Ants and other predatory plastects were hunted and killed when they intruded. The risk of attack by wasps and other flying plastects still existed, but most plastects sought prey that didn’t fight back. 

The second week, a solitary assassin bug hid in the field and ambushed a locust. Felicity blew two sharp blasts, pulled her machete, and slashed a foreleg off the plastect. The bug dropped the locust and snapped at her. Felicity retreated. She was familiar with the wolf-sized assassin and knew that its bite was lethal. She’d seen one ambush a cockroach twice its size. The roach died in seconds. 

She held her spear in her right hand and used it to keep the creature’s mandibles away from her. She slashed left-handed with her machete and took off one of the beast's antennas. The creature displayed its wings making it look larger and more threatening. It was quick, but Felicity was quicker. The bug snapped its wings and jumped forward. Felicity dropped her machete and thrust her spear with both hands. She shoved it between the snapping mandibles. 

The creature twisted its head and jerked the spear from her hands. It clawed the shaft to no avail. Felicity recovered her machete and leaped onto the plastect’s back. It buffeted her with its wings. She hooked her legs around the hard neck-like structure between the head and the thorax and jabbed the machete into the soft tissue at the joint. 

The assassin bug pounded her with its wings. Its claws strained to reach her. The bug rolled over trying to dislodge her. Felicity clenched her legs tighter and sawed at the junction. She severed the head and it continued to snap and bite at the spear lodged in its throat. Felicity jumped clear. The headless body wandered aimlessly for several minutes before it died.

Carter helped Felicity to her feet. “Nicely done. You do know its bite is fatal.”

“That’s why I fed it my spear. I need to check on the locust.”

“It’s dead. We can’t eat anything that’s been bitten by the assassin bug. The poison spreads too fast.”

Felicity nodded and pinned the creature’s head to the ground with one foot. She jerked her spear from its mouth and kicked the head. “What do we do with the carcass?”

“Salvage the venom and check for eggs, if we find any, we have to search the area for a nest. Then we burn it. As for you, I think your shepherding days are over. It’s time for you to join us on patrol.”

Felicity loved being on patrol. The best part was the dogs. The dogs were trained to find plastect eggs, larvae, and pupae. Carter assigned Belle, a solid black dog, to Felicity. “Take care of her. She’s more important than you are unless you learn to find hidden plastect nests. It’s easier to kill the creatures before they emerge from their cocoons. Besides, ant larvae make a great stew.”

Belle found a cache of eggs on their third patrol together. Felicity blew three short blasts to signal the find. Viki arrived first. “Beetle eggs. You can tell by the oval shape with a point on one end. The adults aren’t dangerous to us, but they’ll eat us out of house and home given half a chance. Let’s take the eggs to the kitchen.”

There were almost two hundred thumb-sized eggs. Cook fixed egg and aphid omelets the next morning. After breakfast, Felicity and Belle finished their morning run. Everyone ran every day. Perry said, “The plastects eat slow warriors.”

Felicity challenged him. “You don’t run.”

He simply smiled. “I don’t go outside either. If they find me in my bunker, there’s nowhere to run. Are you going to spend all your free time in here?”

“No, I would if I could. There’s so much to learn. I read that plastic burns. We burned another assassin bug last weed and its chitin burned down to an oily residue. When ants or other bugs attack us, I bet we can set them on fire. All we have to do is get close enough.”

‘How are you going to do that?”

‘Haven’t figured that part out. By the time my torch set the bug on fire, it would have taken my head off. I’ll talk to Carter about it.”

Perry winked. “You should do that. I hear the two of you patrol together?”

“He’s just a friend,” she blushed.

“Of course he is. Here’s a book for you. It’s called the “Anarchist’s Cookbook.” It has recipes for all kinds of dangerous things. You might find something to help you burn the bugs. I remember a section on alcohol. It’s like burning water if I remember right.”

Four months later Felicity stopped running, but she kept patrolling daily with Belle, Carter, and Carter’s dog, Truly Nolan. The four of them found a ground hornet’s nest on the western perimeter the day before Felicity gave birth to her daughter, Delores. 

Felicity took three days off, put Delores in a cradle carrier made by Viki as a gift, and went back on patrol. Carter told her to rest a few more days. She refused. “The bugs don’t rest.”

In the evenings, she and Perry constructed a small still. ‘Still’ was a new word for Felicity. She learned lots of new words learning to make alcohol. Perry salvaged metal tubing and some discolored glass bottles and together, they rigged a device to distill alcohol from corn. The first step was to grind up the corn and store it until it was fermented. The fermented corn was called mash. Step two was to filter the liquid and step three was to heat the liquid until it evaporated and capture the steam when it turned back into liquid. Perry called the process fractional distillation. Felicity loved the expression, fractional distillation. It was fun to say.

The liquid burned on their twelfth attempt. They ran it through the process four more times. The final clear fluid exploded into flame when fire or a spark came near it. 

They made enough to fill three glass jars. Perry explained about Molotov Cocktails. “Stuff a wick in the jar and light the wick. One spark from flintrock and steel will do it. Throw the glass at the bug. The glass will break and set the bug on fire.”

The next morning Felicity tested one glass bottle of precious alcohol. Carter and several dozen other patrolmen gathered to watch. She propped up a dead ant on a wire fence and stood about ten feet away. She shoved a wick of woven grasses into the glass bottle and hit the flintrock with a piece of rusted metal. The wick burst into flame. Felicity hurled the bottle at the ant, but she missed. The bottle shattered on the ground in front of the ant and the alcohol splattered the ant’s head and the ground under the creature. Once the head caught fire, the plastic-infused chitin kept burning. 

A hundred heartbeats later, Viki stirred the oily sludge and ashes that remained of the ant. “I got to get me some of this.”

Felicity said. “I’ve only had two bottles, but we can make more. It takes several days. We’ll need more supplies. Perry and I used corn to make the liquid, but he says any plants will work.”

Felicity and Perry supervised the construction of several makeshift fermentation vessels, which they filled with mashed and shredded plants. Between patrols, volunteers built several large and small stills. The ancient trash burial areas were searched for glass bottles and containers. Perry said, “Glass is the key for us. We don’t know how to make glass and we don’t have an endless supply. Until we find different ways to use the alcohol, we need to find more glass.”

Diane called an open meeting of the Women’s Council to discuss the shortage of glass. Felicity said, “There is a large trash area near where I lived in Stillwater. We can march there in a day, search for bottles, and return. If we take a large enough force, we should be safe.”

Diane shook her head. “We can’t send a large force and keep enough guards here to protect Pawhuska. I don’t like it.”

Carter said, “I agree. We shouldn’t commit a full expedition until we know for sure what’s there. Felicity, Viki, and I’ll go. The three of us will be enough to investigate. Three people and three dogs can travel faster than a squadron.”

Diane thought for a moment. “Agreed. When?”

The next morning, Felicity strapped Delores on her cradle carrier. “You two will have to carry supplies. I’ll carry my daughter.”

Viki said, “You have to leave her here. You can’t take her with us.”

“My child, my decision. She has to eat. I’m the only one who can feed her. Delores and I will face whatever happens together. Besides, I’ve got you, Carter, and the dogs. We’ll be fine. So, you going to put on your pack and start running or am I going by myself.”

Viki appealed to Carter. He put on his pack, checked his weapons, knelt by Felicity, and tightened the straps holding the two bottles of alcohol in place. “Don’t look at me. I stopped trying to argue with her over a year ago.”

They ran in single file. Belle, Truly Nolan, and Viki’s dog, Raptor, maintained positions around the humans in a triangle, one on point and the other two along the sides. Raptor barked whenever she scented a plastect nest. Viki whistled for her dog to keep running. She said, “We don’t have time to engage, we have a specific mission. Besides, there are only three of us. We really don’t want to find any plastects.”

Carter gasps between breaths. “Agreed. Keep moving.”

The trash burial area near Stillwater was overgrown with short weeds and saplings. Since Felicity’s people were killed by the ants, it had lain fallow. Even so, it was easy to find. The piles of red clay soil clearly demonstrated where her people had dug salvage pits.

They ordered their dogs to form a small perimeter and began to dig. Carter found the first bottle. It was green with a narrow neck and a deep indention on the bottom. Viki found a dozen more bottles upside down in a sloppy rectangular pattern. 

Felicity slipped Delores off her back, removed her from the carrier, and nursed the child. Delores finished feeding and went to sleep. Felicity placed her on the carrier, balanced it against a sapling, and helped Carter and Viki dig. They stacked over fifty bottles in the grass before the sun reached its highest point.

“This is more than we can carry,” said Carter. “Let’s take what we can and go home.” He loaded six bottles into a woven basket.

A low hum filled the air and the dogs began to whine. Felicity drew her machete and searched the sky. She didn’t see anything. The dogs huddled close, whined, and barked. A huge green head appeared above the tall grass. Carter screamed, “Mantis. It’s a mantis.”

The green predator was twice as long as Felicity’s height and had arms longer than she was tall. It looked menacing even though it couldn’t change expressions. It didn’t notice Delores and brushed past the sapling where her carrier was placed.

The long antennae waved and tasted the air. Sharp mandibles ground together. Felicity’s face was reflected a thousand times in the hexagonal facets of the green eyes. 

Viki slowly pulled a steel-tipped poison arrow from her quiver and reached slowly for her bow. She nocked the arrow, pulled, and fired in one motion. The arrow bounced off the mantis’s forehead and the plastect jumped toward Viki and snapped its arms toward her. Viki rolled out of reach and the mantis rushed her.

The three dogs worried the beast’s back legs, snapping and biting. Carter stabbed his spear into the thorax. The blade didn’t completely penetrate the chitin and the mantis flicked it aside with a middle leg. Felicity didn’t engage the creature. She tried to slip behind it. She was ten steps from Delores. All she needed was ten steps and two breaths’ time to place the baby carrier on her back. Once Delores was with her, she’d take the time to kill this thing.

Viki screamed. The mantis stabbed her leg with a claw and slowly dragged her toward its mouth. Carter swung his machete into the joint behind the claw and severed it. The mantis smashed him with the stump and he rolled into the bottle pile. Viki tried to stand on one foot, but she fell over.

Delores woke and cried. The mantis stopped moving. The antennae turned toward the baby. The mantis turned around. It moved to the baby almost faster than the eye could see. The mantis reached with both claws and lifted the baby board near its face. The baby giggled at the light touch of the wiggling antennae. One mandible raked the straps holding the baby to the carrier. 

Felicity dove under the rear legs and rolled across the ground. One of the glass bottles of alcohol shattered under her and soaked her clothing. She ignored it, ripped Delores from the carrier, and threw her child to one side. She used her knife and stripped off her alcohol-soaked clothing. The evaporating alcohol made her skin as cold as ice. 

The mantis faced her. Felicity was alone. Truly Nolan was trying to wake Carter, Raptor guarded the injured Viki, and Belle was sprawled on the ground. The Mantis rotated its head. Perhaps the scent of alcohol confused it. Felicity could see her own fear in the thousands of reflections of her face. She slowly removed the last glass bottle of alcohol from the carrier. 

The mantis didn’t move. Felicity shoved the wick into the bottle. She hoped she wouldn’t burn when she lit the wick, but it wasn’t like she had a choice. The firestone and the metal striker dangled from a necklace around her neck. 

The mantis was within arm’s length when she lit the wick. It was too close to throw the bottle and Felicity shoved the flaming bottle into its face. The mantis took the bottle and her hand between its mandibles and bit down.

The creature’s face exploded into flame. Felicity staggered backward from the explosion. She couldn’t see. Her face was scorched and the pain in her hand was overwhelming. She passed out. 

Belle licked her awake. She reached to pet her dog, but her arm ended in a tightly wrapped bandage. Carter sat next to her with Delores in her lap. “You killed the mantis, but it got your hand. I cauterized the bite while you were unconscious. You’re burned on your chest and face, but I put the fire out pretty quick. I bandaged Viki’s leg. She says she can walk. If you can walk, we should go home.”

“I can walk.”

Two days later, Felicity and the others limped into Pawhuska with seventeen unbroken bottles. Perry tended to Viki and Felicity’s wounds. Felicity’s arm became infected and she almost died from the fever. 

She recovered soon enough, but she couldn’t patrol or fight one-handed and she became Perry’s apprentice. She read every day and rediscovered several old techniques. Instead of using hand-thrown glass alcohol bombs, she taught the warriors to tie cotton bolls to their arrowheads. A quick dip in a container of alcohol, a spark, and a well-aimed flaming arrow would set a plastect on fire. Sometimes, a burning ant would retreat into its underground nest and destroy the entire colony.

When Delores was three, Felicity and Carter had another child. A boy they named Flick. Felicity convinced the Women’s Council to let her start a school. The council was reluctant. “Old Science is what created the plastects. Learning the old ways will only make things worse.”

Eventually, Felicity prevailed and the first day of class began on Flick’s fifth birthday. Carmen, Viki’s daughter asked, “My mom says that once upon a time bugs were smaller than my finger. Is that true?”

Felicity said, “That’s a good question and it deserves a good answer. “ Once upon a time, a long time ago, people discovered how to make a material they called plastic. Plastic seemed like magic. Plastic could become clothes, bottles, packages, weapon holders, dishes, or almost anything else. It rarely wore out and people made more and more plastic every year. The old people missed a really important rule. Nothing is free. Everything has a price, but that’s a lesson for when you’re older. Today, we’re going to learn to read. Won’t that be fun? The first step of reading is to learn the ABCs. Ready? Repeat after me. A is for ant, b is for beetle, c is for cocoon, and d is for drone.” 

***
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ANIMAL CRACKERS
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Anna asked her boyfriend, Greg, “Tell me again why we signed on with this fleabag of a traveling show. They’re paying us half of what we were making with Gehring’s Greatest Show on Earth. I was terrified on the drive south of Tennessee. The roads in this part of the country are crap and the bridges look like they were built before Columbus. I held my breath every time we drove across one.”

“Their strongman, Bernie Corel, collected science fiction and fantasy books. Ten years ago when World War Two ended, Forest Ackerman, the guy who published “Famous Monsters of Filmland” catalogued Bernie’s collection. He had autographed copies of books by Jules Verne, H. G. Wells, Edgar Rice Burroughs, H. Rider Haggard, and J. R. R. Tolkien. There was even a signed copy of “Alice in Wonderland.” Charles Dodson, that’s Lewis Carroll’s real name, even did a sketch on the flyleaf.”

Anna pulled the Eldorado and Gulfstream trailer into the performers’ parking area. She set the emergency brake. “So we’re here to find a bunch of damn books.” Honey baby, you better be right about this.”

“I know I am. Bernie died three years ago. Somewhere in this carnival is a treasure trove of books. His signed copy of “The Wonderful Wizard of Oz” is worth ten grand by itself. It’s not just the books. Bernie bought and sold books too. He haunted book shops, junk shops, and estate sales for years and sold his finds to big-time collectors. He never spent a dime and he didn’t trust banks. He converted every penny into gold and jewels. I figured out where he hid his stash. Remember that magazine he published. He put the clues in the last issue. Look.”

Greg pulled out a copy of the last issue of “Bernie’s Bibliophiles.” A series of numbers were listed on the title page: T5, 160303, 091208, 1171507, 211708, 1301704, and 1181306. Anna shrugged, “So what.”

“It’s a clue. T5 means the fifth Tarzan novel, “Tarzan and the Jewels of Opar.” The numbers are the page number, line number, and word number of the clues. 160303 means page sixteen, line three, word three. The word at that location in the first edition of the book is treasure. The clues read “Treasure gold and jewels under beast feet.” He and I worked together building animal wagons during several off seasons. I know where he hid his stuff.” 

Anna hopped out of the Cadillac, rolled her eyes, and leaned back through the open window. “I’m gonna go get some grub and maybe a beer. Set up our trailer. I’ll meet you at the owner’s office in an hour to check in. When’s our first show?”

“Tonight. Tomorrow we have two shows, a matinee and an evening performance.”

“Sure, baby. Like the rubes in this piece of crap town can support three performances. You better be right about this. You got a week and then I’m going back to the big time.”

“No worries, Cutie Pie. I’m taking over the strongman gig. Bernie’s props are still here. I’ll find those books. I can smell a first edition Tarzan book from two counties away. Like Golem said, “Precious, my Precious.”

“Precious, my ass. I already hate this damn place.”

Greg unhooked the trailer and got it leveled and set in place. He met Anna at the circus’s office trailer. David Donald, the owner, ringmaster, and chief repairman, looked up from the accounting records. “Not that I’m not glad to see you two, but I don’t understand why headliners like you are slumming with a rinky-dink outfit like mine. Gerhing give you the axe?”

“Nothing like that. Anna’s working on a new routine. Her horses will be here before tonight’s show. She wanted to get it down pat before she took it on the big circuit.”

Gerhing stood up. “That’s fine with me. Behave yourselves, stay sober, and don’t piss off the rubes. One of the lion wagons has a broken wheel. I’d appreciate some help fixing it.”

Greg winked at Anna and flexed his arms. “I’ll do it. Anna can take care of her horses. While I’m at it, I’ll check the undercarriages on all the wagons. It’ll give me something to do.”

Two dozen bright red animal wagons stood like caricatures of animal cracker boxes in two rows behind the Big Top. The lion wagon had two broken spokes. A roustabout was jacking up the wagon. Replacement spokes lay on the ground next to a wooden hammer. “Greg said, “Hey, Carnie. Belay that jack. I’ll hold up the wagon and you swap out the spokes.”

“Who the hell are you, Charles Atlas.”

“Close. I’m the new strongman. I perform as the “Son of Hercules.”

The roustabout moved the jack to one side. “Okay, show me what you got. You drop the wagon on me and I’ll beat you to death with this mallet.”

Greg bent and put his shoulder under the wagon. He braced his legs and lifted the wagon, lions and all until the wheel cleared the ground. The roustabout quickly removed the iron ring around the wheel, knocked out the broken spokes, and seated the new ones. Three quick blows from the wooden mallet and the iron retaining ring was back in place. He remounted the wheel and locked the cotter pin on the axle.

Greg spotted three compartments under the lions’ cage on the wagon. They were well hidden, but they were there. His face was less than two feet from the nearest one and he could see the seams. They were painted over, but they were there. He’d pretend to make repairs and empty the hidden caches. Piece of cake.

“I told Gerhing that I’d inspect and make repairs on all the animal wagons. I’ll start with this one after the show tonight. Can you put the lions somewhere else?”

“Sure, the boss sold the midget horses to a rancher in Chickasha, Oklahoma so we’ve got an empty wagon. You want some help?”

“No, I got this. I have to earn my keep. Change of plans though. I’ll do the empty one tonight and the lion wagon tomorrow.”

“Tools and paint are in the maintenance tent. I’ll show you.”

***
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Greg climbed into the empty horse wagon at about midnight. The floor creaked and sagged. Years of spilled water, urine, and God knows what else had taken their toll on the wood flooring. Greg scraped the floor down and traced the seams until he found the top of the first compartment. He pried it open. He shifted through several books wrapped in oilcloth. There were two leather pouches. One held a mixture of gold coins; Eagles, Double Eagles, and Canadian Maple Leafs. The other pouch was smaller, but a handful of diamonds and rubies were inside. 

Greg carried the books to the Cadillac and put them in the cavernous trunk. He stuffed the gold and jewels inside a small cut in the rear of the driver’s seat. 

The other two compartments were empty. He replaced the flooring, caulked the seams, and repainted the floor. He got to bed at four AM, but was too excited to sleep. 

He developed a regular daily routine. He got up in time to fight with Anna before lunch. Between shows, he’d meet with the roustabout, Hank, and pick the wagon to loot for the night. After the show, Hank would transfer the animals into the empty horse wagon for the night. Greg took his time. He did an excellent job replacing the worn and rotted floorboards, but why not, he was being exceptionally well paid. 

After two weeks, he’d searched all three compartments in twenty of the twenty-four wagons. Over half the compartments were empty, but he didn’t care. The inside of the driver’s seat was full and the passenger’s seat was almost stuffed. He’d quit counting the gold coins and small pouches of jewels. He no longer took the time to peruse the books. The last compartment in the pygmy hippopotamus wagon had yielded a first edition of Dracula and three copies of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein. He almost cried.
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