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Dedication:

This fanfic is dedicated to all scholars everywhere, especially medical professionals.  You certainly don’t need weapons to save lives or change societies.  Sometimes all it takes is a little compassion.

Background and setup:

I figured I needed to give Zipper some more screen time in fanfics.  He’s really a versatile little character, full of enthusiasm and determination.  This story wound up being more intense than I thought it would be.
A priori:

This story follows after my eighteenth story entitled ‘Strange Neighborhood’.  The events start one month after the previous story ended.

Foxglove is a full-fledged Rescue Ranger and has finished her training.  She lives at Ranger Headquarters, serving as Surveillance Expert and Training Assistant.  

Tammy is a full-fledged Rescue Ranger and has finished her training.  She lives at Ranger Headquarters, serving as Second-in-Command.  She is studying to become a physician/veterinarian.

Sparky is a full-fledged Rescue Ranger and has finished his training.  He lives at Ranger Headquarters, serving as Science Expert.

Buzz is a full-fledged Rescue Ranger and has finished his training.  He lives at Ranger Headquarters, serving as Fitness Expert and Self-Defense Instructor.
Little Things are the Most Important
by Charles Johnson

It was a clear, warm day in the city.  A day when grass was happy to grow and any patch of green was enhanced by the smells of many natural aromas.

Zipper flew uncharacteristically across the park to the outskirts of the main city.  He normally flew as straight as a laser to wherever he was going.  His was the personality of efficiency and humility, not prone to showing off or popularity.  He was however, susceptible to the overwhelming, crashing tide of love.  
He sang out loud as he flew.  His wings adjusted their pitch and flapping in time with the silly, singsong voice he squeaked when he thought no one was listening.  His flight pattern swerved left and right, up and down to make one think that randomness was a side-effect of romance.  
In his grip was a bouquet of soft, purple flowers from the Veronica Americana plant.  Thoughts of guilt or remorse towards the human gardener who would invariably notice the lack of flowers from his greenhouse were drowned out by his imagination rehearsing what his lady love would say when she received the flowers.
He flew right up to the borders of Queenie’s territory gleefully, anticipating her affection.  Suddenly, he was confronted by a heavily-armed patrol.  Seven soldier bees in chain mail armor and iron spears flew up from the tall grass to place themselves right in front of him.  The leader of the patrol, wearing an iron saber across his back, raised two of his right forelegs in an arresting gesture.

He commanded, “Halt!  This field is closed to outsiders!”

Frustrated at the lack of decorum to someone of his rank, Zipper buzzed and squeaked imperiously back at the officer bee.

The bee sympathetically softened his tone but held his ground.  He replied, “I recognize you, Sir Zipper.  I understand your authority to travel in our territory, but this is for your own safety.  This field is no longer safe for anyone to travel.  Please understand.”

A devious part of Zipper’s brain feed off of his indignation at being denied the chance to see his lady love.  It came up with a sneaky plan.

The brave fly put a relaxed smile on his face and replied in a cheery voice.  He buzzed his wings in a friendly way to punctuate the statement and ask a question at the same time.

The officer put his forelegs down and replied off-handedly, “Thank you, Sir Zipper.  I would be disciplined if you got si…I mean if you were injured in our territory.  I think you for the offer, but it is under control.  Try back next week.  Maybe the travel restriction will be lifted.”

The patrol moved on.  Zipper slowly turned around and flew slowly towards a nearby shrub.  Planting his bouquet in the side of shrub obviously, he crawled inside.  To any insect, he might be answering the call of nature.

Zipper waited and watched.  The patrol moved out of sight in a minute on their route.  This was the chance he had been waiting for!

Without using his wings, he crawled down the inside of the shrub to the ground level.  Crawling on the ground, he maneuvered his way around the tall blades of grass until he emerged into the field proper.  Here the city did not cut the grass as it was over the border of some lines drawn up over a century ago.  
The grass was tall enough that Zipper could run his way towards the apiary where his beloved resided.  In his insect brain, he could only come up with one explanation.  His Queenie was the target of assassination as a prelude to a hive war!  He must intervene!

Once he thought he was past the patrol, he looked around.  Hearing no other wingbeats and seeing no other movement, he spread his wings and flapped madly.  His speed multiplied and he sped off towards the hive.  
As a couple of minutes ticked by, he frowned.  Even though he was grateful for not tangling with more patrols, he reasoned that he should have encountered at least two more of them.  Otherwise, the hive would not adequately protect their queen.
As he came within visual range, he rose up above the grass to approach.  It was then that he saw why he had been turned away.  The apiary stood as tall as ever, with trails of thick, yellow substance trailing down from the ventilation holes and main entrance.  They were old trails, as evidenced by the thick, crusty, dried streaks that traced all the way down to the ground.  The smell was strong enough to be noticeable even to non-insect senses of smell.  This was no place for visitors.  This was a place besieged by disease!

Instead of decreasing his speed as protocol demanded in order to respect another hive’s airspace, he sped up.  He zipped straight through the front opening and headed along the main hallway to the throne room.  The overwhelming stench of decaying organic matter nearly spun his senses out of control.  He blinked his eyes forcefully, shedding the tears his body used to try to flush any contaminants from his eyes.  The added smell of blood heightened his fear.  The icy grip of terror crept up the underside of his carapace, trying to reach his brain.  He fought it back with his blind devotion to duty.

He turned left.  He sped right.  Floating up to the next level.  There!  He buzzed loudly into the throne room, calling his beloved’s name.

A tired voice answered him from the raised throne, “Zipper?”

He focused on her beautiful face.  Even though her hair clung limply down her sides and her dress was an old cast-aside garment meant to be worn during painting lessons.  The many colors attested to that.

With very little energy, Queenie smiled and softly said, “I am so glad to see you.”

Zipper flew up closer to her, hoping to comfort her with his powerful arms.  
Suddenly, she held up a hand and declared, “Stop!  Don’t come near!”

Confused, the fly actually pulled back a winglength.  His eyes opened wide and he spread his arms in confusion.

She declared, “Do not misunderstand.  I am very happy you are here, but my hive is infested with sickness.  If you come to exchange affection, I fear that you too will become ill.”  She sighed wistfully at the mental image.

Zipper began squeaking and buzzing rapidly, pointing in the directions of the hatchery, pollen storage, honey production, and sleeping chambers.  He pantomimed the act of holding a spear and flying in circles while hold his empty arm out front.

Queenie explained, “Out of courtesy for my neighbors, I have closed our territory to prevent spread of the illness.  It appears to be some form of…digestive disorder.”  Her attractive face screwed up in disgust at what she was delicately trying to describe.

The noble fly squeaked a blunt question.

The regal bee sniffed haughtily and replied, “Of course we have scheduled our cleansing flights!  We always do that, right on schedule.  In fact, this sickness normally attacks us in late winter and early spring, but our schedule keeps us clean and healthy.  I can not guess why we are infected now.”

Zipper carefully asked a question with his piercing stare and wingbeats.

The insect monarch’s eyes grew wet with tears.  A single tear washed down her face and stained her dress.


She said, “A dozen on my swarm are dead, and I fear another six will die by tonight.  They bled to death from…the sickness.  We can not seem to control it.  If we do not break through this infection…I fear we may…”


Queenie was interrupted by a severe pain from her abdomen.  Reflexively, she threw her left arm across her abdomen.
Zipper knew just what that pain was.  Queenie was sick also!  If he didn’t act fast, she could die.

Suddenly, he put his hand to his mouth and trumpeted loudly.  He saluted and sped off back to Ranger Headquarters.

The bee monarch widened her smile and mused, “There goes a brave fly.”

A pair of feet shuffled into the throne room.  A male bee, middle-aged and looking very tired stood before his queen.  His normally perfect hair was shaped like a real rat’s nest.

He asked in a creaking voice, “Your majesty, did you ask for something?”  His posture suddenly sagged forward, as if betraying a sudden pain.

Queenie diplomatically replied, “No, I did not.  Thank you anyway, Aloysius.”  
The butler nodded serenely and turned to walk away.

Suddenly, Queenie declared, “Aloysius, notify all of the guards.  Inform them that Sir Zipper has graciously volunteered to act upon our behalf.  He is going to bring us a physician to combat this sickness.  I declare that any creature, insect or otherwise, who travels with Sir Zipper is to have full access to the hive.  No questions asked.”
Aloysius sighed, “My queen, are you…”  He glanced back to address his monarch.

He was met with a steely stare form one who was not accustomed to having her orders questioned.

He mumbled, “I see you are sure.  Straight away, my queen.”  The poor bee slumped off to perform his duties.  When he was out of earshot of the throne room, he moaned in pain.  He prayed to Nature that he would not die just yet.

The front door of Ranger Headquarters opened rapidly, welcoming a frantic fly back home.  He squeaked at the top of his lungs.

The other members of the Rescue Rangers raced in from all corners of the treehouse.

Dale asked, “What’s wrong, Zipper?”

The noble fly squeaked and pantomimed madly.  He gestured the act of clutching his abdomen in pain, banding over in the middle.  He then slumped in the air as if weak and then limping hanging his head.  He then pointed excitedly towards the fields and buzzed insistently.

Chip pulled out his notebook and began taking notes.  He asked, “How long ago did this start?”

Zipper shrugged in ignorance.

The detective looked at Tammy and asked, “If you go and check it out, can you stay safe?”

The red-haired squirrel replied, “If I take standard precautions, then yes.  However, I’ll need to take samples of diseased matter and bring it back here.”

The rugged Aussie frowned and complained, “Now see ‘ere, lass!  I don’t want no diseases in me home!  That’s not what oi signed up fer!”
Sparky explained, “You won’t be exposed.  Tammy will keep the samples downstairs in her room.  Gadget and I can set up a full medical laboratory complete with sterile testing area.”

Chip then ordered, “Then it’s settled.  Gadget and Sparky will stay here and set up the lab downstairs.  Tammy and Zipper will return to the hive and figure out what’s wrong.  Be careful, you two.  The rest of us will make the rounds of the human police.  I have a hunch, but I need to see some reports first.”

The group gathered together in a circle and gave each other a high-five.  “RESCUE RANGERS AWAY!”

As Tammy drove the Rangerskate down the back alleys towards the fields, Zipper sat on her shoulder.  He began squeaking and buzzing a long, complicated set of instructions.

At first, Tammy frowned and grumpily replied, “I know how to mind my manners, Zipper.  I won’t embarrass you.”

The speed fly ignored the interruption and continued his lecture.

After a moment, Tammy nodded and agreed, “Okay, so the types of jobs actually reflect a kind of caste system.  We’re still going to try to cure everyone, right?  Regardless of caste?”

Zipper nodded enthusiastically.  He then revealed a trick to dealing with insects.
The red-haired squirrel silently mused to herself about the information.  At length, she spoke, “So, what you’re saying is that I should keep the slang to a minimum.  If these bees are so literal, then I should keep it really plain and precise.”

The noble fly patted her cheek in silent praise.

Tammy turned the steering key to the right, aligning herself with the main road and putting herself on a straight shot towards the fields.

Zipper buzzed an off-handed statement meant as advice.

Tammy’s eyes opened wide at this revelation.  She yelped, “What do you mean, ‘Don’t be too friendly’?  Are you saying that I’m inferior or something?!”

The speedy fly buzzed in a low pitch, showing his disapproval.  He squeaked and gestured a long series of phrases.

The medical student tried to rationalize the ideas out loud.  She said, “How can you say that I’m not allowed to talk about their personal lives?  Don’t they have personal lives?”
The noble fly gestured the act of multiple levels of something and then he punctuated his statement with an observation about narrow space.

Tammy asked, “I know you bugs…I mean ‘insects’ like to have an overwhelmingly organized structure, but how can you decide that simply asking about private lives is a rude act?  I’m just being nice.”

Zipper pantomimed holding something, then holding something else.

The red-haired squirrel saw the edge of the fields come up in her vision.  She throttled back the Rangerskate and began looking for a path to maneuver through.  

The noble fly pointed out a path suitable for her to follow towards the apiary.  He squeaked and buzzed a few statements.

Tammy then summarized, “So…the fact that you all live together in such a tight space means that privacy is the most valuable thing you have?  I should wait until some bee talks about his private life first as a sign that it’s okay?  But I need to ask lots of personal questions for the medical exam.”

Zipper patted her shoulder, a sign that he would arrange it so.  He buzzed a reassurance that the leaders would order the bees to fully comply.

An armed patrol of bees with metal spears flew up from the tall grass to come alongside the Rangerskate.  There were four bees in the flight.
The lead bee stated, “Slow down, rodent!”

Zipper flew up to confront the bee as Tammy slowed the Rangerskate to a halt.  He squeaked and buzzed a challenge to the soldier bee.

The soldier bee relaxed his posture and replied, “Ah, Sir Zipper!  We have orders to allow you and those traveling with you to the apiary.  The queen has ordered full cooperation.  Follow us!”

The bee flight took off towards the apiary, circling the Rangerskate with a bee in front, behind, left, and right.

Tammy nervously increased her speed to match pace with the bees.

Zipper patted her on the cheek to calm her down.

The medical student answered, “They may be an honor escort, Zipper, but it’s still creepy to me.  Don’t these bees ever take a break of the military attitude?”

The speedy fly just laughed.

The Rangerskate eased to a stop in front of the apiary.  The streaks of ugly yellow shone in the overhead sun.  It seemed as if the top layer of filth had partially melted and then solidified smoothly.  Tammy grabbed her medical bag and walked over to a streak.  She opened the bag and dug out her tools.  Placing a pair of sterile gloves and muzzle-mask over her face, she used the tools to scrape the top layer of filth off.  It was tough work, but it eventually yielded success.  Inside was a core of fresh organic waste.  She took a sample and placed it in one of her containers.

When she turned back to the greeting party, waiting at the entrance, she saw their disgusted, disapproving faces.  She replaced the gloves and muzzle-mask in the special compartment in her bag.
The lead bee of the border patrol frowned and said, “Are you finished digging in the filth…Doctor?”

Tammy carelessly replied, “I’m not a doctor yet, but I will be.  Perhaps next year.”

The soldier bee looked surprised.  He glanced at Zipper and asked flatly, “We’re dying of disease and you brought a student to us?  I thought you were loyal to us!  You should have brought a dozen ‘real’ doctors at once.”

Zipper flew up to eye-level to the soldier bee and buzzed hotly.  He gestured to Tammy and then to the hive.  He then pointed his hand at the soldier bee and glared.

The soldier bee harrumphed and then escorted the pair of Rangers to the Queen’s throne room.  Along the way, Tammy’s heartstrings were tugged powerfully.  There were dozens of bees slumped over at their posts.  Some had dark yellow streaks down their legs.  Some of the dark yellow streaks had spots of pale yellow.  The bees stood with all of their remaining strength, regardless of the stress on their systems.  
Tammy frowned at the spots of pale yellow.  She knew what they meant.  She really wished the bees would relax and rest, but it was not her hive.  She doubted they would rest unless ordered.
Bringing the pair into the throne room, the soldier bee declared, “Sir Zipper has returned with…this creature.  She is some kind of medical student.”

Zipper brought himself up to the soldier bee and squeaked a chastising statement.

To avoid any further confrontation, Tammy stepped forward and bowed low.  She said simply, “Tammy, Your Majesty.  I think we met during the operation to free the city from the alligator’s rule.  I’m in veterinary school now and just about a year from graduation.”
Queenie nodded and smiled serenely.  She replied, “Yes, I remember you.  The paramedic who lead the team to capture that detestable mouse D’Allure.  I am rather proud of you for improving your status to full physician so quickly.”

She turned her attention to the soldier bee and declared, “Did you hear that, soldier?  This squirrel is a fully qualified paramedic of equal status to our own battlefield healers.  Not only that, but this squirrel is very nearly the rank of full doctor.  You will treat her as such.”
The soldier saluted crisply and barked, “Yes, Your Majesty!”

The bee monarch asked Tammy, “What do you need and how soon can you start?”

Tammy pleasantly replied, “I’ll start right now if you like, Your Majesty.  I need to visit each and every bee who is clearly sick.  I should visit the most ill first.  The most ill are in pain and bleeding.  I’ll need to take lots of samples and ask a lot of…um, ‘personal questions’.”

When Queenie arched an eyebrow inquisitively, Tammy clarified, “I’ll be needing to ask about dietary habits, excretion habits, and flight patterns.  It may be embarrassing, but any information can help me find a cure and the source of the infection.”

The queen nodded her understanding and ordered, “Soldier, assemble all of the sick bees in the main hall.  Clear any space you need.  This mission is top priority.  Stratify the bees by severity of condition and age.  Most severe cases up front, least severe cases in back.  All bees will fully cooperate with Paramedic Tamsin here.  Begin immediately!”
The soldier saluted crisply and barked, “Yes, Your Majesty!”  He then flew out of the throne room and began barking orders.

Tammy held back her sudden urge to stop the proceedings and offer to go bee to bee wherever they lay.  However, at the last second, her rational mind reminded her that such action would only cause unnecessary disruption to the normal workings of the hive and lengthens the time needed to examine the hive.  Instead, she resigned herself to her task and made to follow the soldier bee.
Zipper caught her attention and arched an eyebrow with comical interest.  He smiled wide, as if asking a question.

Tammy rolled her eyes and admitted, “Yes, my real name is Tamsin.  My father’s side of the family is Russian.  You should hear what Bink’s real name is.  Don’t tell the others or I’ll never hear the end of it.”

The noble fly just turned back to Queenie and chuckled.  Tammy stalked off quickly, opening her medical bag in preparation for the task.

When they were alone, Zipper flew up fairly close to Queenie.  She finally allowed herself the luxury of clutching her abdomen with both hands and wincing in pain.  He gestured the blowing of a kiss to her.  She smiled and sat up straight again.

She stated, “You know my affection for you, Zipper.  However, if this ‘Tammy’ is not a full physician, then the hive will not trust her.”

Zipper squeaked a careful set of statements critical of the Queen’s point of view.

Queenie factually reminded her beloved fly, “The one thing I cannot order from my swarm is trust, not even to myself.  I had to earn it through years of successful rule.  Trust is never given, Sir Zipper, only earned.”

A couple of hours later, in the main hall, the last of the bees came forward to step behind a screen set up by Tammy for privacy.  The bee looked around himself carefully, as if memorizing everything he saw.  He saw a low table with a small folding stand next to it.  Upon the folding stand was an open doctor’s bag.  Standing next to the table was the mammal that his crew chief said to obey.  The bee really didn’t feel like obeying a mammal but he was told the queen ordered it.  So, he stood ready, wincing as another wave of agony wracked his abdomen.  They weren’t so bad yesterday, but today they were almost intolerable.

Tammy noticed the wince and wiped off the low table with a cloth.  In a friendly way she patted the table and said, “Sit down, please.”

The bee obeyed, making sure not to turn his back to the mammal.

She pulled out a strange device.  She placed something in each ear and held a little disc hooked to the ear pieces with tubing.  She gently turned the bee around and placed the disc upon his back carapace.  They stayed like this for a few moments, neither moving.

Suddenly, she asked, “Are you in any pain?”

The bee stiffly replied, “It’s not important.  I can work.”

The squirrel huffed loudly and walked around to stare the bee right into his eyes.  She demanded, “Are you in any pain?”

Wondering if he would be punished for not cooperating, he said, “Yes”.
She asked, more gently this time, “Where, exactly?”

Not knowing any other thing to do, he pointed to the place in his lower abdomen where the pain came from.  He really didn’t know what it was called in doctor terms, and he didn’t care.

Tammy knew right where it was and what it was called in English, Latin, and German.  What it meant was the same thing.  In a few days, this bee would excrete enough blood to kill him.  She was determined not to let that happen.

She asked delicately, “What does the pain feel like?”

The bee replied simply, “It’s pain.”

She asked, “Describe the pain.”

The bee answered, “It hurts.”

Exasperated, the red-haired squirrel silently counted to ten and tried again.  She asked, “Does it feel like someone stabbed you?  Crushed you?  Does it feel like fire?  Freezing?”

After a moment, the bee finally understood.  He explained, “It feels like someone grabbed my insides and started twisting them in two different directions for the purpose of ripping them apart.”

Tammy smiled and wrote the answer down in her notebook.

The bee became very nervous.  Apparently, this mammal takes pleasure in torturing insects!

She ordered, “Lift up your hind legs, please.”

Confused, the bee lifted his hind legs straight out.  The squirrel began looking at them closely with a piece of curved glass on a handle.  She reached into her bag and placed gloves upon her paws and a muzzle-mask upon her face.
She pulled out what the bee recognized as long-handled grasping tools and plucked pieces of filth from his hind legs.  He resolved to state loudly that he was the cleanest bee in his unit if she decided to demerit him for having traces of his filth on his body!

Instead, she asked, “Did it hurt when you…excreted on your cleansing flights?”

The bee was shocked enough to drop his hind legs down and he mumbled, “Wh-what?”  

Tammy waited patiently for the answer.

The bee angrily started to say, “Why are you asking me about that you…you…”

The squirrel drew her posture up tall and she stared down at the bee.

She gravely intoned, “Is that a ‘yes’ or a ‘no’, worker?”

The bee responded to his conditioning and fought down his embarrassment.  He replied, “Yes, it does.”  He added, “It hurts now more than yesterday.”  He hoped that would pacify the mammal.  The mammal in question sealed the sample in a container, took off her protective equipment, and then put all of the items in the bag.  

She wrote down the answer and asked gently, “When was the last time you had a cleansing flight?”

The insect replied easily, “This morning, after breakfast.  It hurt badly then.”

Tammy wrote the last bit down and closed her bag with a snap.
She declared, “All right, you’re done.  Thank you for cooperating.”

The bee’s eyes opened wide.  That was it?  Just some questions and picking at his hind legs?  Well, if that’s what the queen wants.

He stood up and asked, “I can go back to work?”

Tammy mumbled, “I wish you wouldn’t.  You all need to rest and save your strength.  However, if you insist, then you can go back to work.”

The bee nodded and replied simply, “I insist.”  He then walked off to his station and began to assemble the components for another cell for future larvae.

Zipper flew up behind the screen and buzzed a greeting.

Tammy replied tiredly, “Hi, Zip.  I’m done with the interviews and samples.  I need to go back to H.Q. and examine the samples there.  I’ll need to be able to come back and forth if necessary.”
The noble fly squeaked and buzzed a series of questions.

She stated, “So far, the worst of the cases seem to be from the workers who go out to collect the pollen.  Workers who stay inside the apiary seem to be the ones who are the least sick.  Even the outside workers aren’t all sick at the same rates.  There might be different sources.”
Zipper buzzed an observation.

The red-haired squirrel picked up her bag and began walking to the main entrance.  She said, “That’s a great idea, Zip.  Stay here and gather some more information.  If you can get the patterns of worker flights, it will definitely help us.”

Back at Ranger Headquarters, Tammy had rushed in, bypassed Gadget and Sparky’s questions, and raced to her room.  Inside, the two inventors had transformed Tammy’s makeshift-curtain-and-footstool exam room into a first class one-squirrel lab.  There was a table and cabinet with endless shelves for slides and sample containers, a powerful hand-tooled microscope, and a raised, padded bench for patients to lie upon.

Tammy got right to work, pulling out her endless containers of filth and notebook.  She looked at the open containers directly under the powerful microscope.  She moved the sample container around gently, looking for something, anything out of the ordinary.  She made a few notes about the quality of the precipitates in the samples for future reference.
Suddenly, she saw it!  A very small, round object with many tendrils coming out of the surface.  It looked like…something she learned about in class.  She sketched the object in her notebook and began looking up the thing in her textbooks.  She came across two different entries.  Reading the differences in the two entries, she went back to observe the thing.

She counted the number of tendrils on the surface.  Her nervous fingers kept bumping the microscope.  The slide was gently jarred, causing the sample and consequently the object to move.  As the strange thing moved around, it rotated, making it frustrating to keep an accurate count.  Suddenly, she saw another one!  It was smaller but it had the same number of tendrils.  She quickly counted all of the tendrils on one side, then doubled it.  

For the next few hours, she looked at many of the sample containers.  In many she saw the same things, only they were already dead.  In others there were none, except for normal bacteria.  

She correlated the workers’ testimonies about times of day and flight patterns and then narrowed it down to what looked like three distinct flight paths.  That had to be the source!  If only she could translate those flight instructions into coordinates or at least points on a map, then she could destroy the source of the contagion.
Up in the living room, Tammy stood in front of the T.V. while Gadget and Sparky sat on the sofa.  They were discussing the problem at hand like a scientific conference.

Tammy stated, “It’s a classic case of Nosema sickness.  The spores are clear and visible in the samples.  They seem to be mostly destroyed by the digestive process, but enough pass through that I had a clear trend.”
Lost on matters outside of mechanics or energy, Gadget asked, “So, can you cure them?  I mean do you have to manufacture a special medicine?  I’m sure Sparky and I can whip up any machines you need to make it.”

Tammy shook her head with a smile.  She explained, “I can cure it with a treatment regimen of existing antibiotics.  Thank you anyway.”

Sparky, having some medical knowledge, reasoned, “You can get all of those drugs through the local university’s pharmaceutical dispensary.  We’ll have to go with you to grab enough of them.  Gadget, you should hook up the cargo trailer to the Rangerskate.”

Nodding her head, the blonde inventor said, “Right.  This will be over in a matter of days.”
Tammy shook her head sorrowfully.  She reported, “If it were only that simple.”

Sparky raised an eyebrow in surprise.  A small electrical arc zapped from his eyebrow to his eyelash.

He asked, “What have you found?”

The red-haired squirrel added, “On this continent, normal Nosema sickness is called Nosema Apis.  It was originally found in Europe a long time ago.  It’s a single-cell parasite that attacks an insect’s tissues from the inside out.  It’s normally ingested and has a long dormancy cycle.  So, it would attack the intestines first and then spread outward.  Bees often have dysentery and then lose the function of their wings.  They bleed internally and lose so much energy that they die in a matter of days.  Based on the number of deaths and severity of infection, I’m guessing that the hive was first infected two, perhaps three, days ago.”
Gadget nervously pulled a strand of her headfur out of her face and tucked it behind her ear.  She fearfully asked, “What’s the catch?”

Sparky closed one eye in concentration and analyzed the facts.  He pointed his finger at Tammy and guessed, “It’s not Nosema Apis, is it?”

The red-haired squirrel looked grim and reported, “No, it’s not. It’s clearly Nosema Ceranae, a strain of the same parasites that originate in Asia.  They’re supposedly more dangerous than the European strain.  It’s not completely unheard of to find the Ceranae strain in the western hemisphere, but it’s exceedingly rare.”
The blonde inventor pointedly asked, “Are you sure?  I mean last year I was so sure I had found a way to do cold fusion by supercharging that prototype electric dryer but it didn’t work out.”

Tammy smiled widely, trying to fight the overwhelming urge to laugh herself silly at the incident where Gadget’s electric dryer refused to fuse two blankets together into a new substance.  Instead the resulting electric field gave Dale the power to zap everyone for two hours.  He had fashioned himself a silly costume and ran around the treehouse zapping everyone and proclaiming himself ‘Electro-munk’.

When he ran out of electric potential, the rest of the Rangers ganged up on him and threw him in a tub of soapy water as revenge.  
The medical student said, “I’m sure.  The difference between the two strains is the size of the protozoa spore and the number of tendrils on its surface.  It’s clearly the Ceranae strain.”

The frizzle-haired lab rat asked pointedly, “Is the treatment different for the two cases?”

Tammy reassured the others, “No, the treatment is the same.  It may take a slightly higher dose or it may take a greater number of doses, but it’s the same medicine.  My concern is why the Asian strain?  Why not the European strain?  I’m not familiar with any other breakouts of the Nosema Ceranae in this state.  So, where did it come from?”

Gadget stood up and dusted her paws off.  She declared, “That’s a job for Chip and the others.  We’ll treat the infection, they’ll do the detective work.  I’ll hook up the cargo trailer.  We’ll create a two-nozzle dispenser with two reservoirs for the bees.  Sparky, you go with Tammy to pick up the medicine and then set up the treatment.  I’ll stay here and relay the new information to the others.”
Two hours later, Tammy stood in the main entrance to Queenie’s apiary.  Next to her stood Queenie herself, Zipper, and a pair of royal guard bees.  All three of the bees looked like they were giving their very last ounce of strength to stand up straight and not show weakness.

The red-haired squirrel consulted a diagram that she drew only minutes before.  She pointed to several places on the northeastern and southwestern walls of the apiary.

She ordered, “I want three of those cell groupings knocked out on each wall there…there…and there.  That will allow the prevailing wind to blow through and flush out much of the stagnant disease that’s waiting to infect new bees.  Sparky is finishing the dispenser just outside.”
The bee monarch tried not to show any pain in her voice as she asked, “Must we truly dispose of our precious honey?  That is our only lasting source of nutrients, mind you.”

Tammy took the comment in stride, answering, “Yes, you must destroy it.  I’d feel better if you destroyed the entire wall of cells and started over.”  The bees gasped in anxiety.  Tammy quickly added, “However!  That would be taking things too far.  I want you to destroy any honey created in the past two weeks.  Also, I want you to sweep up any residual pollen brought in from the last two weeks, especially any pollen still on any bee’s body.  Clean them up thoroughly.”

Queenie nodded, absorbing the orders into her sharp mind.  She tried not to waver her voice in front of her bees for any reason, is it shows hesitation or indecision.
She carefully asked, “Are you certain you have enough medicine for the entire hive?”

The red-haired squirrel responded professionally, “Yes, in fact I made sure to bring a surplus just in case the hive gets re-infected.  If necessary, I can get more.  Now, I want every bee to drink one full measurement of medicine every few hours starting from when they wake up.  No bee is to eat honey as food until they are cured.  Drink from the sugar water nozzle for nutrients.  There’s a separate nozzle for medicine.  I expect the treatment to take between two and seven days, depending on severity.  The disease cannot survive in sugar water, but it can in honey.  Eating honey adds to the infection.  Also, I would get some experts to judge all of the honey reserves to see if any of it seems ‘off’ and would need to be destroyed as well.”

Tammy then turned to face Queenie squarely and confidently.  She tried to project an aura of authority, but not greater than the queen. 

She finished her speech with boldness, “Finally, any bee who shows signs of bleeding MUST NOT WORK.  Working would hasten their deaths.  They need to rest until they are cured.  They can do paperwork or pass out tools or other such light tasks, but no labor.  Do you understand, Your Majesty?”

Giving a patient smile, Queenie said sweetly, “Yes, I understand perfectly, Tamsin Chesnutt.”  The royal guard stiffened, frowning.  How dare some commoner talk to their ruler like that!
Tammy was shocked.  Her eyes opened wide and focused on Zipper.  Zipper merely blushed sheepishly and pantomimed about how Queenie say anything in front of any bee she wants.  He shrugged showing that he had no real control over her..

The red-haired squirrel cleared her throat and finished by saying, “I see.  I do not presume to give you orders, Your Majesty, but you did ask for my professional opinion.  I cannot stress enough how important these points are.”

Queenie flapped her wings listlessly, barely gaining any altitude.  Still, she lightly replied, “Thank you for your decorum, Paramedic.  I shall take your advice to heart and reassign the hive’s working orders.”  She then flew off slowly but steadily towards the throne room.

Tammy idly speculated that Queenie’s wings were nearly useless.  That means she must already be bleeding internally and still working on keeping the hive together.

Zipper looked fondly after his Queenie.  His wings buzzed by themselves, showing his admiration for her.

Tammy smirked in amusement at the fly, showing his feelings so openly.

Suddenly, a solider bee crashed through the main entrance and skidded to a stop at her footpaws.  Tammy gasped at the sudden intrusion.

Zipper snapped back to reality and helped the bee up.  On of his upper arms was broken clean off behind the elbow.  There was a crack in his carapace just under his neck.  Pale yellowish blood oozed from the wound.

Tammy pulled a spare cloth from her pocket and pressed it gently on the wound.

The bee complained, “There’s no time for that, mammal!  We’re under attack!”

Several bees gathered around, eager to hear the news.

Zipper buzzed and squeaked a forceful order at the soldier.

The soldier tried to focus his eye on Zipper.  After a moment, he recognized the noble fly.

He reported, “Sir Zipper, sir!  There are six groups of hostile bees skirmishing at our borders.  We fought them off, but our losses are heavy!  Now they’re gathering into a single, massive force on the northeast border for a massive push!”
Several bees looked around for higher-ranking bees to tell them what to do.  The brave fly knew a crisis when he flew through one.

He rose up into the air and buzzed loudly.  All eyes were upon him.  He squeaked and pantomimed boldly.  He circled his arms as if gathering something, then he tightened them to his chest.  He then placed his hands palms outward and pushed.  He pointed to several bees and then towards the throne room.  Then he waved around to the rest and pointed towards one of the guarded rooms in the apiary.

The bees instantly obeyed.  Several of the bees raced towards the throne room, bearing their work tools.  They surrounded the entrance to the throne room and faced outward.  Their faces showed they would be ready to fight to the death if necessary.

The rest raced towards the guarded room.  The soldier bees on guard stepped aside smoothly.  The collected bees raced inside and handed out weapons and armor like an efficient machine.  Helmets were donned.  Shields were gripped.  Spears were hefted.

The collection of insects gathered around Zipper, their faces grim and ready.  Zipper flew up and squeaked a proud declaration.  The bees raised their spears and cheered.
As one, Zipper and the bees flew out of the main entrance and turned to fly towards the northeast section of the territory.

Tammy called out, “Be careful, Zipper!”

Meanwhile, in the throne room, Queenie sat upon her throne patiently.  The last spasm of pain seemed nearly unbearable, but that was over an hour ago.  She tried to insist upon having the workers drink the medicine first, but Aloysius had insisted that she was the hive in more ways than one.  The medicine tasted bitter and difficult to swallow.  However, she realized that she had to live for the hive to survive.
She waited for the next spasm of pain to arrive.  She hoped that no one was around in case she accidentally yelped in surprise.

One of the worker bees stepped inside the throne room.  Queenie straightened her posture and primped her dress in what she hoped was a carefree manner.

She asked, “Yes?  What is it?”

The bee saluted and bowed, stating, “I inform Her Majesty that our northeastern border is under attack.  There were no other officers present, so Sir Zipper took command of the remaining bees and took war supplies from the armory.  He left twelve of us to guard the throne room and he personally leads thirty-six to meet the invaders.  We will inform you of the battle’s result when the flight returns.”
The bee turned and walked back to his post.

Queenie’s complexion paled in fear.  Her mind painted a thousand gruesome images of all the things that could happen to a little fly in the midst of war.  This battle was especially dangerous when there was no armor or weapons crafted to his size.  Therefore, he flew without any protection.

Her eye shed a single tear and she whispered, “Zipper.”

The squadron arrived at the border.  There, hovering in midair was an enemy squadron numbering one hundred two bees.  None of them were carrying any weapons or wearing armor.

Zipper assembled his squadron on his side of the border at equal altitude.  Zipper flew forward alone, as tradition demanded.  The leader of the opposite squadron met to discuss terms of battle.

The brave fly squeaked and buzzed a demand.

The opposing bee screamed in an uncontrolled voice, “We will NOT flee!  We will raid your storehouses for food.  We outnumber you three-to-one.”
Unphased, Zipper pantomimed the act of thrusting something forward and hiding behind his left forearm.

The opposing bee yelled, “We are starving and dying!  We may be workers instead of soldiers, but we will DIE before we go back home!  It is better to die out here than lying on the apiary floor!”
The speedy fly’s brain made a leap of logic and asked a question with his wings.

The leader of the enemy bees drifted backwards a wingspan and asked, “H-how?  How did you guess we were fleeing sickness?”

Zipper gestured for the bee to follow him.

Every bee in the conflict gasped in astonishment.

One of the armored bees in Zipper’s squadron flew up and demanded, “Sir Zipper, have you turned traitor?!  How could you think to lead the enemy to our apiary?”

Zipper turned around with a thunderous expression and squeaked an angry statement at the bee.  Berated, the armored bee drifted back into place submissively.

Both squadrons flew at cruising speed towards Queenie’s apiary.  In a few minutes, the structure came into view.

Cries shouted from the enemy squadron.  “Sickness!  They have the sickness!”  “We must flee!”  “Return to the hive!  At least it’s not as bad there!”

The enemy squadron turned and fled back the way they came.  Cheers emanated from the squadron at the victory at defending their hive.

Minutes later, Zipper was escorted by honor guard into the throne room.

When Queenie saw her favorite fly, she could not resist standing in excitement.

One of the armored bees announced, “My Queen, we are victorious!  Sir Zipper allowed the enemy swarm to see our apiary and they fled in terror back across the border.  We suffered zero casualties.”

Momentarily confused, the bee monarch asked, “Zero casualties?  Was there not a battle?”
Zipper pantomimed the act of counting to his left and then to his right.  He then looked all around himself and pointed to things in different directions.

The armored bee stated, “I agree.  If we had fought the battle, we would barely have won.  However, our casualties would have been so great that we could not have defended the apiary in a second battle.  Sir Zipper guessed that the enemy was fleeing sickness and thought we did not have sickness.”

Queenie looked at her favorite fly with deep, loving eyes.  Impulsively, she grabbed him by the shoulders and pulled him up to her height.  She pressed her warm lips to his and kissed him with all of her royal might.

The assembled bees in the throne room were stunned.  The queen…kissing a commoner?  They had no protocol to dictate how to react, so they stood there silently.

Queenie set Zipper back down upon the floor gently.  The noble fly swooned before falling to floor in an undignified heap.  Visions of crowned female bees swirled through his vision for several seconds before he remembered that he had not yet crossed over into the afterlife just yet.

Hours later, as the sun set, all of the Rangers arrived back at Headquarters.  Everyone had assembled in the kitchen for dinner and meeting.
Monty and Buzz had set the table with silverware and plates.  As Buzz began setting out the napkins and thimbles of lemon-flavored water, Monty began serving portions of toasted bread, celery cubes, carrot slices, and pineapple chunks.  His famous three-cheese fondue was just barely beginning to bubble.

As the cauldron was placed upon the middle of the table, Chip began sharing information on the case.

“We checked the human police station.  There were some reports about the alarms going off at the university and a couple of hospitals.  When the police arrived, the humans working in those places couldn’t find anything missing at first.”

Sparky scrunched up his face in concentration.  He asked, “What do you mean ‘at first’?”

Dale elucidated, “A simple glance said everythin’ was in place.  However, when the police insisted on a careful check, it turns out someone did rob the place.  Several sample containers were missing and their labels were placed on spare containers that were filled with tap water.”

Zipper squeaked and gestured for more information.

Buzz said, “The hospitals just had some antibiotics stolen, easily replaced.  However, the university had some samples of diseases stolen.  Funny thing, though.  They were all the same disease and it mostly affected insects.”

Tammy grunted with displeasure and finished the statement, “And they were all labeled ‘Nosema Ceranae’.”

Monty, Buzz, Dale, Foxglove, and Chip just choked on their dinner and gaped openly at Tammy.
Chip took out his notebook and began scribbling furiously.

Dale asked, “How didja know that?”

Zipper began squeaking and buzzing a long story.  He pantomimed his hand over his beating heart.  He clutched his abdomen as if in pain.  He dropped to the table, not moving.  Then he stood up and started fighting several phantom enemies in all directions.

The group drew in a sharp breath.  With the exception of Tammy, no one else knew how bad it was.

Gadget asked, “Did the security cameras catch the thieves?”

Chip just grimaced in response.  Gadget tugged on his jacket, as if promoting for an answer.

Monty replied, “Strangest thing, luv.  Them thieves were caught on camera, but they jus’ looked loike shadows pickin’ up stuff and rearrangin’ things.  Weird stuff.”

Sparky crunched a celery cube in his mouth and then picked up a carrot slice.  He asked, “So, what do we do now?”

Chip mumbled in a distant voice, “The ‘shadows’ were clearly rodent-sized and rodent-shaped.  We need to track down some leads.  Tomorrow, we’ll search for rumors and look for more break-ins.  They’ve gotta slip up sometime.  Tammy, how’s the medical side going?”
The red-haired squirrel gulped some lemon-flavored water and answered tiredly, “Great.  The bees are no longer using tainted pollen and they’re living on sugar water and antibiotics for the next few days.  Barring any territory wars, there will be no more deaths.”
The Rangers cheered for Tammy and her efforts.  Monty and Foxglove reached over to smother her in a double-sided hug.

Chip complimented her, “Tammy, I’m proud of you.  You better believe that this will look good when I report this to your professors.”

The red-haired squirrel’s mouth nearly hit the floor.  This was big!  She could get credits for this!  This could count as a semester project!  She might even be nominated for an award at the end of the academic year!  Scholarships were often awarded as prizes for such things!

Tammy raced over and gave Chip the biggest hug she could muster.  She was getting good at imitating Monty’s technique for his Down-Under Hugs.

Chip asked mildly, “You mentioned antibiotics.  Could you tell me which ones are useful for combating this disease you’ve identified?”

The red-haired squirrel picked up Chip’s pencil stub and wrote the scientific names of three different brands of antibiotics.

Returning the pencil stub, she mentioned, “Any of these would work well on animals.  You’d just have to scale the doses for body mass.  I personally used the first one on the bees.  It’s plentiful around here.”

The detective nodded and considered everything he’d heard at the dinner table.  He considered his options and wrote a few more notes.

He spoke, “All right, here’s what we’ll do.  Tammy, you and Zipper go back to the apiary tomorrow.  Check up on the bees’ health and talk to Queenie.  I want to know if she received any threats from rodents in the past several days.  I’d also like to know if any other rulers had similar threats.  Find out every piece of information about the threat itself and how to appease the threatening group.  Sparky, you stay here and man the fort.  Everyone else come with me tomorrow.  After checking more human and A.P.F. reports, we’ll learn the word on the street.  I think that someone’s making a move and they’ll be bragging about it soon.”
The next day, Tammy and Zipper were being taken on a tour of the apiary.  Conducting the tour was a bee who had flown with Zipper the previous day to the conflict on the northeastern border.

The bee stopped in front of a double-row of workers.  It seemed as if the line on the left were bringing blocks of beeswax to a pair of carpenter bees who were crawling all over the nearby wall.  They were using the wax to re-construct sections of the wall that were torn down from cleansing the infection.  The right line of bees was memorizing lists of numbers spoken aloud by the carpenter bees that made no sense to Tammy.  

Zipper had explained that those were measurements of cell number, size, angle of orientation, and how many more cells left until they filled the row.  Tammy had decided to stop trying to decode bee measurement techniques.

The bee conducting the tour finished by saying, “Since you had been here yesterday, only three bees died.  That brings the total up to fifteen.  Impressive for a mammal.”
Zipper glared at the bee for his insensitive comment.

The comment and the glare were lost on Tammy, whose heart was swelling with sorrow.  She mumbled, “Not good enough, apparently.”

The bee’s eyebrows arched in confusion.  He asked, “Pardon me, Paramedic?  Are you not happy with the result?  We lost only three bees since you started work.”

She replied in self-reproach, “We lost three bees since I started.  That’s three failures.”

The bee tried to keep the marvel out of his voice as he stated, “That’s three less than our own battlefield healers expected to lose.  You should be proud.  You beat the projection.  You can’t save every bee.  That’s common wisdom.”

Tammy walked on past the rows of worker bees and mentioned, “Every bee is precious.  I agree that I can’t save all of them, but I can try.”

The bee conducting the tour openly said, “That’s an impressive work ethic, miss.  You should be proud of yourself.  The tour is finished.  Do you require any more information?”

Zipper squeaked and gestured in a rectangle.  He then seemed to draw shapes within the rectangle.

Tammy looked at the hive as a whole.  Gone were the cries of pain.  Gone were the slumping bees.  Gone were the large streaks of light and dark yellows.  There were stains upon the floors where the filth flowed out, but bees were still working on cleaning those away.  

She thought to herself, All in all, not a bad day’s work.  I win this one, Grim Reaper.  I’ll see you at the next duel.
The bee frowned and said, “I’m not authorized to escort the Paramedic into the Planning Room.  It’s a secure room.”  He looked at Tammy and said, “No disrespect, miss.”
Zipper was about to berate the bee about useless regulations compared to the re-infection of the hive, but Tammy’s words stopped him before he spoke.

“None intended, I’m sure.  Let us propose it to Her Majesty directly.  If she sees fit to grant me permission, then I will get what I need.  If not, then we will work without it.”

The bee nodded with satisfaction and said, “Follow me, please.  I’ll arrange it right away.”

As the group proceeded to the hallway outside of the throne room, Zipper snuck a glance over at Tammy.  Tammy looked back at him.  He buzzed and squeaked with a smile.

The red-haired squirrel lightly replied, “It’s not unlike learning a new language.  If you speak to the locals in their own language, they tend to give you leeway.”  She smirked with a just a little pride in herself.

Zipper giggled and patted her on the shoulder in congratulations.

The pair stopped outside the throne room while the bee entered.  After a moment, the bee returned and gestured inside.
He spoke, “The queen has graciously agreed to share the information under escort.  Please enter.”

Zipper and Tammy entered the throne room, where Queenie escorted them into a room cleverly concealed by a mobile section of wall.  Inside the throne room, a pair of armed and armored bees stood guard at the entrance.  They watched the two Rangers with caution and a minimum of hostility.

Queenie stated, “I understand you want to see our territory and flight patterns.  I can understand why you would want this information, but please be aware that this information is dangerous in the hands of our enemies.  I need you to promise not to share what you learn inside this room with anyone, not even your other Rescue Rangers.”
Zipper quietly squeaked and pantomimed raising his right hand, crossing his heart, zipping his mouth, and then back at Queenie.  He also squeaked about the Rescue Rangers and gestured about weighing scales.

Tammy nodded, taking it all in.  At length, she raised her right paw and declared, “I, Tamsin Chesnutt, do hereby swear to keep your secrets…a secret.”  She immediately blushed as she realized how foolish that statement sounded.

The guards tried in vain to avoid snickering.  They almost succeeded.

The bee monarch gave a stern gaze to silence her guards, but was unable to avoid plastering a silly grin across her face as well.  Regally, she stated, “I accept your word, miss.  Thank you.”  She led the others into the concealed room and shut the wall panel.

Inside was a huge conglomeration of maps, charts, graphs, writings, letters, leaflets, pamphlets, palimpsests, and plain old reports covering the walls.  They were all marked with red beeswax in certain specific patterns.
Tammy put her paws on her headfur and said, “Oh, my aching head.”

Queenie laughed outright at that.  She stated, “It is a bit complicated, is it not?  Fortunately, I have studied in this room for a long time.  I know every scrap of information in this entire room.  I need it for delicate negotiations.  I believe what you want is over here.”

She flew over to the opposite wall and pulled a standing easel out from behind a stack of boxes.  Zipper flew over to help.

Tammy noted with pride that Queenie was flying more strongly now and with no wincing.  That was all of the congratulations that she needed for her job.

The map that was pulled out was a representation of the entire field for ten square miles.  There were five ‘blobs’ of claimed territory of irregular shapes.  Each blob was shaded with a different color either of red, blue, yellow, green, or purple.  Tammy recognized that the territory she was standing in was shaded yellow.   
Tammy reasoned, Queenie must be the yellow.  Over to the north must be Sparklewing in purple.  The rest I’m not familiar with.  

As Tammy looked closer at the map, she noticed that there were dozens upon dozens of black circles lining the intersections of borders.  Each circle was shaded its own color from the primary five.  The color scheme made no sense to her.

She wondered, What the…heck?
Queenie noticed Tammy’s calm gaze turn into massive confusion.  She gently asked, “Is there something I can explain, miss?”

The red-haired squirrel asked, “What are all of those colored dots along every border?  Are those territories you’ve lost in battle?”

Zipper looked at Queenie and began squeaking and gesturing about counting to the left and counting to the right.

The bee monarch smiled and answered, “Ah, I see.  No, we did not lose those territories.  We traded them away.  You see, every time a new treaty or agreement is reached, we exchange valuable resources as a gesture of trust.”
The whole concept seemed like a dizzying array of unnecessary complications to Tammy.  She was glad she was a medic and not a ruler.

Queenie smiled and stated, “I am sure it seems strange to you but I assure you this helps prevent most hive wars.  The number one reason for a hive war is lack of resources.  Now I understand that you wanted to learn something from our maps?”

The Paramedic asked off-handedly, “Have you received any threats from rodents of any kind?  Blackmail or forced deals?”

Queenie responded stiffly, “No, we have not.  If we had, we would refuse.  Such behavior would be a breach of diplomatic protocol.”

Tammy pulled out her pages and pages of notes.  She said, “Okay, I just need to correlate this data and we can find the source of the infection.”

The bee monarch flew over to take the pages of notes.  She read the first page.  The chemical equations, wind directions, Ph levels, concentrations, and time delays from onset from infection swam before her eyes.  Not to mention the atrocious pawwriting.

Zipper smirked and buzzed his amusement.

Queenie narrowed her eyes at her love and smiled.  She said in an overly sweet voice, “Now, now, let’s keep our composure, Sir Zipper.”

She flipped the pages, hoping to find something understandable to start with.  The pawwriting became less understandable with each page.  There was an extra column with strange labels for severity of condition at something called ‘I+48 hours’.

She handed the pages back to Tammy and offered, “Um, perhaps if you could translate these to me in terms of worker shifts, I can point them out on the map.”  She blushed at her inability to read the data of a profession below the rank of Queen.

Zipper laughed and squeaked a teasing taunt.

Queenie spun around to face him and huffed, “Turnabout is NOT fair play to royalty!”  Her perfectly starched collar folded and creased, several strands of her headfur came undone.

Zipper blew a kiss to her ragged condition.
Tammy giggled and playfully chided, “Now Zipper, it’s not nice to make fun of a lady’s hair.”  

The trio then began to summarize the data in terms of relative time of day, bee flight numbers, assigned territories, and length of time to complete a full circuit of resource gathering.

After a few hours, Tammy calculated and re-checked her numbers.

Finally, she declared, “Got it!  It’s that patch of wild blue violets close to the center of the map!”

Queenie commented, “That is a very valuable patch of flowers.  It has the most territory trades of the entire field.  Every hive has flowers designated for them in there.”
Tammy’s eyes went wide as her brain digested the information.

Zipper began squeaking and gesturing at the map and pointing to every territory.

The bee monarch took the idea in stride and said, “We must confirm this.”

She flew over close to Tammy and opened the wall panel.  The same two guards were still at their posts.

Queenie ordered, “Send orders to the squadron.  Two bees are to form a pair and observe each of the four rivals.  Determine if any of them have the sickness and the severity.”

The armed bees saluted and declared, “Yes, Your Majesty!”

The monarch led the two Rangers back into the throne room.  She sat upon her throne and fixed her outfit as best as she could.

She stated kindly, “Let us have some refreshment while we wait for the scouts to return.”  With a smirk, she added, “I am afraid that all I have to offer right now is sugar water.”

An hour later, the scouts flew back into the throne out of breath.  The eyes of both bees were wide with fright.  They saluted crisply and hurriedly.  

The senior bee reported, “Your Majesty!  All of our rivals have the sickness!  Two of the other hives are totally wiped out.  Their apiaries are littered with dead bees and fresh trails of filth.”

Impatiently, Tammy asked frantically, “You didn’t go inside, did you?”

The senior bee looked back at her with an air of askance.  He said to his monarch, “We did go inside briefly to confirm the situation.  We saw the body of Queen Shine-Leg personally.  In the other apiary, the pieces of the dismembered body of Queen Pearl-Eye were scattered around the banquet hall along with the bodies of her royal guards.  We think they lost a hive war.”
The red-haired squirrel insistently asked, “Your Majesty, I request that these bees receive an immediate extra dose of medicine and be isolated from the others for twenty-four hours.  I don’t want to risk the chance they have a fresh infection to accidentally spread to the others.”

The scouts looked angry and offended at the impetuous mammal.

Queenie regally declared, “Thank you, scouts.  That is most useful information.  However, the Paramedic is right.  It was a necessary risk but you might have the sickness again.  I order each of you to have an extra dose of medicine and to form a roving patrol of the borders according to pattern alpha.  In three hours, come back for a second dose of medicine and then reform with your squadron.”

The scouts saluted their monarch crisply, satisfied.

Zipper had an idea and flew out of the throne room.  He returned with two drinking containers filled with the medicated sugar water.

Each of the scouts took a container and drank the contents to the last drop.  They saluted Zipper and then flew out of the throne room and then the main entrance.

Tammy began imagining lists of numbers and correlating them to the map in the Planning Room.

Queenie asked, “Miss, are you all right?  Are you ill?”

Zipper suddenly squeaked in anxiety and flew out, returning with a container of medicine.

Tammy tried to refuse, “No, I’m not sick.  It’s harder for a rodent to catch the sickness than an insect.  My immune system…”  She looked up to see the very concerned faces of her friends.  

She said, “Oh, what the heck.”  She took the container and drank the liquid.  It was indeed very bitter, even with the sugar water.

Zipper calmed down and Queenie smiled.

The bee monarch said, “I do not understand.  This is cause for celebration.  My hive is spared death by sickness.  What concerns you?”

Tammy replied, “I’m just coming up with lists of medicines to deliver to the other hives.  I’ll have to take the Rangerskate to each hive.  Oh, wait!  I’ll need permission from each ruler.  Darn it, that’ll take time.  Zipper, can you help me?”

The monarch innocently asked, “Why would you give them the medicine?  Do you have alliances with them as well as I?”

Tammy replied in a shocked voice, “No!  Why would you believe that?”

Queenie asked in earnest, “If you’re not their ally, then why bother to cure their sickness?”

The red-haired squirrel declared, “Because they’re sick!  They could die!”

The insect ruler questioned, “So?”

Tammy’s rage grew at the callousness of the insect.

Before she could say anything she could regret, Zipper flew between the two.  He addressed Tammy and squeaked a reminder of the logical side of insect nature.
Queenie calmly stated, “Those hives were our rivals.  Without the Treaty of the Four Flowers, there would be a huge field-wide hive war.  Everyone would die.  As long as all sides were equal, there would be no war.  Now that there are less usable resources and much desperation, the sides are out of balance.  If those hives die of sickness, then we will wait until the sickness is gone and then conquer that territory.  The increased resources will give us the food we need to repopulate our hive.  We will be the supreme hive in the field.  Then we will be safe.”

The red-haired squirrel tried like mad to keep herself from screaming as she explained, “That’s a callous thing to say!  If I followed your philosophy, then I wouldn’t have cured your sickness.  I gain nothing by saving you.  I risked getting caught by humans to get that medicine and used my resources up.  Would you have preferred I did not save you?”

Queenie regally replied, “Certainly not.  We used our alliance with Sir Zipper and the Rescue Rangers to our advantage.  There is nothing immoral about that, young Paramedic.”

Tammy retorted, “That’s right, you tapped the Rescue Rangers as your resource!  The Rescue Rangers are a group that tries to save everyone, not just our friends!  We don’t think that we are Nature herself!  We don’t decide who deserves to live and who decides to die.”

The bee monarch quietly marveled at the mammal’s dedication.  There was no doubt that she would succeed at medical school.

Queenie uneasily declared, “I shall not stop you from aiding other hives.  As long as you do not lessen our ability to totally cure the sickness from our swarm, you are free to assist others.  You may ask Sir Zipper to vouch for your sincerity.  I believe you shall need it.”

The red-haired squirrel let out a deep breath and sighed.  “Thank you, Your Majesty.  I’m…I’m sorry for yelling at you.”

The bee monarch primped at her headfur and simply said, “I have suffered much worse tirades at border disputes, my young friend.  Think nothing of it.  I am more worried about Sir Zipper being mistaken for an official envoy of myself during this…rescue mission.”

Zipper, touched by her uncharacteristic display of affection, flew over to take her left forehand in his own.  He squeaked in whisper tones to her and repeatedly kissed her hand.

Queenie immediately blushed furiously and mock-scolded her favorite fly, “Oh, Sir Zipper!  Control yourself.  We are not totally alone.”

Tammy laughed, clearly enjoying the overt display of affection.  Seeing this is a perfect chance to catch her off-guard, Tammy asked Queenie a pleasant question.
“Say, Your Majesty, I noticed that all of the bee queens around here have regal name.  Sparklewing, Shine-Leg, Pearl-Eye.  What’s your name?”

Playfully pushing Zipper away while he was trying to steal a smooch from his favorite bee, the bee monarch distractedly answered, “Flamehair.  Bees are named after their birth.  I understand some mammals name their cubs before birth.  A foolish gesture if you ask me.”

Suddenly, she sat up straight in surprise.  She glared at the cheeky squirrel and issued an unofficial royal proclamation.

“I hate that name.  All of the other pupae teased me because their hair was black and not red.  They said my father must have swallowed fire before courting my mother.  Keep it to yourself, young squirrel or so help me I shall have you strung up by your tail and force you to babysit all seventy-five of the new offspring by yourself!”

Two hours later, Tammy pulled the Rangerskate and cargo trailer up to the northern border or Queenie’s territory.  She found herself surrounded in escort formation by twelve of Queenie’s bee wielding spears, but not helmets or shields.
The Paramedic figured that was some gesture that says, ‘We will defend our transport but we’re not prepared for war’.

Zipper flew down next to her and pantomimed.  He gestured to the northeast and crossed his arms over his carapace, frowning.  Then he gestured to the north and then mimed the act of accepting objects with smiles.

Tammy said mournfully, “Queen Razor-Sting is too proud to accept help from anyone, eh?  Doesn’t she know her entire hive will die without the medicine?”

Zipper shrugged and then tapped his head while crossing his eyes.  He then pointed to the north to show the bee escort from Sparklewing, waiting.

Tammy put the Rangerskate into gear and drove at a moderate pace across the field.  She tried to avoid dips in the terrain and ground that looked muddy.

After ten minutes of driving, she arrived at a cleared patch of dirt near the apiary of Sparklewing.  She got out and was immediately greeted by four bees wearing toolbelts.

The tallest of the bees stated, “By order of the illustrious Queen Sparklewing, we are the work crew that will assemble the life-saving machine inside the hive.  You will teach us how to build it, refill it, and repair it.  We are ready to learn.”

Tammy innocently asked, “What are your names?”

Reflexively, the worker bee replied, “My designation is C-18-B-4.  Behind me is the rest of B-Squad.”

When he saw the young squirrel blink vacantly, he elucidated, “That means I’m a construction bee, group number eighteen.  We build walls and supports.  We work the second shift of the day.  I’m the senior worker so I have the highest personal number.”

The Paramedic finally got it.  It was like a coded serial number, describing his function.

She innocently asked, “You don’t have personal names?”

The bee shifted from hind leg to hind leg anxiously and asked, “Of course we do.  Don’t you know anything about bees?  We’re on the clock, so just call me ‘Four’.  Can we get started?”
Tammy got out of the vehicle and began dragging boxes off the cargo trailer.  She remembered the lesson about a bee’s privacy.

She replied, “Oh, sorry about that.  I’m new here.  Anyway, start helping me to sort these boxes.  White boxes have the medicine and green boxes have the dispenser.”

Four barked, “One, Two!  Get those white boxes and stack them over there!  Three, get over here and help her bring the green boxes!”  The bees fell into line immediately, working quickly and efficiently.  In what seemed like seconds, the trailer was unloaded and the boxes sorted.  The green boxes were unpacked.

Zipper checked in by squeaking and buzzing the gratitude of Queen Sparklewing.  As proof, he held up a leaf rolled up and sealed in beeswax.  Inside was clearly a letter addressed to Queenie on behalf of the local monarch.

Tammy began by stating, “Okay, you’ll assemble it out here first and then disassemble it.  Doing that will get you familiar with every part of the dispenser.  It’s fairly simple, but you need to see the valves on the inside before you can be ready to fill it.  Once that’s done, carry the pieces inside and reassemble it.  Finally, I’ll teach you how to mix the medicine and how often to dispense it.”

Four nodded and replied, “Yes, ma’am!”

The red-haired squirrel idly wondered why more people couldn’t be this helpful.

Later that night, Tammy and Zipper sat in their customary chairs at the kitchen table in Rescue Ranger Headquarters.  Chip and Dale took their turns passing out the food.
Dinner was a sumptuous feast of macaroni and cheese seasoned with a blend of spicy herbs, garlic toast, Chip’s now-famous lemon-cherry-water, and orange slices for dessert.

The Rangers ate heartily, constantly complimenting the chipmunks on their choice of spices.  Tammy and Zipper sipped their water thoughtfully.  Each sip reminded them of bees who did not live long enough to get a drink.

Once the initial pangs of hunger were satisfied, Chip pushed back his plate and pulled out his notebook.  He flipped a few pages and began reading off his findings.

“Well Tammy, the rest of us have cracked the case.  I’ve informed McDugell and written a report for him.  Unfortunately, it may be impossible to prove.  Bubble’s gang has now started patrolling their territory openly.  At first, some people unfamiliar with them have tried to ridicule their colorful costumes.  They were attacked and reminded of ‘what happened in the fields’.  Rumor has it that Bubbles has just returned from secret training in Asia under some ancient, blind, ninja master who passed on the secrets of something that translates in English to ‘Ultimate Silent Death’ or some such nonsense.”
Zipper flew up and argued loudly, gesturing in several directions at once.

Tammy reached up and pulled Zipper back down to the table by his hind legs.  She asked, “Any details on how he does this technique, Chip?”

The detective stated, “I looked up the phrasing involved.  It’s total grammar hooey.  It does not correspond to any historical or contemporary labels used in martial arts.”

Buzz added, “I helped him on that angle.  I went to every dojo in the city and asked some very distinguished sensei about all the lore they know.  None of them either practice or have heard myth about anything that was ‘ultimate’.  They suggest that anyone using such phrasing either does not practice real martial arts or is purely bluffing against an audience who does not practice martial arts.  I agree with them.”

Sparky unhelpfully asked, “What about their ninja magic?”

Dale and Foxglove chuckled out loud.  However neither dared to say anything silly under the baleful gaze of Chip and Gadget.

Gadget contributed to the discussion, “The trail would have gone cold there except for Tammy identifying the infection.  We went to the university medical research wing.  They reported the theft of the Nosema Ceranae loss, but we didn’t get a critical piece of information.  It turns out that the thefts happened a week ago, which is about the time needed for the illness to fully destroy the hive.  They were active samples, not ones that were inert.  So, it seems that any bees still alive were simply lucky.”
Zipper swooned with the notion that his beloved Queenie was only alive today because he decided to randomly drop in on her.  He resolved to visit her more often.

Monty picked up his buddy and laid him on his own shoulder for comfort.

Chip finished the report, “Just yesterday, the Soda Pop Ninjas have started spreading rumors that they have caused the deaths of the bees in the fields by using their…”  Here he frowned and grimaced.

Dale and Foxglove leaned forward, as if eager to hear the next part.

Gadget just placed her face in her paws and took a deep breath.

The black-nosed chipmunk spat out the words, “…ninja magic.”

The red-nosed chipmunk and light-furred bat laughed uproariously, falling off their chairs onto the floor.

Sparky snapped his fingers, showering the table with bright sparks.  Everyone grabbed their napkins, trying to avoid a table fire like the Salad Flambé incident last month.
He declared, “There, I told you ninja magic was real!  Buzz, you owe me five baby acorns!”

The guinea pig argued, “It’s a lie!  They didn’t use ninja magic to cause the disease!  They broke into the lab to steal it!”

From under the table, Dale spoke in an eerie voice, “They used ninja magic to steal the containers!  Oooo-ooohhh!”

Chip looked under the table to berate Dale and Foxglove.  He only saw Dale.  Where was Foxglove?
Foxy sudden arise from behind Chip and wrapped him in her wings.  She declared, “The art of invisibility!”

Gadget simultaneously frowned and smirked in amusement.  She got up and walked over to Chip.  She gently but firmly pulled Foxy’s wings apart and then grabbed Chip by the jacket.

She declared, “My chipmunk!  Get your own!”

Foxy dove under the table and wrapped her wings around Dale, eliciting a yelp of surprise from him.

She called out, “Got mine!”

The rest of the Rangers just laughed uproariously at the antics.

Gadget snuck a kiss from Chip but then returned to her own chair before he could return the gesture.

Making a pouty face, Chip deduced, “However they did it, they took the containers to the field and sprinkled the parasites on the violets you described.  The next day, the bees took the pollen back to all five apiaries and made honey.  The combination of pollen and honey made the bees sick.  Even though honey takes a while to make, the bees work at it non-stop when they’re not hibernating.  The slightest dusting of pollen floating through the air of a hive was enough to breathe in and land on the honey reserves.”
He took a sip of water and continued, “Bubbles targets the bees because they’re numerous and known for protecting their hives with armies.  If he could take down armies of insects, he’d be famous.  That means there would be no end to new recruits who would also want to be powerful.  Unfortunately, bees don’t socialize outside of their own hive, not even with other bees.  Bubbles was counting on the survivors crawling through the streets lamenting their fate.  Since that won’t happen, he’s resorted to claiming credit over a deed no one witnessed.  He made a mistake.”

Zipper sat up and angrily squeaked and buzzed in Chip’s face.

Monty soothed his friend by saying, “What Chip’s tryin’ ta say, Zip, is that Bubbles was gonna target an insect hive, no mattah what.  He jus’ picked tha bees fer convenience.”

Chip decided, “We can’t prove Bubbles was involved with the bees’ sickness, but we’re working on proving his gang stole the disease to begin with.  That will at least get the A.P.F. on our side.  I want you and Tammy to go back to the fields tomorrow and make sure the disease gets cured completely.  I’ll tell McDugell to issue a quarantine for the fields for any animals for the next two weeks.  It may lend credence to Bubbles’ claim, but it’s better than anyone else getting sick.”

The next day, Tammy and Zipper arrived at the border to Queenie’s territory but there they split up.  Zipper flew off to assist Queenie in organizing her swarm.  

Many of her worker bees had became sick enough to be relegated to light duty only for a few days.  Even though they were not useless, it did disrupt the flow of work in the hive significantly.  

Also, several officer bees in the solider ranks had become very sick and were assigned to total rest.  Zipper’s job was to fill in for a few officers to take flights of bees on border patrols while the sick officers recovered.
Tammy went to Queen Sparklewing’s apiary to oversee the distribution of medicine and to evaluate the progress of the bees’ recovery.  When the initial infection became obvious, Sparklewing decided to send military escorts with worker bees to all pollen routes.  She was worried about other swarms attacking her workers when she appeared weak.  This somewhat logical choice had the unfortunate result of exposing many soldier bees to the sickness.  Most of the soldiers exposed to the sickness refused to show weakness by pacing themselves and resting.  Those soldier bees all died as Tammy had arrived with the medicine.  As a result, Queen Sparklewing decided to press large numbers of worker bees into ‘temporary military service’ to keep up the appearance of strength in order to deter any would-be hostilities.  So far it was working.
A flight of Queenie’s bees was running a routine patrol of the northeastern border.  The six bees flew in a classic hexagonal pattern.  This was not an attack flight, merely a scout flight.  As such, they brandished their spears and wore helmets, but no shields or body armor.

The bees reached the next checkpoint along the border.  No sign of hostile incursions.  The officer adjusted his course to aim for the next checkpoint and his flight adjusted to follow him.

Suddenly, thirty-eight bees erupted from the tall grass over the border and charged!  The bee screamed, “EEEYYEEYYAAHHH!!”

Queenie’s scout flight assumed a defensive formation of a horizontal wall and the officer flew forward.  

He called out in proper procedure, “Halt!  You are challenging the army of her royal highness, Queen…”

SLAM!

A pair of bees did not obey the rules of interhive procedure.  They just charged in with their bare hands and began punching and kicking.  

The scout flight gasped at the unheard-of attack.  Bees simply did not act this way!

The officer turned his head away and shouted, “Three!  Retreat and bring heavy reinforcements!  All else ATTACK!”

The armed bees lowered their spear and gripped them firmly with four hands.  They buzzed their wings powerfully and charged as a single, sweeping motion.  

WHAM!  CRACK!

Metal spearheads pierced carapaces as hearts were rent asunder.  Still twitching, five bees fell off the spears to fall to the ground, trailing pale yellow blood and trying like mad to grasp their enemies.

The scout bees flew up and over the incoherent swarm of mad bees and came in for another attack run.  The furious aggressors flew in all directions, trying to surround their enemy.
The scout flight altered course to rescue their officer.

CRACK!  Four mad bees were pierced through their exoskeletons.  They fell suddenly, not knowing they were dead.

The pair of mad bees on the officer left their prey and suddenly whistled.  Another pair came from out of no where to join them.  The group latched onto one of the scout bees.  The sudden weight was too much for the scout to bear.  He fell to the ground.  The mad bees bit and ripped his wings all the way down.  A few other stray mad bees flew down to the pile in the grass.  The sounds of cracking and tearing emanated from the ground.

The officer shouted, “Wedge formation, full offense!”  He flew into take the place of the fallen bee.  Several groups of two-to-four bees erupted from various patches of grass across the border, flying straight on a heading that would take them towards Queenie’s hive.

The battle continued to rage.

Back in Queenie’s apiary, Zipper was speaking to the bee monarch in her throne room.  A pair of royal guards stood at their posts at the entrance.
Zipper buzzed and pantomimed lists of numbers.  He frowned, wishing that he could speak.  This report would go ten times more efficiently if he could only talk.

Her Majesty waited patiently for the stream of numbers to be communicated.  They made perfect sense to her.  The hive was recovering, just not as fast as she’d like.  Unfortunately, there was no way to speed up recovery.  Medicine works as fast as it does and no faster, so her battlefield medics told her when she asked them for ideas.

Suddenly, a soldier bee walked in slowly, assisting a scout bee who was out of breath.  The soldier report, “Your Majesty, this scout reports a border skirmish.”

Zipper flew up to the out of breath bee.  He recognized this one!  He squeaked for the bee to talk.

The bee gasped for air and then spoke quickly, “Scout-D group was ambushed on the northeastern border!  Those bees are barbarians!  They completely ignored border protocols and attacks with their bare hands!”

The speedy fly demanded to know the numbers and formation of the enemy.

The scout bee took a deep breath and replied, “Level six swarm, disorganized.”
Zipper loudly squeaked and gestured for himself to take a spear and helmet.  He then made a bold declaration.

The soldier bees in the throne room smiled at the idea.

Queenie shouted, “No!”

The others turned to her in surprise.  

The bee monarch regained her composure and stated, “Sir Zipper, it is most gallant of you to lead the counter-assault.  However, I have a much more urgent mission for you.”

She clapped her hands and ordered, “Aloysius!  Bring my writing table and things.”

As the butler bee and an assistant brought the requested items, Queenie ordered, “Soldier, take this scout bee to the dispensary for sugar water.  When he catches his breath, he will go with the next squadron out.  Send for A-3-A-20.  He will assemble all available soldiers for the counter-assault, full war outfit.  After repelling the incursion, he will search for other direct threats to the apiary first and eliminate them.  If no others remain, he may push into enemy territory at his discretion.”
The soldier bee took the scout bee and walked him out of the throne room and into the dispensary to recover his energy.

Queenie took up her writing stylus and dipped it into a small pot of compressed flower extract.  She wrote a quick note on a fresh leaf, saying, “Thank you, Aloysius.  Now, this is critical.  Sir Zipper, you are the fastest insect I know.  You must deliver this letter to Sparklewing directly.  You have the authority as my proxy.  I estimate that those are Razor-Sting’s bees.  They outnumber us significantly and I don’t like the idea of taking them on by ourselves.”
Aloysius, ever the patriot, protested, “But Your Majesty!  Our bees are the finest warriors in the field.  They have been tested time and again…”

The bee monarch cut him off in her characteristic sweet voice, “…and now they are too few.  Besides, Sparklewing now owes us a debt of gratitude for sharing the Paramedic’s cure for the disease that nearly wiped her out.  I would much rather share the casualties by calling in a favor rather than suffer heavy enough casualties by myself and upset the balance of power.”  With that, she rolled the leaf and stamped it closed with her personal crest on beeswax.

The bee butler murmured, “Yes…yes, that does make sense…in the long term.  Very good, Your Majesty.”

Queenie smiled widely and agreed, “Naturally.  Now, Sir Zipper, please fly as fast as you can.”

Before she could say another word, Zipper saluted crisply and then commanded his wings into overdrive.

ZIP!  He flew up to the throne, took the letter out of her hand, and then exited the throne room before anyone could blink.

The wake of his motion through the air ripped through Queenie’s hair, pulling it out of her perfect coiffeur and frizzing it in all directions.  Blinking once, she said plainly, “Wow, what a fly.”

Aloysius straightened his crooked bowtie and stated in a droll voice, “I’m glad he’s on our side.”

Minutes later, an officer bee wearing plate armor, helmet, and saber strapped to his back flew in front of a large formation of armed and armored bees.  Totaling seventy-two, the bees flew in a wide formation resembling a chain-link fence.  It was a dispersal formation, able to send prearranged squadrons off in any direction.

A small, dark shape appeared in the air directly in front of him.  He squinted to make it out.  It quickly resolved itself into a large cloud of bees, totaling two hundred sixty-five angry fighters.  They all bore no weapons, no protective armor.  Many had scars and cracks in their carapaces.  Several were missing limbs.  A few decided to carry the limbs of others with them.

Suddenly, A-3-A-20 saw that their faces were scrunched up in fury!  He looked at saw many were trailing drops of pale, yellow filth from their legs.

He drew his saber and screamed, “Sickness!  They’ve got the sickness!  Defend the apiary!!”

All the bees behind him leveled their spears and gripped their shields close to their bodies.
Just as the swarms came within established diplomatic distance, the mad bees sped up instead of slowing down.

A-3-A-20 expected this maneuver.  Even war demanded regulations, otherwise insects would become savage.  

He frowned and delivered orders, “B-Squad, C-Squad, flank them now!”

Twelve bees on the left and twelve bees on the right, each led by an officer, wearing chain mail, subordinate to A-3-A-20, broke formation, leading their bees widely around the approaching enemy.

The officers shouted, “Yes, sir!  Full attack formation!”  Their soldiers flew into a wedge formation with their officer in the middle.

The two swarms collided with full strength.  KA-POW!

The sounds of cracking exoskeletons and tearing of innards filled their air as Queenie’s swarm fought with full efficiency against the insane, raving horde that seemed to want to tear bees apart limb from limb.
The battle last for several minutes, but to a soldier a minute of battle felt like an hour.  Flights and formations over broken apart by the sheer overwhelming numbers of mad bees that seemed to follow no leader or fly in no formation.  The initial assault caused massive casualties to the unarmored bees, but the momentum was steadily being lost.  Queenie’s bees were still outnumbered and now just as chaotic as their enemies.

A-3-A-20 slashed with his saber diagonally rightward and then spun it horizontally to the left.  Four halves of bee bodies fell to the ground below, still twitching and grasping at the air.

A solo unarmed bee tackled him in the air, trying to rip apart his wings.  Fearing that crippled wings would end his career, A-3-A-20 grabbed the offender and threw him off.  The pair circled each other warily, each sneaking glance of the battle around them to avoid being backstabbed.
A-3-A-20 accused, “How dare you ignore the regulations of war?  Are you insane?”

The unarmed bee spat at A-3-A-20, a glob of pale yellow just missed hitting him.  The bee snarled, “I’m not insane!  I’m sick!  How dare that waste of antennae lead us?!  She had no right to rule!!!  We were dying of sickness and she demanded a banquet in her honor!!!”
A-3-A-20 began to realize what happened.  Still, he had to know.

He asked carefully, “Why didn’t you just leave?  Take a member of her family and start a new hive?”

The unarmed bee growled and his eyes rolled in pain.  He screeched, “And start it all over again?  NEVER!!!”

The assembled attack force of unarmed bees all screamed in unison, “NEVER!!!”  

Fear began to creep under the carapace of each of Queenie’s bees.  They were facing enemies who were beyond reason.

The unarmed bee declared, “We will never allow any family to rule bees ever again!  That larva of a Queen was taught that she was less powerful than eight workers tearing her body to pieces!!!  We will kill every royal family in every field until all bees are free!!  Free!!  Free to serve us!  We will show them the way!”

A-3-A-20 saw through his opponent’s insanity.  He calmly stated, “So, you want to kill off the present royal family so you can become the next oppressors.  You’re hypocrites.  You may have had a bad ruler, but not all rulers are bad.  Appeal to other rulers to take you in.  You can always leave if you want.”

The rational thoughts hurt the savage bee’s brain.  He snarled, bearing his teeth and ragged hands at A-3-A-20’s throat.

The ferocity of the attack took A-3-A-20 by surprise, and he raised his saber up in a block, hoping to throw off his opponent.

WHAM!  A bluish-greenish streak came out of the sky and slammed the savage bee away from A-3-A-20.

The officer bee looked up to see a sight he never thought he’d see alive again.
He cried out in recognition, “Sir Zipper!”

Zipper put his hand up to his mouth and trumpeted loudly.  He then flew in a wide circle, shouldering several savage bees aside.  He squeaked a command as loud as he could.

A-3-A-20 echoed the command more forcefully, “Regroup!!”

The remainder of Queenie’s bees came together to form a wall of shields and spears three rows tall and many bees wide.  

The savage bees gather together, forming a dark cloud to blot as much of the sun as possible.

This led to them being totally surprised when a group of one hundred fifty bees armed with spears and building tools slammed into their flanks.

Zipper trumped again.

A-3-A-20 commanded, “CHARGE!!!”

Bee bodies and pale yellow blood rained down from the sky.  The grass was drenched under the fruits of war.

That night, Tammy and Zipper returned to Ranger Headquarters with heavy hearts.  It was Tammy and Foxglove’s turn to cook, but one look at her friend and Foxy silently prepared dinner by herself.
Zipper, normally the cheery one, sat upon her shoulders and buzzed lethargically.

The others really didn’t know what to say or do to comfort their friends.

The Rangers had a quiet meal of fruit salad and banana-walnut bread with plain water to drink.  At the end of the meal, Chip once again pulled out his notebook.

Gadget complained, “Oh, Chip!  Do we have to talk about the case now?  Tammy and Zipper have been through enough!”

The detective looked at his love not unkindly and reminded her, “They’re Rescue Rangers.  They can take it.  Besides, they also need to know.”

Tammy pushed her half-finished plate away from her and sharply asked, “Know what?”

The black nosed chipmunk recited from his notes, “We found a way to prove it was the Soda Pop Ninjas who stole the disease containers.  They used hand-crafted small floodlights to throw bright beams of light and shadows all over the room for the motion-sensitive camera to follow.  When the camera swung back to the samples, the containers were gone.  However, they slipped up and a couple of obscure cameras in the hallways place them at the scene of the crime at the time the containers were stolen.”

Monty chipped in glumly, “The A.P.F. got their tails in gear an’ raided all three known hideouts o’ tha blightahs.  They were all deserted days ago.  Even all their stuff was gone.  Just empty space there.”

Dale added, “McDugell is petitioning Animal City Council to issue a city-wide arrest warrant for any member of the Soda Pop Ninja gang on sight.  He says that insect issues aren’t very popular in City Council, but the fact that Bubbles now has a deadly disease at his command makes him a threat to every animal.  McDugell cordoned off the fields for a basic quarantine and gave a statement to the press about the large numbers of bees surviving.  That’ll quell Bubbles’ rumors and drive him crazy.”

Buzz snorted said, “He’d have the warrant already if it weren’t for the territory problem.”

Zipper frowned, expecting a certain answer.  He pantomimed and buzzed for more information.

The guinea pig explained, “The fields where the bees live are technically over the city limits.  There’s some really old treaty between native bees and the first Animal City Council respecting each other’s sovereignty.  McDugell may not have permission to go into the fields to help unless the Queens ask for it.  Fat chance of that happening.”

Tammy rolled a piece of pineapple in her furry fingers thoughtfully.  She said, “Maybe easier than you think.”  She ate the pineapple piece and felt all eyes upon her.  Zipper nodded grimly.

Buzz asked, “Why’s that?”

The red-haired squirrel elucidated, “We learned today that the third queen was assassinated by her own bees as they went crazy from their disease.  There are only two queen bees in the field now, Queenie and Sparklewing.  Queenie’s our friend.  If we convince her it’s necessary for her hive’s survival, then she’ll cooperate on equal terms.  Sparklewing is so grateful just to be alive that she’ll go along with whatever Queenie suggests as long as it doesn’t show weakness.  For a time, we should be able to get cooperation from the field, at least until they both rebuild and become strong again.”
Chip wrote some notes down in his notebook.  He planned to visit McDugell in the morning with this new information.

He asked, “How are they holding up?  Are they cooperating with each other or claiming territory again?”

Zipper pantomimed shaking his own hand and smiling. He then walked over to one side and pointed to several imaginary tall things.  He then walked over to another side and pointed out other tall things.  He then shook his own hand again, but then sneaked off smiling wickedly.

Sparky scratched his head, bringing forth a shower of sparks across the table.  Everyone covered their napkins on reflex.

He mentioned, “Insects.  I’ll never understand them.  They don’t have the workers to maintain a territory but they claim it anyway.”

Tammy stated, “It’s not as bad as you think.  They simply divvied up the leftover territories equally and agreed to respect each other’s space.  In fact, they’re cooperating in an unprecedented way.  Most of Queenie’s workers are too weak to do heavy work, so she can’t expand her hive.  Sparklewing has almost no soldiers left to defend her territory or workers in the event of attack.  So each ruler decided to sign a new treaty and sealed the deal by swapping bees to each other.”

The rest of the Rangers gasped in astonishment.  This was unheard of!

Dale asked, “How can that work?  I mean all the bees in the hive are somehow related to the queen, right?  Won’t the new bees be treated like outsiders?”

Tammy answered, “They’re loosely related.  It’ll be until the new generation become adults and are fully trained to be their replacements.  Then the bees are traded back.  Queenie says that between her and Sparklewing, they should rule the entire field as co-queens or something like that.  It’ll take some organization, though.”
Zipper flew up to Chip and began asking a very important question.  He buzzed his wings in sequences and pantomimed the act of packing a bag and flying away only to fly back.

Chip shook Zipper’s right foreleg and agreed, “Zipper, it would be my pleasure to grant you a sabbatical.  Take as much time as you need to help Queenie get back on her four feet again.  Send her our compliments.”

Zipper smiled wide and hugged Chip’s face in gratitude.

Tammy frowned and put her dishes I the sink.  She gravely mumbled, “That reminds me, I have my final duty to perform tomorrow.”

Foxglove, sensing the gloom in her friend’s voice, timidly asked, “What duty is that?”

The red-haired squirrel stood up straight and squared her shoulders.  She forced herself to say, “I need to burn the three apiaries that fell to the sickness.  By now, the spores have become dormant in an enclosed space and have probably started to mutate.  I can’t allow any possibility of those spores infecting anyone else.  They’ll hide in the pollen, honey, and bodies of the bees.  Fire is the only real option at this point.  I also need to cut down the tainted flowers and burn them.  Gadget, I’ll need an enviro-suit and some combustible fuel.   Lots of combustible fuel.”

The blonde inventor stood up from the table with a heavy heart and asked, “Sparky, come with me to the workshop.  I’ve got an old Ranger Diving Suit that we can convert.  We also need an air tank to go with it.”

The lab rat enthusiastically answered, “Let’s get to re-inventing the scuba system!  When we’re bottling the oxygen, I’ll remember to wear rubber gloves this time.”
THE END
