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  To all the creatures, all the plants, all the inanimate objects


  and all the undefined essences that make this world so extraordinary:


  Thank you.
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  When you work as a psychic, you bump up against a lot of attitude. I didn’t mind. With millions of lives at stake, I’d happily endure mockery and sneering all day if it meant getting the job done. You might’ve heard of me; I’m Darnda Jones, television personality and the best natural pest controller this side of everywhere. And today I certainly had a job to do: expressing my gratitude to the woman who’d made me a star by working her sister’s wedding.


  However, I’d hit a snag. A wall of snarky skepticism that didn’t offend me, but had my granddaughter, Zo, in an unadulterated adolescent snit.


  “You’re not going to let her get away with that,” said my beloved relation, glaring at the wedding planner who’d just insulted me again.


  “Calm down.” I nudged Zo’s shoulder, trying to break the tension. “It’s not worth the energy.”


  “She’s being rude.” Zo seethed with double the indignation since she was doing it on my behalf. This wasn’t good. My grandkid had a black belt in Tae Kwon Do. I didn’t want it to translate into a lawsuit today.


  “You don’t have to return the favor.” I pulled her out of kicking range.


  “I don’t have to put up with it either.”


  Zo and I stood with the wedding planner, among others, on the vast lawn of a River Oaks mansion in Houston. It was midday on the Fourth of July. The heavy, hot air made our clothes stick to our skin. It melted makeup and rendered antiperspirants useless. Even the impeccably dressed mother of the bride, Mrs. Parker, looked like she’d been run through the rinse cycle.


  I smiled blandly into the uncomfortable silence. The wedding planner blinked. The woman had been lobbing insults my way since we’d met. I’d been amusing myself by pretending not to hear. If my granddaughter hadn’t inserted herself into the petty taunting, everything would’ve been fine.


  “Gram, you’re being dense,” said Zo.


  “And you’re being a pain in the butt.”


  It would’ve been so much easier to handle these people without a hotheaded teen in the mix. Why had I even brought Zo? What was I thinking? Oh, yeah. The flames of Hell would have to turn into milk chocolate, with sprinkles, before I’d leave a fifteen-year old home alone for two days.


  “The Bug Whisperer?” The planner scoffed, unhappy that she still hadn’t managed to get a rise out of me. “Couldn’t you have come up with something a tad more original?”


  “Couldn’t you shut up?” Zo’s black lipstick turned gray when she pursed her lips.


  “That’s enough, Zobo,” I said.


  This melodrama had wasted at least ten minutes. It was high time we got back to the task at hand. I’d been asked to keep both the wedding and reception areas clear of “pests”—other than humans, that is—until the last firework exploded overhead that night.


  “Have compassion, Zo. She’s obviously hurting deep inside,” I said.


  “Bull.” Zo held her ground, clenching her hands into efficient fists. Her three spiky rings glinted in the sunlight. The wedding planner wouldn’t stand a chance if my little darling decided to attack.


  I whispered, “Look at the woman, Zo. Can you say, ‘tomato worm?’ ”


  Superficially, it wasn’t a stretch. From the overstuffed tunic down to the matching shoes, the wedding consultant had cocooned herself in pea green material spotted with yellow polka dots. Her short red hair had been mousse’d into such a prissy curl it resembled a dorsal horn.


  Zo finally relaxed her fists, breathed deeply and grinned. “You’re right.”


  “Of course I am.”


  I inched away from the group, reaching for Zo’s hand to encourage her to follow. Of course, the plan didn’t work.


  Amanda Sutton, my show’s producer and friend, emerged from the back of the mansion and called to us. “Darnda! Zo! I’ve got some water for you.”


  She walked toward our group, her gait easy until she’d come close enough to see my face. I suppose my expression didn’t reflect rainbows and unicorns.


  “What do you talk to bugs about anyway?” asked Stevens.


  I still didn’t know if that was his first or last name, or what his role was in the wedding or why he was part of our group.


  He smiled and got another dig in. “The dung du jour?”


  “Clever,” I muttered. “Just brilliant.”


  “Is everything all right?” Amanda, still in shorts and a t-shirt, held out the large water bottles for me to take.


  “I was just asking your miracle worker if insects are good conversationalists,” he said. “I’d imagine they’d be a little light on the Classics.”


  “Darnda, how long has this been going on?” Amanda ignored the others and looked at me.


  “Don’t worry. I’m fine. And I’m happy to answer the man’s question.” I held one of the icy bottles against my cheek and cleared my throat. “Most creatures don’t have language like we humans do. They rely on smell, chemical trails, touch, electric impulses. I’ve—”


  “Fascinating.” Stevens patted the front of his mouth in a pretend yawn.


  With a small feminine cough, Mrs. Parker said, “I don’t see how any of us have time to chat about bugs with everything that needs to be done.”


  “Chill out, Ellie,” said the wedding planner. “I’ve got it under control.”


  Amanda’s mother winced. Perhaps she didn’t appreciate the consultant’s easy familiarity.


  Oblivious to her client’s reaction, the planner said, “Everything is going to be just fine.” She pointed toward a small army of men erecting tents and setting chairs in wide rows in the distance. “It’s all coming together perfectly. That’s what you’re paying me for.”


  “Not quite.” Mrs. Parker sniffed as if the consultant emitted an unpleasant odor.


  To the wedding planner’s credit, the preparations did seem to be on schedule. I was impressed in spite of myself. The electronics alone were akin to something you’d find at a rock concert—giant screens, miles of snaking power cords. Oh, no! I gaped as a man thrust a sharp bracket into the ground. What was happening to the earthworms? I had to help them!


  “Amanda, we really need to get back to work,” I said.


  “I bet she plays a flute like in that fairy tale.” Stevens winked at the wedding planner. “I can see it now. She blows a tune and all the little buggies follow her out of town.”


  “How dare you be so rude to my guest?” said Amanda.


  Zo took a single step forward. I bent in close so only she could hear.


  “Imagine he’s a cockroach with a bleach job,” I said. Why not? The man’s blond hair had been shellacked to his head. His suit glistened like a beetle’s carapace. I bet he would’ve crunched if I stepped on his foot.


  “Stevens! I asked you a question.” The authority in Amanda’s voice stopped all our side conversations.


  I marveled at her ability to take charge, though it shouldn’t have been a surprise. Amanda had single handedly made my public career, one of four paranormal experts, on her popular cable program Psychic 911. I loved having her on my side. I loved that we’d become friends.


  “The Pied Piper. That’s what I was thinking of.” Stevens pointed to me. “Why don’t you whip out your little flute and play for us?”


  “Really? You’re going there?” Amanda’s eyes narrowed. Whatever Stevens did for her mother would probably end in the next few minutes if he didn’t watch out. I reached for her arm to calm her, but she turned to the rest of the group. “I understand y’all might not appreciate Darnda’s abilities, but that’s no reason to disparage someone who is doing me a personal favor. Darnda is taking time out of her vacation for this and I won’t have her harassed.”


  “And what exactly are her abilities, Mandy?” Mrs. Parker inspected her long pink fingernails.


  How could a mother be so disrespectful of her child’s accomplishments?


  “If you watched my show, Mother, you’d know.”


  “Well I’m watching her now and she’s an eyesore. Someone needs to find her an apron to cover up that horrid dress.” Apparently Mrs. Parker didn’t approve of muumuus.


  “Mother, you’re being beyond impossible.”


  Mrs. Parker lifted her wrist to the side of her forehead. Her jeweled bracelets jangled. “I can’t take any more of this. I’ll be a faded flower before the guests ever arrive.”


  “Oh that’s just great,” said Amanda, using one of her hands to shelter her eyes from the sun.


  At first I thought she was responding to her mother’s comment, but my friend was watching the back of the Parker’s mansion. I saw the objects of her dismay, though I didn’t understand why she was upset. A couple walked toward us. They could’ve been twins, both tall, fair complexions and flaxen hair. Both wore jeans, t-shirts, and frowns.


  Amanda’s mother sighed as if her heart had deflated. “Oh for Heaven’s sake! It’s bad luck for the groom to see the bride before the wedding,” she said. “It can ruin everything.”


  “That’s just silly superstition, Mom,” said the young woman, joining us a moment before her fiancé arrived. She turned to face my friend. “Mandy! I’m so glad you made it!”


  “I wouldn’t miss your wedding for the world, Letty.” Amanda’s words were warm. The way she said them made me observe her more carefully. “I can’t believe my baby sister is getting married.”


  “Talk some sense into the girl, William,” said Mrs. Parker.


  “She has plenty of sense, Ma’am.”


  This close, he no longer looked like his future wife’s twin. Worry lines creased his forehead. His skin had a loose quality that hinted at past tautness. His eyes met mine. I thought I saw him flinch. Did he know I was psychic? That would explain his reaction. Most folks assumed we were imbued with all sorts of supernatural powers—X-ray vision, channeling dead pharaohs, predicting lotto numbers.


  “Bill says we should’ve eloped. That it would’ve saved everyone so much trouble.” Letty squeezed her fiancé’s hand before turning her attention to me. “Is this who I think it is?”


  “Darnda Jones at your service.” I bowed. “And this is Zo.”


  “You’re that bug psychic, aren’t you? The one on Mandy’s show?” Letty’s interest seemed real enough.


  “She’s my present to you, Sis.” Amanda smiled with the pleasure of giving a totally unique gift. “A naturally pest-free wedding.”


  “That is so cool.” Letty beamed. “Show me!”


  The muffled sound of a cell phone interrupted her request. Everyone but me patted their pockets and purses. I watched them, wondering why anyone would want to be that accessible.


  “It’s mine.” Bill glanced at the little screen. His jaw clenched. “Sorry. It can’t be helped.”


  “Oh, Bill. Not here.” Letty’s mouth tightened in a line of disapproval. For a moment she resembled her mother.


  “You can’t take calls once the ceremony starts. You do know that, don’t you, William?” said Mrs. Parker. She turned to Amanda and the rest of us, her palms raised in entreaty. “Honestly. The man is taking calls on his wedding day, a national holiday to boot.”


  Bill turned away from us, speaking softly to the person on the other end of the line.


  “We shouldn’t keep Darnda and Zo any longer,” said Amanda. “Or the mosquitoes will pester your guests.”


  “Sorry about that.” Bill rejoined us. “The criminal justice system never sleeps. I’ve forwarded the rest of my calls to the office.” He drew Letty close to him, but still held the phone in his other hand. “Anyone arrested today will just have to wait.”


  “Please.” The bride-to-be looked at me. “Can’t you do a teensy little demonstration? Just for me?”


  I assessed the yard again. There was so much yet to do. “It was nice to meet all of you, but Zo and I need to get cracking.”


  “Pretty please,” Letty said.


  I hesitated, but not for long. Letty’s fiancé was preoccupied with work. Her mother looked like she’d sucked back a gallon of vinegar for breakfast.


  “What do you say, Zo?” I asked.


  “Whatever.” My granddaughter’s scalp reddened under her buzzed magenta hair. She dug her hands deep into the pockets of her drab army pants and stared at her boots. All signs of a burgeoning adolescent pout.


  “That’s settled then,” I said. “Follow me.”


  We walked a few yards toward the food prep tents. With all the meat, fruit and sugar here, this area would be a prime location for human-insect collisions. Where better place to show my stuff? A pond bordered one of the tents. I paused at the water’s edge. Pink lilies bloomed on its surface. Green reeds and cattails encircled it. Wasps skimmed its shiny plane and would have to be relocated later. Right now, I had to convince the gnats and mosquitoes to vamoose.


  “You see those swarms of insects flying above the water?” I asked.


  “Letty, your hair is an absolute mess. Monsieur Henri must be here by now. And William, he’s got a facial with your name on it.” Mrs. Parker tapped her foot and considered Amanda. “I don’t have any idea what he’s going to do with you, Mandy.”


  “Mama,” Letty said with enough honey to sustain seven hives. “Darnda’s my present and I want to see her in action.” She smiled at her mother. “Once the wedding starts I promise I’ll be your little angel.”


  “I doubt that,” said her mother.


  Since I had to work this area anyway, I sat on the grass and prepared for the job at hand. It didn’t matter if I had an audience, soon I’d be focusing on blessed nonhumans. The wet ground soaked through my long dress. I began to settle into the work and lose track of the others. All, except Zo, who glowered a few feet away from me.


  “The photographer is coming any minute, Letty. You know Houston Today is going to do a spread on you,” said Mrs. Parker.


  “What’s next?” said Amanda. “Film crews? News at eleven? This is supposed to be Letty’s day, Mother, not yours.”


  “We don’t have time for all this lollygagging around,” said Mrs. Parker.


  “Neither do we, Lady.” My granddaughter blew off even trying to be polite.


  Forcing my attention back, I said, “Zobo? I need your help. Go to that big pond we found this morning. The one with the irises. That’s where I’m going to send everybody.” She started to leave, but I stopped her. “You need to take Letty with you.”


  “Why?”


  “She can vouch for me.”


  “Can Bill come?” Letty held her fiancé’s free hand. He was looking at his phone again.


  “Sure,” I said. “Zo, stop scowling and exchange your number with Amanda.” When they left, I explained my plan. “They’ll keep watch at the new location. When the bugs arrive, Zo will call Amanda to confirm. If all goes well, this shouldn’t take more than five minutes.”


  Like a shrewd pool shark, I knew how to call shots. I’d learned to do it well on camera. So this demonstration was no biggie. Of course, most of the celebrities I worked for on Psychic 911 were more appreciative from the get-go.


  “If those nasty little bugs aren’t gone in ten minutes, I want this entire yard sprayed to high heaven before the guests arrive,” said Mrs. Parker.


  “I’m on it,” said Stevens with too much relish.


  “It’ll work,” I said. There weren’t going to be any mass murders on my watch.


  I inhaled deeply. The air smoldered with the sweet fragrance of hundreds of orchids brought in for the occasion. What an incredible waste. If the flowers hadn’t been snipped from their life-giving roots, they would’ve thrived for months. Exhaling, I hushed my mind. A person had to learn what she could and couldn’t do.


  In this life of mine, I couldn’t save everyone or everything. I couldn’t indulge in frustration about that either. Otherwise I would’ve been paralyzed most of the time, unable to walk, eat or wear clothes made from natural fabrics. Frankly, I wouldn’t have been able to breathe!


  “That’s all she does? Sit there?” Mrs. Parker’s high-pitched voice cut through my concentration. “Stevens, get the people from Bug Off on the phone.”


  “Can’t you be quiet for two minutes, Mother?” said Amanda. “She needs to focus.”


  “I won’t have you talking to me in that tone of voice. You’re still my daughter.”


  “You should’ve thought of that before.” Amanda’s cryptic remark made me pause.


  I sighed and looked at them both. How could the two of them share any of the same genes? “If you give me a chance and be quiet, I can get this done.”


  Mrs. Parker nodded once. My friend looked sick with embarrassment.


  “Thank you.” I closed my eyes again. “Since you haven’t seen the show, let me explain. I picked this location because you’ll really be able to see a difference. I’m going to ask the largest group of gnats to go first. Once they head off, it’ll be easier to invite the others to leave.”


  Someone’s foot touched my rear end.


  “Get real,” said Stevens.


  “Shut up and give her some space,” said Amanda.


  Over the years, I’d developed several techniques to center myself. Today, I hummed the universal Om until my consciousness danced away from the people behind and found the whirling vibrations created by the thousands of flying creatures circling above the pond. I overlaid these sensations with the feelings, smells and vibrations of the other pond. It had everything they’d need until the wedding and reception were over. I urged exploration, movement.


  Leaders emerged within the swirling clouds. Their curiosity became active interest. Tiny wings quickened and turned slightly. Soon, the leaders shifted their direction and lifted away. Their journey swept me along in its rapid motion. I felt something akin to satisfaction, a foreign kind of homecoming. Other insects followed the pastel ribbons of energy left by the first group. I knew the exact moment when they, too, found their temporary home.


  A mechanical hum broke my concentration. I blinked several times, re-entering my awareness of the world immediately around me: my wet rear end on the cool ground, the sounds of workers hammering and yelling instructions in the distance.


  “I know,” said Amanda into her cell phone. “It’s incredible, isn’t it?” She held out her hand to help me stand. “That was absolutely gorgeous. Letty says it’s the best present she’s ever gotten.” My friend flushed with pride.


  “It’s some kind of trick.” Stevens stepped on the ground where I’d been sitting and used the tip of his shoe to dig into the grass. He was so close to me that I could smell his deodorant as if I were sniffing his underarm. He bit his lower lip and squinted into my eyes, searching.


  “You saw them go,” said Mrs. Parker. She seemed subdued. “I’m not going to even try to understand how you do it, Mrs. Jones, but I’d be grateful if you’d continue. I’ll make sure no one bothers you anymore.” She looked at her older daughter. “Mandy, I owe you an apology. I should’ve never doubted you.”


  Amanda regarded her mother coolly, as if no apology would ever suffice. “We’re all a bit tense today. Aren’t we, Mom?”


  “I’m telling you, she’s a fake.” Stevens smelled of something more, a sour scent, maybe of irritation. “There’s no way she can take credit for that.”


  “Stop your nonsense and leave her alone,” said Mrs. Parker.


  “It was some kind of mass hypnosis,” said the wedding planner, frowning. She glanced at Stevens, then quickly looked away. “Or a weird coincidence.”


  The sound of laughter distracted Amanda’s mother. Letty sprinted toward us, ahead of her future husband, giggling with a catch-me-if-you-can giddiness. Bill poured on the speed. When he caught up with her he lifted Letty in a spontaneous embrace, whirling her around and around until they fell on the ground dizzy with happiness.


  “Those two need to get ready.” Mrs. Parker continued to watch the couple but spoke to the wedding planner. “And you need to get back to work. Remember what I told you yesterday? I meant every word of it. If this wedding isn’t perfect, I’ll—”


  “You already made your position clear, Ellie.”


  “Good.” Amanda’s mother nodded a goodbye to us. The wedding planner scurried after her. Stevens, alas, wouldn’t leave.


  “I’m going to figure out how you did that,” he said.


  “Fine,” I responded without rancor. “Let me know when you do.”
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  Amanda accompanied us to a place she thought would be out of the way enough to continue our work undisturbed. We’d already lost sight of the mansion. Here, in the less human-invaded yard, chickadees and a host of other birds chirped and trilled. Leaves rustled under the weight of clumsy grasshoppers.


  “Is there some reason your mother is angry at that wedding planner?” I asked my friend.


  “Was she? I hadn’t noticed.” Amanda stopped for a moment, moving a dead branch out of our way. “But then she’s usually pissed off at the world.”


  “And why is that?” I asked.


  “Hell if I know.” She resumed walking.


  We made our way into the gloriously unruly part of the Parker acreage. What a heady cacophony of unmanaged life! It felt like a forest here rather than the middle of Houston. There was so much possibility for magic, for secret hideaways and devas glimpsed out of the corner of delighted eyes.


  I grinned. “This is more like it.”


  “Just wait,” said Amanda. “It gets better.”


  My friend studied what looked like an impenetrable area of dying bushes. A second later, she stepped into the mass of old growth. Zo and I followed. Branches grabbed at our clothes. So what if they tore? This was an adventure! We arrived in a clearing in the middle of a circle of knobby citrus trees. Several mushroom circles begged for translucent winged fairies to use them. Directly in front of us, at the other end of the opening, stood a dirty wrought iron bench. It had once been white, but age and neglect rendered it a creamy gray.


  “This is wonderful.” I whispered.


  “It’s great!” Zo leapt into the air as if she were a ballerina. “Ta da!”


  I twirled into a full turn, the kind Julie Andrews did on top of that mountain in The Sound of Music. “The hills are alive,” I sang.


  “Don’t ruin it, Grandma.”


  Amanda laughed. Her eyes had regained their customary twinkle. In that moment, I caught a glimpse of what she might’ve been like as a little girl. She strolled to the bench. We flanked her on either side.


  “I used to come here every day when I was little,” she said. “It was my secret place, not even Letty knew about it.”


  “Well someone must’ve been here,” I said.


  The clearing had a tended feel to it and the grass had been mown at least once this season. Otherwise we’d be walking in a tall field of it.


  “Letty told me Mom hired the grandson of the gardener who worked here when we were kids. I always suspected that old man knew about this place.” Amanda sighed with a pleasant memory. “Sometimes when I came here, there’d be a bouquet of fresh flowers in a vase or a small wrapped present, just for me, right on this bench.” She leaned her head back and gazed at the canopy of leafy branches. “Now that I’m an adult, I think that old man could see how unhappy I was. I bet he told his grandson to take care of this place just in case I ever returned.”


  “Why were you so sad?” I slipped off my sandals. The speckled sunlight warmed my feet. I wiggled my toes in the soft grass, careful not to displace too many creatures. Zo observed me. I raised my eyebrows at her. She smiled and unlaced her boots.


  “There were a lot of reasons. The biggest was Dad’s death. Mom seemed to lose all of her joy in a single moment. She went from being a young, warm loving woman to someone I hardly knew. It was like a terrible fairy tale with a really bad ending.” Amanda’s dark gold hair had escaped the faux tortoise shell combs she’d used to make a tight bun. Healthy strands of it touched the middle of her back. My friend turned to face me. “I could deal with Sam when he was just my uncle, but when Mom married him so quickly after Dad’s death, I got out of here.” She loosened the rest of her hair, reached behind her neck, twisted it and reinserted the combs. “Boarding school saved my life.”


  “What was your father’s name?”


  “Grayson.” She used a knuckle to dab at her eye. “Grayson Parker. The nicest man who ever lived.”


  In the ensuing silence, I revamped my initial harsh assessments of Mrs. Parker. Losing a husband, especially when you were young, knocked the world out of keel. It encouraged desperation. Who was I to judge her when I’d made the same mistake myself?


  “You wouldn’t catch me in a boarding school,” said Zo, digging her slender toes into the moist soil. She’d slung her black socks over the back of the bench and bent forward, elbows on thighs. If I had my way, she’d never know how close she’d come to being sent to a military academy by my oldest daughter.


  Zo lifted her face toward the sun like a flower, albeit an edgy one. She seemed as relaxed and content as any teen could be. What a difference her three years with me had made in both of our lives.


  “Did you hear a word I said?” Amanda stood in front of me.


  “Sorry. No.”


  “This place has a way of doing that, of taking you out of yourself.” She yawned so hard she briefly had a double chin. “I’ve been so tired lately.”


  “Stress can do that,” I said.


  “No kidding,” said Amanda. “Well, I’d better go do the family thing.”


  “Remember to breathe,” I said.


  “I will.” Amanda stopped at a large lemon tree. “By the way, I asked the maid to unpack your luggage and prepare your rooms. And I’ll come back here as soon as the obligatory toasts are done. You’ll need flashlights by then. It’s easy to get lost in this yard at night.”


  After my friend left, Zo opened her shoulder bag. She handed me a protein bar. “We should eat before you get started.”


  I drew her close to me. “What would I do without you?”


  “Don’t move.” She froze, her eyes wide. “There’s a yellow jacket on your neck.”


  I’d thought I’d felt something crawling there, but when you’ve got dry skin you stop paying attention to every itch and prickle. “Oh, well.”


  “Why don’t you tell it to leave you alone?” Zo slid to the far end of the bench. I’d never noticed that she was particularly afraid of stinging insects.


  “You know better than that.” I remained as motionless as possible given that the insect’s tiny footpads tickled. “I only ask creatures to move if they’re in danger.”


  “You’re a creature. And you’re in danger of being stung.”


  “Touché.”


  This was one of those marvelous teaching moments that they always talk about in parenting books. Zo had real ability when it came to reading people, and that might be something she could turn into a life skill with enough work and focus. I wanted to train her in the right way. The insect crawled down the front of my dress. Wonderful. Time for Lesson #1.


  “Whose rights are more important here? Mine or the yellow jacket’s?” I asked. Ethics in my line of work were imperative. Otherwise there’d be trouble.


  “You know there’s no right answer to that.”


  “Yes there is.” I made sure Zo looked into my eyes. “We’re the interlopers. The yellow jacket has a right to be curious about us. It’s part of her natural disposition.” I scooted forward, enthused by my subject. “She’s just—Ow!”


  “You did that on purpose. You let her sting you.”


  “How stupid do you think I am? I don’t like pain any more than you do.” I tried to calm down. “I shouldn’t have moved so quickly. It scared her. If I’d been quiet and waited, she would’ve lost interest.” The stinging sensation radiated from a small epicenter at the top of my breast toward my stomach. “My job isn’t about controlling others so that our lives are easier, Zo. It’s about protecting them from indiscriminate murder. That’s why I only ask them to relocate if it’s in their best interest. Not mine. Not yours.”


  I took a bite of the protein bar. Maybe food would counteract the venom. Chewing might buy me enough time to count to ten.


  “What if black mold was making someone sick? Who would you save then?”


  “Both of them, if I could. Spores can relocate easily. It’s a matter of—”


  My lovely granddaughter got that set to her mouth that indicated teen boredom. “Did you bring me along just to lecture me?”


  “I live to bore you. It’s my innermost goal. My raison d’etre.” I finished the snack even though it was dry and tasted like a sadist’s version of cardboard.


  Zo almost smiled. She opened her pack again, found her iPod and a fat book featuring vampires on its cover. She popped in the mini earphones. At least I’d taught the kid to come prepared. I removed one of her earphones. A rock star’s voice screamed something about sitting in his car waiting for his girlfriend. I squelched the urge to say, This is what you listen to all day? As if reading my thoughts, she took the earpiece away from me.


  “Remember how I showed you to center a couple of weeks ago?” I asked. “Let’s do it now. You can help me until Amanda comes to get us.”


  “Are you kidding? You want me to om with you for six hours?”


  “Why not? If you don’t like it, you can stop.” I stretched to touch my toes. It took effort and I grunted a little before speaking again. “You’re always asking me how I do what I do. I figured you might want to give it a shot.”


  Zo bit her thumbnail. “I only mess around with people. I’ve never tried anything else.”


  “What’s the worst that can happen?” I removed the other earphone and placed it on her lap. “You’ll blow it? I’m not worried about that. Why should you be?”


  “Okay,” she said, unconvinced. “But I’m not making any guarantees.”


  “I’m not asking for any.”


  For the next two hours or so, Zo’s consciousness glowed alongside mine. We focused on the animals I called the “individualists.” These were the independent bugs and mammals that didn’t live in organized social communities—worms, Jerusalem crickets, beetles, raccoons.


  When we’d finished the first round, I patted Zo’s knee. “You did a good job. I never would’ve been able to remain that centered at your age.”


  “I kept getting distracted.” She fiddled with one of her earrings, thrusting it in and out of the newest piercing she’d gotten. “I still don’t get how you do it.”


  “The same way you did, only with a lot more practice.” I studied the noble trees around us. They bore an abundance of fruit—oranges, lemons, limes—but it’d be a few weeks before any matured. “All you need to know for now is that if your heart in is the right place and you project that, other beings can sense it.”


  “But how do you know all of them are going stay where you asked them to go? Why should they? Why don’t they go back to their homes after a while?”


  “Think of me as a telepathic mechanic,” I said while watching a sow bug make its way past my big toe. “Once I get the car running and it’s going down the highway, I don’t have to keep my hands on every single component to make sure it works. I just do the occasional tune up. You’ll see.”


  Zo shook her head as if she didn’t believe me. “No, you went beyond that. You found all of them and they just did what you wanted them to do. I could never do that alone. Never long distance like that.”


  “Never is a long time.”


  “Don’t go all Zen on me.”


  “Zo, I’m not very good at expressing the how of it. I’ve just done it all of my life.” Eventually, I’d have to learn to explain it. Amanda wanted me to talk more to my television viewers this season. Zo’s questions on this trip might help me frame the best ways to put into words what came so naturally.


  “Let’s try the finger technique I’ve shown you.” I closed my eyes and touched the tips of each of my fingers to the top of the thumb on the same hand. “One, two, three, four, four, three, two, one.” Back and forth, forth and back. “Breathe deeply with me, Zo. I’m going to call the social insects now.” Silent once more, I opened my heart.


  Hello, bees! Greetings, yellow jackets, termites, ants!


  Each of these groups had their own essential signatures that flowed through incredibly long, flexible filaments. I pictured them as a kind of naturally formed fiber optics. Today my focus would be only on the insects that ventured out into the world, those that could clash with humans. Anyone who remained in their hives and hills could continue without interference from me. I worked with the social insects’ various threads of energy until everything synched in a fluid harmony and they’d moved to the edges of the Parker’s yard.


  “We need to put in a few barriers,” I said quietly even though I no longer felt Zo’s energy alongside mine. It didn’t matter. I had to continue without her. Until the psychic fences surrounded the places where humans were the most likely to be, nonhuman stragglers would inevitably stray into harm’s way.


  When everything was under control, I opened my eyes. Zo had her iPod on and breathed deeply, her face soft in repose. Me? I went into maintenance mode. My awareness circled the different barriers I’d erected, ensuring their strength, sealing infrequent leaks. It was during this time that I could relax my focus a little. Since Zo had checked out, I decided to work on a new technique I’d been experimenting with. It involved sitting in another creature’s consciousness. The logistics proved easier than the ethics. Subtract the sugarcoating and I was intruding. But if I could perfect a way in without disturbing anyone, I’d have another method for saving lives. I found a bird that seemed open enough. With a deep breath, I hopped in.


  The nausea was overwhelming. My analytical brain couldn’t digest the disparate images. Grass, a distant airplane, caterpillars, people, and sky rushed into an information overload that would’ve made vertigo a joyride. The bird’s eyes worked independently of each other. She processed simultaneous feeds of contrasting info and I couldn’t keep up. Her essence was different from the inside too. There was a fidgetiness that made focus difficult. I stuck with it, though. Finally, I was able to translate her pictures through my own perceptions and filters.


  What luck! My bird settled above the orchid bedecked wedding bower. A minister stood at a lectern below her. Beads of sweat formed on the top of his head. There was Letty. The bride lifted her hand. Images flashed in a blur. Damnit! The bird must’ve taken flight again.


  I skidded out of the animal’s mind and back into my own present. Zo still slept next to me, her feet curled under her butt. She used her hands as a pillow on the bench’s arm.


  It was time to test the barriers again. I scanned them and found a problem. A single bee had crossed through a minute hole in one of the perimeters. I tried to make contact. I visualized a thicket of vermillion bougainvillea located a safe distance from the ceremony. Come on. These are full of pollen.


  The bee ignored me. If her sisters noticed her trail, there’d be a problem. I couldn’t seal the hole yet though, because I had to try to get her out first. Could I piggyback into her mind? Would I be able to interpret what she saw? Or influence it? I needed a way to find her, to see if she was in danger. I skipped from animal consciousness to consciousness until I landed in a male scarlet tanager close to the ceremony. Since the bee could be prey for him, I thought he’d be more likely to spot my renegade. It took time to work past the nausea, but I held strong.


  The tanager stilled, interested. There was the bee flying straight for Letty’s headdress. Of course! To us, the white orchids were pretty. To a bee, they vibrated in ultraviolet splendor. Letty jerked her head to the side. I saw the bee nestling into a flower near the bride’s ear. The view changed to the first row of the audience. Next to Mrs. Parker sat an old man. Could that be Amanda’s stepfather? He stared at his wristwatch. The scene switched back to the wedding itself.


  Oh crap! Letty swatted at the bee.


  Get out of there!


  Bill kissed his new wife. Another motion caught the tanager’s attention. Mrs. Parker rose to her feet. The old man remained in his chair, his arms loose at his sides. Amanda’s mother seemed so out of place with everyone else still seated around her. She walked toward the couple, a smile of pure joy on her face. In her left hand a piece of diamond-studded jewelry sparkled.


  There was a distractingly strong clap of, what, thunder? I opened my eyes to see if the weather had changed.


  “What was that?” Zo blinked several times, waking up.


  “I don’t know. Fireworks maybe?”


  “It’s not dark yet.” She whispered, “Grandma, was it a gun?”


  “Don’t be ridiculous. Why would anyone shoot a gun around here?” I sought the tanager or any other bird near the front of the yard, but only picked up on an incredible sense of panic. It pervaded everything. “Zo, I need your help. We’ve got to find that bee.”


  “What are you talking about? What bee?”


  “Never mind. I’ll tell you in a minute.”


  Through the waves of confusion, shock and sorrow reverberating in the yard nearest the mansion, I sensed the little bee’s utter terror. I eased into her mind. She struggled to free herself from something, her abdomen straining dangerously. I realized her barbed stinger was stuck, anchored in flesh. There was only one way this particular battle would end.


  Blackness seeped into the place where her consciousness had been just a moment before.


  “Ah, hell,” I said. “She’s dead.”


  We hope you enjoyed this sample of Stung by Pari Noskin.
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