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BEACON

Paicia studied the rotating image on her screen, hoping she’d get the fit right this time. The display showed a curved artificial leg. The top was scooped to cradle a short limb, and it tapered down an angled strut to an oval “foot” at the bottom. Ridged rows crisscrossed the foot to provide traction. Paicia touched the screen, pausing the rotation, and used the program’s tools to minutely adjust the shape of the scoop. She sat back in her chair and squinted at the screen as her left hand drifted down to stroke Sal’s fur. The dog had hopped over with her three-legged gait and looked up at Paicia as if to ask, Is it ready yet?

“I think we’re almost there, girl,” Paicia told her. “We’ll print it in the makerspace tomorrow.”

“Paicia!” Mom’s voice echoed down the hall from the kitchen. “Did you set the beacon?”

Paicia glanced out at the tangerine light of almost-sunset painting the window. Oops.

“Doing it now!” Paicia answered, with a final pat for the dog’s head. “Gotta run, Sal. I’ll be right back!”

Paicia dashed out of the study and bounded up the stairs, running her hand gently along the house’s green wall as she climbed. She loved the cool, pliable touch and rustle of the leaves under her fingertips. The plants freshened the air and cooled the house, but Paicia most loved the way they filtered the light in the stairwell into the soft green of a forest path. In the attic, Paicia climbed the ladder and pushed open the roof hatch, blinking as the day’s leftover heat brushed her face. The sun blushed low on the horizon, and guilt twinged in Paicia’s gut. She should have set the beacon for the bees half an hour ago. 

Walking carefully between the solar panels, which now angled themselves to catch the day’s last light, she flipped a switch on the nearest of the eight blocky beehive stacks. A green light winked on, and Paicia glanced up at the silvery orb perched atop a tall pole in the center of the hives. On or off, it was not visibly different, but Paicia always looked. Now it sent out an invisible call to the family’s bees, leading them back from foraging to their rooftop home.

Paicia glanced at the disappearing sun. She hoped the swarms hadn’t flown too far today and would make it home before dark. Some types of tropical bees were adapted to see well at night, but theirs liked to be home in their hives before night arrived.

A bark sounded through the open hatch. Paicia looked down to see Sal sitting near the ladder, expectant brown eyes turned up to the hatch. Her black and white tail thumped the floor when she saw Paicia.

Paicia sighed. “All right, girl. Hang on, I’ll come and get you.”

She scooted down and gathered the dog under her arm, then awkwardly climbed back up, one-handed. “It’s a good thing you’re small,” Paicia told Sal as they climbed. “Even if you had all four legs, you couldn’t get up here on your own.”

The dog raised her head, sniffing eagerly at the open air above.
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