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DEDICATION

To all the students, teachers, and staff

in all the schools I’ve visited over the years.

Thanks for sharing your creativity and

always making me feel welcome!


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.

At the top, Paicia watched Sal step-hop happily toward the vegetable garden, nose down to investigate the pebbly surface of the rooftop. Paicia used to wonder what Sal found so interesting up here, since rooftops didn’t get traffic from other animals like a backyard would. “Birds,” Mamá grumped when Paicia asked her parents. “They’re always dropping in to try and raid the garden.” Mom agreed, and added, “Cats and raccoons, too. It’s not a far jump for a cat from some of the other rooftops, and a raccoon could easily climb up the side of the house. I’ll bet it’s busier up there than you’d expect.”

Paicia had secretly always hoped to find a raccoon on the roof after that, but she hadn’t seen one yet.

She followed Sal to the garden boxes and pulled a carrot from one of the neat rows. They had plenty—they’d trade some for other vegetables at the next food swap. She snapped off the fluffy green fronds and dropped them in the composter, then rinsed the carrot under a thin stream of water from the tap. Perched on the edge of a garden box, she took a bite, enjoying the crisp burst of flavor. She’d wait up here until some of the swarms had returned and settled in the stacked layers of their hives, tempering her guilt about the late beacon.

Sal perked up her mottled ears, and Paicia turned to see what had her attention. Leafy green rooftops spread away from their house like a jungle canopy, some taller and some shorter; some built close together and some linked by glass-walled pedway bridges arching over roads below. It was a whole other layer of the city, lush and green. Paicia imagined you could travel the whole city this way, without ever stepping foot on the ground. Dark panels of solar collectors and glinting pools of water catchers punctuated the green carpet, and other silvery bee beacons reflected fiery light from the disappearing sun. Wind turbines rose tall over the buildings, elegant arms twirling slowly to capture the air currents’ energy.

A hum reached Paicia’s ears—a returning swarm? Usually they came into view before you could hear them. Then she saw the dark shape flitting through the sky and realized it was a drone.

Paicia frowned. Drones were common, but not flying this low and close to the rooftops. Sal barked, short and sharp, as if warning the drone away. They could disrupt beehives and beacons and scare people—and dogs—on rooftops, too. Paicia squinted into the gathering dusk to watch the drone’s approach. It dropped lower, and she spotted the first of her swarms behind it, flying the same route toward her. The bees formed a shifting, shadowy cloud homing in on their beacon. She stood up, clutching her half-eaten carrot, suddenly angry. That drone should not be here, where it could interfere with the beacon signal and confuse the bees. Sal barked again. Paicia wanted to yell at the thing, too, although she knew it would do no good. The drone’s owner could be miles away, controlling it. She raised a hand and waved it off. It ignored her.

Now the hum of the swarm reached her, so they were close. The drone dropped sharply, directly into the swarm’s path, and hovered there. Lights flashed on its underside, blinking blue and green and yellow. The swarm slowed as it approached the drone. 

“Why don’t they just fly around it?” Paicia muttered to Sal. 

Then the drone moved slowly to one side, around the bee swarm, moving off in the opposite direction again. Like a dog fixated on a treat, the swarm shifted and turned, then followed the drone. Paicia watched in disbelief. “Hey!” she shouted finally. “Come back! What are you doing?” She ran to the edge of the roof, knocking one shin painfully against the hard edge of a solar panel. Behind her, Sal yelped, picking up on Paicia’s distress. 

But the drone and the bees flew further away, as if Paicia and Sal were not there at all. Tears of frustration filled Paicia’s eyes, her stomach heavy and hollow and cold, as if someone had dropped a huge stone into it.

Another hum sounded from behind her and Paicia turned, half expecting another drone. But it was only a second swarm, alone this time. As she watched, they flew to their hive and clustered on it, finding their way inside in twos and threes as the light glinted off their crystalline wings. Paicia scanned the sky. No shadows, no other drones. The lost swarm and the drone had disappeared into the swiftly-darkening twilight, leaving no trace.

Paicia swallowed back her tears. She tucked Sal under one arm and started for the ladder to tell Mom and Mamá. She’d never imagined something like this could happen.

Someone had stolen their bees. 

“​You’re sure it was a drone?” Mamá asked for the third time. She’d left the unwashed dishes in the sink when Paicia burst in with the news. Mom had climbed up to the rooftop to check on things herself, and Paicia and Mamá sat at the kitchen table. Paicia was so upset, Mamá boiled the kettle and fixed her a steaming cup of chai, which Paicia sipped slowly. The spicy tea warmed up that cold hollow spot in her stomach, but it couldn’t touch the worry.

Paicia nodded. “It was definitely a drone. Sal saw it first! She was barking at it. It followed the swarm, and then it got in front of them and made the bees follow it away. How could it do that?”

Mamá pursed her lips, frowning. “Bees used to be able to navigate just fine on their own. They didn’t need beacons. Occasionally, all the worker bees in a hive would disappear and no-one really understood why, but most of the time they’d find their way back. But when bee colony collapse became a big problem everywhere, we had to find a way to help bees find their way home. We discovered that bees could learn a certain electronic signal and link it to their hive, and that’s when we started using beacons.”

“I know all that,” Paicia said. “They let bees travel farther to get food, too, and still get home.”

Mamá raised one delicately plucked eyebrow. “Yes. Well, I was going to say that if someone found a way to interfere with the signal—or maybe send out a stronger signal for the bees to follow, that might explain what the drone did.”

“Or maybe it could send out our signal, but stronger, so the bees would follow it instead of coming to our beacon,” Paicia suggested.

Mamá shrugged. “Maybe. We’ll investigate, see if anyone else is having this trouble.”

“But who would steal our bees?” Paicia demanded. “Why would they do it? Anyone can have their own bees.”

“Probably ashers,” Mom said in a dark voice from the kitchen doorway. She said the word like it was a curse.

“Marguerite!” Mamá hissed Mom’s name and shook her head. She twitched her eyes toward Paicia, who wondered if Mamá thought she suddenly couldn’t see or hear.

“What are ashers?” Paicia asked, looking between her mothers.

Mamá patted her hand. “Nobody, honey. Marguerite, what did you see up there?”

Mom shrugged and came into the kitchen, dropping the tea leaf mix into another mug and filling it with hot water. “Paicia’s right—all the hives are full except one. Only the queen and a few nurse bees in that one.”

“What are we going to do?” Paicia asked.

“I’ll ask around tomorrow and see if it’s happened to anyone else,” Mom said. “We’ll move some bees to help that hive if the workers don’t come back.”

“That’s all?” Paicia put her cup down on the table, hard. Some chai slopped over the edge. “We’re just going to let someone steal our bees?”

“No, we’re not,” Mom said, and stirred honey into her tea. “But leave it to us, Paicia. We’ll deal with it. Aren’t you printing a new leg for Sal tomorrow? Do you have the file finished?”

Paicia didn’t want to change the subject, but Mom obviously did. “I still have to download the file,” she said. “I think I have the fit perfect this time.”

“Sal will be happy,” Mamá said, reaching for a cloth to wipe up Paicia’s spilled tea. “Now go and finish your file, and don’t worry about the bees. I’ll come and check your homework in a little while.”

Paicia did as Mamá asked, but she already knew who to ask about “ashers.” She’d find him at the makerspace tomorrow.

Paicia raced home after school the next day, grabbed her bicycle, put Sal in her carrier, and headed for the makerspace. It occupied a large room built onto the back of the library, and held the 3D printer and a variety of other machines for cutting, shaping, and building materials and objects. Noise and the scents of fresh-cut wood, hot metals, and melted plastic spilled out its open windows. Conversations rose and fell as people discussed and argued how best to build and make things. Mom worked here, and Paicia loved it.

Sal followed Paicia inside, but nobody minded a dog in the building. Everyone knew how well-behaved Sal was, and many people had offered Paicia advice in her quest to build a good 3D-printed leg to replace Sal’s missing one. Mom was at the 3D printer when Paicia arrived, and accepted the small drive containing the file. Mom grinned, pushing fair hair back from her forehead.

“Did you decide on a color?” she asked. “Or you could paint it once it’s printed.”

Paicia shook her head. “I don’t want the paint to scrape off. Let’s print it black, like Sal’s fur.”

“You got it,” Mom said, and loaded a big spool of black printer filament into the machine. She fiddled with the machine for a few minutes, checking the alignment. Then she stepped back and pointed to the screen. “Do the honors,” she said, and Paicia pressed the start button. Inside the machine, parts whirred and the print head moved, extruding thin threads of melted plastic to form the base of Sal’s new leg.

“Okay, I need to help someone else,” Mom said. “It’s going to get boring after a while, so you can leave and come back if you want.”

“I’ll hang around for a bit,” Paicia said, watching the heated plastic squirting precisely out of the nozzle.

“You’re the boss,” Mom said with a smile, and crossed to a big cutting machine on the other side of the room. A man waited with a stack of wood. Paicia wondered briefly what he was making, then, when she was sure her mom was busy, slipped out of the makerspace and back to the library. Sal followed with her step-step-hop.

The cool, quiet library offered a soothing contrast to the makerspace’s busy bustle. Patrons browsed for books and read in deep, comfortable-looking armchairs, or scribbled reference notes. Varley wasn’t at the checkout desk, so Paicia wandered among the bookshelves looking for him. She found the librarian on the second floor, shelving books in the history section.

“Hey, Varley,” Paicia said, just above a whisper. The quiet held a sacred feel, and Paicia also didn’t want to draw attention to their conversation.

“Hey, Paicia,” Varley answered with a grin. “And hey, Sal.” He bent to pet Sal’s silky head, scruffing her ears just the way she liked it. He was a short man, younger than Paicia’s parents, with dark hair caught in a long black braid that hung down his back almost to his waist. His right arm held a tattoo of an open book with the word “Read” below it, and his left arm was inked with a stack of books and the word “More.” He had dark eyes, a silver earring, and a vast knowledge of the library. And other things, too.

“I have a question for you,” she said. “Can we go over by the window?”

Varley gave her an interested look and said, “Sure.” Paicia led the way to a curved bench tucked beneath the window. The stained-glass branches of a tree filled the center of the glass, and beyond it the city’s green rooftop canopy unfurled. Paicia settled on the bench.

Varley sat down with a smile. “This must be serious.”

“It is, kind of,” Paicia said. “Varley, who are ashers?”

Varley sucked in a deep breath and glanced out the window. “Where’d you hear about ashers?”

“From my parents, but then they wouldn’t explain anything about them,” Paicia said. “I think ashers stole some of our bees, and I want to know who they are and why they’d do that.”

Varley licked his lips. “This really seems like something you should ask your—”

Paicia interrupted. “But I’m asking you. Don’t you always say the only way the world survives is when people keep asking questions and learning?”

The librarian sighed. “I guess I do say that. All right, but don’t get me into trouble for this, all right?”

Paicia tapped her two index fingers together in an  X. “Promise.”

Varley looked out the window again. “Ashers are what some folks call people who live in parts of cities that haven’t ‘greened,’” he said. “They do things the old ways.”

Paicia frowned. “What does that mean?”

“They depend on old technologies—like burning wood and oil for energy. They don’t use much solar or wind power. They don’t build green roofs. They don’t drive electric vehicles.”

Paicia squinted, trying to imagine what that must look like. If you took away all the green from the city, what would be left? “Why? That doesn’t make sense.”

Varley shrugged. “Not to us, and there aren’t many ashers left. Just pockets here and there. They seem to think life is easier their way, but I hear they’re starting to realize they can’t keep going. They don’t grow enough of their own food, but their old food supply networks are shutting down. They’re running out of fuel sources, and they haven’t been replacing them with solar and wind. They’re in trouble.”

“Why don’t they ask us for help?” Paicia asked. “We’d help them, wouldn’t we?”

“Yes. Most folks would. Some say it’s the ashers’ own fault they’re in this mess, but most of us would help them if they asked. They just...don’t seem to want to ask.”

That made sense. Paicia knew Mom would have helped her design Sal’s leg, but Paicia wanted to do it herself. However, asking for help you needed to survive seemed a little more important.

“So why would Mom think it was ashers who stole our bees?” 

“Probably because they’re getting desperate to grow their own food, and bees are the key to that,” Varley said. “But they don’t have bees of their own. They don’t know how to get started, and they don’t want to admit that. So maybe they think they should just take what they need and worry about it later. They’re not bad people, most of them. They just—think differently than we do.”

“But that’s not fair! We worked to build up our hives—and our gardens and everything else,” Paicia said, pointing out the window. “They can’t just come and take stuff!”

Varley held up his hands. “Hey, I’m not saying they’re right!” he protested. “I’m just telling you who they are and what I know about them. That’s what you asked me.”

“Yeah, you’re right.” Paicia patted Sal’s head and the dog leaned comfortably against Paicia’s leg. “So, are there any ashers close to us?” Paicia asked Varley. “Could they fly a drone here?”

The librarian hesitated, then said, “Follow me.” He led the way up to the library’s third floor and climbed a shallow, half-hidden stairwell. They emerged into the sunlight on the library’s rooftop. Solar panels and huge planters overflowing with brightly-colored flowers covered the roof. In one corner, pigeons scratched and cooed, popping in and out of an ancient-looking roost. Sal loped over to investigate the birds. Varley crossed to a metal ladder leading up to the roof of the adjacent building. Paicia climbed after the librarian, not looking down at the narrow gap between the buildings.

From the top, Paicia could see much farther than from her own roof. “Over there,” Varley said, pointing across the river. Although another neighborhood of lush, green rooftops hemmed the river on the other side, now Paicia could see beyond it. The greenery faded into a smudge of greys and browns, broken only by small, scattered verdant patches. Curls of dark smoke drifted up to mar the blue sky above. Paicia felt a chill shiver down her spine.

“People live there?”

Varley nodded. “It’s like a different world, although it’s only a few miles away.”

“And that’s who took our bees.”

Varley put a cautionary hand on her shoulder. “It’s possible, but you don’t know that for sure. Your mom was just guessing.”

Paicia nodded, although she felt like she did know for sure. No-one else in their city would have stolen her bees.

“Don’t make me sorry I showed you this,” Varley warned.

She smiled up at him, shaking off the gloom inspired by that dark blemish in the distance. “Don’t worry,” she said. “Thanks for telling me about the ashers. I don’t know why Mom and Mamá wouldn’t just explain it to me.”

“Because they want to keep you safe and happy,” Varley said. “And the ashers aren’t very nice to think about. Now, is it time to go check on your printing project? I know a dog who probably can’t wait to try out her new leg!”

The next evening, Paicia sat on the house’s rooftop, watching Sal happily explore around the garden boxes. Her 3D printed leg was a perfect fit, and she was already walking more smoothly. The little oval foot rolled easily, and Paicia had taken Sal for a walk around the neighborhood after dinner. The dog practically bounced in her excitement.

Now Paicia set the beacon—on time today—and waited anxiously for the first returning swarm. Mom and Mamá didn’t mention the missing bees, except to say they were “looking into it” when Paicia asked. She didn’t tell them about her conversation with Varley or mention the ashers again.

The first bee swarm came in quickly, scudding through the air in a humming, misty cloud. They settled on their hive and Paicia watched their fuzzy bodies as they buzzed and jostled, finding their way inside. Paicia’s heart leapt when Sal barked. Then she heard what had drawn the dog’s attention—the hum of another drone.

Or the same one.

Paicia leapt to her feet and saw the two things she’d hoped not to see—the drone, and the second cloudy swarm of bees on their way to the rooftop. Paicia clenched her fists. They were still beyond the edge of her roof—and even if they were closer, what could she do to stop this? She didn’t have a giant net to catch the bees, or the drone. She was helpless to stop it from stealing another swarm.

But maybe I can find out where they’re going.

Stooping, Paicia scooped Sal up and ran for the ladder. She half-climbed, half-slid down to the attic floor, and leapt down the stairs to the first floor. She heard Mamá call, “Paicia?” from the study, but she didn’t even answer on her way to the door. Outside, plopped Sal into the bicycle carrier, then wheeled away from the house. From the other side of the street, she spotted the drone and the swarm above. The drone had “captured” the swarm again and turned away from Paicia’s house, leading the bees toward the river.

“Ashers!” Paicia muttered to Sal. She stood up, pedaling harder as she sped along the road. She knew she might lose them—only one road crossed the river, but the drone and bees could fly across wherever they wanted. She’d just have to keep her eyes on them the best she could. For a couple of streets, it worked, but then the swarm disappeared over the top of a building in the middle of a block, and Paicia couldn’t follow directly. She’d have to find a cross-street pick them up again.

Fortunately, the streets were quiet. A few electric cars sped past, their only noise the hum of tires on pavement. People enjoyed an after-dinner stroll on the sidewalks, but all the shops closed by five o’clock to save energy. Solar-powered street lamps hadn’t yet begun to flicker on. The quiet dimness pressed around Paicia eerily as the wind whistled in her ears. She swung right on the next cross-street, but the sky was empty. Paicia gritted her teeth. She had to get away from the buildings and into the open. She put her head down and pedalled hard, spinning toward the river road. Sal’s ears streamed behind her in the breeze, and the little dog lifted her nose to sniff the air. She barked excitedly once. 

The river road wound across a sandbar, then rose to a bridge, tall enough for small boats to pass under. Paicia was halfway across the sandbar when she spotted the bees out over the water, a small, dark cloud trailing the drone. She had never bicycled across the bridge before, and her legs burned as she pedaled up the sloping roadway. She felt a small burst of satisfaction, though. From here, it looked like the drone and the bees were heading straight for the dark area Varley had showed her. Straight for the ashers. 

Paicia felt a prick of doubt. How far should she go? Mom and Mamá would be angry with her for crossing the bridge without telling them. She could turn back now and report what she’d learned—where the bees had been taken. Maybe she’d done enough.

But she kept pedaling. She had to be sure. 

I don’t have to accuse anyone. I’ll just see.

Coasting down the other side of the bridge she caught her breath as the span descended. This neighborhood looked just like hers on the other side of the river; low-built houses with greenroofs, street-level gardens, and electric vehicles. Streetlights flickered to life like enormous fireflies and Paicia stopped and peered up, searching for the bee swarm against the twilit sky. A thrill of fear—had she lost them, too slow on the uphill climb of the bridge? Squinting, she caught the tiny flashes of blue, green, and yellow lights heading into the darkness. It still flew toward the ashers.

Paicia flew through the unfamiliar streets. It felt like the right direction—the greenroof buildings with their arching overhead walkways thinned, giving way to darker, abandoned neighborhoods. Houses stood with lightless windows; litter straggled across the street and sidewalks. Paicia shivered. Why would the ashers choose this over the clean, green warmth of her neighbourhood and the community near the river?

A loud hum interrupted Paicia’s thoughts—the drone. But this sound came from behind her. She glanced over her shoulder, just in time to see the drone and its trailing cloud of bees diving straight toward her.

Sal saw it coming and barked wildly, the sound echoing crazily off the deserted buildings. It sounded like ten dogs. Paicia ducked and the drone whizzed over her head, still trailing her swarm of bees. For an instant, she felt enveloped by the swarm, the buzz of their papery wings and the scents of wax and pollen, but they trailed the drone up and away. Paicia kicked her pedal into place and launched the bicycle forward. The drone’s controller was trying to drive her off, but that only made her more determined to find out who it was. She must be getting close. She steered the bike onto the sidewalk and rode under the cover of a row of tattered awnings. They offered little protection, but the drone couldn’t dive-bomb her again.

It didn’t even try. It arrowed down the middle of the street ahead, and Paicia followed, pumping her legs and weaving to avoid litter and detritus. Surely this street must lead into the dark asher territory. As the next intersection came into view, Paicia made out the shape of a long, rectangular vehicle—a bus, parked across the middle of the road. Beyond it, lights glowed in scattered windows. Excitement and fear clashed in Paicia’s chest. 

Only two people stood near the bus. They weren’t tall enough to be adults—kids about her age, she thought. One of them held something blinking with tiny, glowing lights. As she coasted to a stop a little distance away from the pair, the drone slowed and hovered over the bus. Then it dropped down and maneuvered its way through the open door. The bees followed, and the kid not holding the controller pushed the doors shut, closing them inside.

Paicia couldn’t help herself. “Hey, those are my bees!” she yelled.

Streetlights glowed to life on two corners of the intersection, illuminating the kids’ faces. A girl and a boy. They were dressed much like Paicia, in jeans and t-shirts. The boy, who had shut the bus door, grinned under a shaggy mane of straw-coloured hair. “Prove it. They’re inside our bus.”
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