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“BELLE! WHERE’S BREAKFAST?” Sam yelled from the other end of the apartment. 

“Make it yourself!” Maybelle yelled back, rolling her eyes. Her sisters were so lazy. She counted out five more push-ups, then rolled up her workout mat and hopped in the shower. Ten minutes later, she was pulling her tank top over her head as she jogged down the stairs. Her two younger sisters sat at the table, gazing at her expectantly. 

“I’m not your maid.” Maybelle yanked a frying pan from the cupboard and tossed it onto the stove with a clang. Dad had been gone for three weeks—two weeks longer than expected so far—and her two sisters had been nothing but demanding since he left. Kiya, the younger one, she didn’t mind too much. She was only ten, after all. But Sam was fifteen, more than capable of making breakfast—and picking up after herself, changing the toilet paper roll, and finding where she left her sneakers. Maybelle might have been eight years older than Sam, but sometimes Sam acted like she was about five. “Kiya, you get out the eggs. Sam, the milk.”

Scrambled eggs and oatmeal. Three weeks in a row. But their father hadn’t left them much money, and Maybelle was down to their last few dollars. She would have to start dipping into her own savings if he didn’t get back soon. 

“Dad said you were supposed to take care of us,” Sam muttered, opening the fridge door. She pulled out the eggs and a carton of re-hydrated milk. 

“And he told you to behave,” Maybelle retorted. “I have to leave for work in ten minutes. Put those eggs on the stove. What’s your plan for the day?”

“School.” Her voice was sullen. Sam made it clear that she hated it when Maybelle got bossy. Though really, she brought it on herself—always talking back, never taking initiative, only doing things halfway and forcing Maybelle to micro manage her every task. Sam cracked several eggs in a frying pan that began to sizzle almost immediately. “Then soccer, then homework.”

“Can I go to the park tonight?” Kiya asked, her face lighting up. “Lily is having a party.”

Maybelle shrugged. “If Sam will go with you, fine. Be home by seven.”

“Playground!” Kiya squealed and began to run around the kitchen island in circles. 

“Sit!” Maybelle ordered. “Eat!” She served up a dish of barely cooked-through eggs and plopped it in front of Kiya. Then she shoved another plate toward Sam, and ate the rest of the eggs straight from the pan. 

She grabbed her bag. “Home by seven,” she repeated, and strode through the door, letting it clang shut behind her. 

Taking a deep breath, Maybelle let herself take in the morning sounds around her. The city teemed with people. Most were on their way to work, but others drank coffee and chatted, and some cleaned the interior walls and floors. The city was built from sustainable, self-sufficient pods, all strung together with long metal tunnels that connected to the main tower in the center of the city. Queen Amina and her several dozen children lived, worked, and ruled from the tower.

The walk to the mechanic’s shop where she worked was her favorite part of the day—twenty minutes when she had no responsibilities. Her sisters would take care of themselves, no one was there to order her around, and she had no obligation to talk to anyone if she didn’t want to. The only unpleasantness she ever encountered in the morning was—

“Hey, beautiful,” a voice sounded from behind her.

—right there. Of course. It was Tuesday. It was only natural he would have just so happened to be turning down her corridor at the exact moment she was leaving her house.

“Gabor,” she said stiffly.

“Beautiful morning,” he said. “Just like your smile.”

She raised her eyebrows. “It’s exactly the same as every other morning. Same temperature. Same light. Same people. Same smells. Same everything.”

She couldn’t remember how many times they’d had this conversation. She hated it every time. 

“Ah, yes, but you’re here today,” he said, grinning. “That makes it beautiful.”

Other girls swooned over Gabor. He was charming. Handsome. Forward. Confident. Persistent. Infuriatingly persistent. Couldn’t take no for an answer. Wouldn’t take no for an answer. He was commanding. Controlling. And he drove her nuts. 

She took a deep breath. Then another. “I’d like to walk alone this morning,” she said politely. As she did every time he showed up on her morning commute. 

“What about little old me?” He gave her a sad, pouty look. 

“Guess you’ll have to flirt with yourself,” she said. “Or chat with one of your geese.” She glanced over her shoulder. Sure enough, three women strode behind them, tittering among themselves and waiting for a chance to mention that they hadn’t even noticed that Gabor was there! But would he be interested in walking with them? Or grabbing dinner later? Maybelle called them geese because they were always waddling around after him, squawking, gossiping, demanding attention.

Gabor glanced back too.

“Gabor!” one of the women called out. “I didn’t see you there! How are you?”

True to form, Maybelle noted. 

“Well, you enjoy your walk,” Gabor said, slowing down so the women behind him could catch up. She could feel his eyes on her back as she sped up. 

A short while later she entered the mechanic’s shop. It was owned by Padrik and Don, a nice couple with a small rabbit as a pet. Padrik mostly managed the front office and accounting, while his husband, Don, took care of the work. The shop itself was split into quarters. One part of the room was the waiting area, reception, and tool storage; one part was for ship repair; one part was for bot and appliance repair; and the final space was a docking bay walled off from the rest of the shop, where the ships that needed fixing could land. 

She always relaxed a little when she arrived at work. Music blared from a speaker on the other side of the room, accented by the relaxing drone of the compressors and drills. Some of the other mechanics shouted at each other—while loud and noisy most of the day, Maybelle also found it peaceful in a way. It all had order, logic, organization—it made sense.

“Morning, Belle!” Padrik waved as she entered. 

“Morning, Belle!” Don echoed, gesturing for her to come take a look at his project. 

“What’s this?” Maybelle threw on a work apron and gloves, and peered closely at the small metal unit, painted bright yellow with a green tree emblazoned on it. 

“It’s the chest of a V019-Abe bot,” Don replied. 

“Only the chest?”

Don gestured at the workbench. A head, hands, and a variety of other dirty yellow body parts littered the surface. “Poor thing had—we’ll call it a run-in—with a baseball bat.”

“A run-in seems like an understatement,” Maybelle replied. She leaned in to take a closer look. The robot’s head had been completely severed from the neck, probably with some kind of blade, and then the hands, arms, legs, and feet had been chopped into a hundred smaller pieces. A few of the chest pieces were still large, but most ranged from the size of her hand to coin-sized. “It looks deliberate.”

“I’m wondering if someone wanted to hide it,” Don said. “Not sure why—it’s a working bot, not anything unusual.”

“Who does it belong to?”

“Well, that’s just it.” Don frowned. “No one. All identifying information has been scraped off. And the hard drive...” He shook his head and gestured toward it. “No telling whether we’ll be able to get any information off it.”

“Well, then.” Maybelle put her hands on her hips. “What do we do?”

“Fix it, I guess,” Don said. “Or use it for parts.”

“Looks like a hull-bot.” Maybelle picked up one of the hands. It had heavy magnets embedded in the fingers and palms, usually there to allow bots to attach to the outside of the city and enact repairs.

“Seems that way,” Don answered. “Not sure what good a hull-bot is for anything besides repairing a hull.”

“Why was its identity erased?”

Don shook his head and shrugged. “I haven’t got a clue, hon.” He stood and gestured to the pile. “At any rate, I’d like you to take inventory and make an assessment about whether it would be possible to turn it back into a functioning robot, or if we can only use it for parts. See if there are any files on the drive. You know the drill.”

“You got it.” Maybelle strode over to the workbench and began sorting the different types of pieces into piles, jotting down what damage had been done to each and what would need to be done to repair it, and then entered it into the shop’s computer system. Rove City created virtually no trash. If something was broken beyond use, it was sent to the recycling center, where it was processed and used as raw materials for something else. Anything that got expelled from the city as trash was recorded, and usually listed as dangerous—such as poisons or nuclear materials.

Things brought into the city were carefully tracked as well. Often, the city would make stops at nearby planets or space stations for trade as they traversed the galaxy. But there was limited space in the city, so frivolous items had to be small, or the item had to be consumable. There was a hefty tax on anything brought on board that wasn’t sanctioned by the government. 

She spent the morning carefully going over every section of the robot. Her mind stayed mostly focused on her task, and she felt calm, relaxed. She found the work soothing and pleasant, a welcome relief from her demanding sisters and absent father. The robot didn’t talk back or yell or argue. It did what she said. Unlike the people in her life. 

As she sorted through the robot’s fingers, her thoughts strayed toward an old, old story she had found on an online forum about a sea goddess. Apparently, the goddess’s father chopped her fingers off to calm the angry winds, and then her fingers turned into seals. 

Most people in the city didn’t believe in gods or goddesses or spirits, but she found the old stories fascinating. Pre-science, people living on planets had come up with the craziest explanations for the planet’s rotation, the existence of the sun and the moon, the weather, and any other phenomenon they couldn’t understand. And the gods they invented were given such sharp caricatures of human personality traits—greed, lust, revenge, hope, peace, violence. It was all there in the stories. 

Part of her wondered if maybe just a little bit of it was true. What if the stars each had a personality? What if the seas could think? What if planets had feelings? What if one angry woman’s fingers could turn into seals and walruses to feed a hungry civilization? 

“Belle!” Padrik called, interrupting her thoughts. “Visitor!”

She glanced up from her work, hoping to see her father, but instead felt her heart sink as she saw Gabor striding toward her with a wide smile on his face. She sighed. Him again. This was unusual though—he typically ambushed her in the corridors between home and here. He didn’t usually wander inside during the middle of a work day. In fact, she could only recall this happening one other time, and it was because he had to deliver a message to Padrik, not because he was there to see her.

Two of the other mechanics waved at him with smiles on their faces. She sent them each a glare and turned her attention to the tall, sharp-chinned man in front of her.

“What do you want?” she asked abruptly. Part of her felt uncomfortable at being rude, but the rest of her was just plain frustrated. What did she have to do to convince this man to leave her alone? 

“Not even a, ‘Hello, Gabor?’” he asked with the same pout from before. 

“No,” she said bluntly. “What do you want?”

He leaned against the workbench and gave her his brightest smile, his eyelids drooping a little to give the impression that all his attention was on her and her alone. She knew that wasn’t true. He was performing for everyone else in the shop. And that was a bad sign.

“I’d like you to come to the dance with me this weekend.” He leaned forward, making it nearly impossible for her to look anywhere but his face. 

“No,” she said, shaking her head. Not in a million years.

“Why?” He made his eyes big and his face sad—an unconvincing puppy dog.

“I’m busy.”

He pouted again, moving back away from her slightly. “I think you should come.”

“I know you do.” She raised her eyebrows and crossed her arms, a picture of stubbornness. 

“I don’t think you understand,” he pressed. 

“I don’t think you understand,” she replied. “I don’t want to go.”

“Here’s the thing.” He stood up a little straighter, draping his arm lazily on the workbench. “Everyone has noticed that I’ve been giving you a lot of attention lately. If you don’t come to the dance with me, they’ll think I’ve been rejected.”

“You have been.”  

“So you say.” He grinned lazily. “But I haven’t turned on all the charm yet. You haven’t really given me a chance.”

Oh good grief. She wasn’t sure she could handle much more charm. It might make her vomit. Or become violent.

“I’m not going,” she said.

He leaned forward again. “How about I take little Sammy instead?”

Maybelle froze, a small crease in her brow. “What do you mean, take Sam?”

“Well,” he said, “last time I talked to her, she told me how much she desperately wanted to go to the dance this weekend, but she had to go with someone older, or they wouldn’t let her in.”

“When were you talking to Sam?” Maybelle demanded. This was bad. Bad, bad, bad. Sammy had snuck out at least twice before. She was rebellious and just a little bit dumb—especially when it came to older boys. Without their dad here, there wasn’t much she could do to prevent Sam from going off with Gabor. And she didn’t trust him alone with her little sister, not one little bit. 

“Saw her and cute little Kiya after school yesterday.” He shrugged, a self-satisfied smile growing on his lips. “She had a plan for sneaking out and everything.”

A plan. She had a plan. Oh, Sam. 

“Can I think about it?” she asked, not looking at his face.

He shrugged again. “I’ll need an answer before you leave work today. Or I’m taking Sam.”

Of course he wouldn’t give her time to see Sam. Maybe she could tell Don she was sick and go get the girls out of school. But then Sam might rebel—after all, Maybelle was only her sister, not her mom. She might sneak out anyway, right into the arms of the creep who wouldn’t leave Maybelle alone. But Maybelle couldn’t leave the girls at home alone for too long either. If she went to the dance, she would have to find a sitter, which would only make Sam madder and cost money they didn’t have. 

It seemed like going with him was the only choice she had. 

“I’ll think about it,” she said, feeling the muscles in her neck tighten. 

“You do that.” He bent forward so his nose was only inches from hers. “And don’t mention our little arrangement to anyone. Or there’s no telling what I’ll do.” Gabor sauntered out of the shop, turning only once to give her a little wave and a wink. 

Maybe she could say yes, but not show up. Gabor was such a creep. He was almost twenty-five, for goodness sake, and Sam was a child. And he was basically holding her hostage for a chance to go to a dance with Maybelle. Would it really be that big of a deal to go with Gabor? Maybelle didn’t want to, but it was better than risking Sam sneaking out. If only Maybelle could lock her sisters in the house somehow. And what if Sam managed to sneak out of the house anyway? What if she left Kiya alone and something happened to her? 

But then, suppose neither of them went to the dance with Gabor. What would Gabor do next? If he was willing to play these types of psychological mind games with Maybelle now, how far would he go? Would he legitimately kidnap one of her sisters? Would he harm them?

She took a deep, shuddering breath. 

She had a few hours. She would think it over. Run through all the scenarios. Consider as many hypothetical situations as she could. And then she would decide.
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CHAPTER 2
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HER EYES STRAYED TO THE CLOCK about every five minutes as time ticked past. Lunchtime passed without incident. 1:00. 2:00. 3:00. The girls would be done with school now, probably at Sam’s soccer practice. That relaxed feeling she had found this morning—gone. Now, her thoughts raced. She knew Gabor worked security over near the greenhouses, but she didn’t know what his schedule was. He could be talking to them right now. “Escorting” them to the playground for Lily’s party. 
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