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      Roxanne held fast, tense as a tritone, refusing to relax until the song ended. The worn-thin mattress jabbed a spring into her thigh, a preferable sensation to the numbness she’d experienced sitting on her plastic desk chair. Tabby sat cross-legged against the headboard, a chipped acoustic guitar balanced on her lap, fingers spidering across the fretboard. Every so often, the old instrument spat out a strangled note, and Tabby grinned as if she had done it on purpose.

      The music… if you could call it that—wasn’t just loud. It was defiant. In the rest of the house, the only sounds were the gentle purr of the heater, the muffled hum of the fridge, and the white-noise perfection of the service robots as they glided between rooms. Tabby’s off-key chords were an act of open warfare.

      Roxanne’s eyes were drawn to the doorway. An errant hallway bot hovered just outside, blue indicator lights flashing in a way that suggested it was considering fleeing the scene. It lingered for the briefest of moments then whirred away. Even the machines seemed to know better than to pick a fight with Tabby.

      “You’re staring again, Rox,” Tabby said, plucking a single string with deliberate slowness. The sound was thin, but Roxanne shuddered as the sound reverberated through her bones. “Either get me a drink or tell me what I’m doing wrong.”

      “I’m just listening,” Roxanne lied. She was watching, too—every twitch of Tabby’s hand, every hairline crack in the battered guitar. Watching because someday, maybe, she’d want to try. But not while Tabby was around. Tabby didn’t judge, but she had a way of making you feel like you’d broken something valuable just by picking it up wrong.

      “You’re not supposed to listen to humans, you know,” Tabby said, strumming a discordant chord for emphasis. “Not in this house. We are strictly a playlist family.”

      “Dad’s playlist,” Roxanne said, and made it sound like a disease.

      Tabby snorted. “Dad’s idea of rebellion is listening to a different genre every night. Classic rock on Mondays, ‘Alternative’ on Tuesdays, like that’s an alternative to anything.” She shook her head, letting a strand of blue-dyed hair fall across her eyes. “He’d die if he heard what this thing sounds like unplugged.”

      Roxanne wondered if that was true. She pictured her father’s face—tired, lined, only animated when arguing with the holo-news. She could almost hear him now: Why would you bother with a real instrument? The system can play it better than you, and it never goes out of tune.

      Maybe that was the point, she thought. Maybe going out of tune was the whole reason Tabby played.

      Another robot passed in the hallway, this one tall and white with a glassy oval face. Its chest display read “Sanitation Mode,” which was a lie, since Tabby’s room was a landfill of dirty laundry, guitar strings, and crumpled lyric sheets. The robot paused, scanned the room, and moved on. It left a faint ozone tang in the air.

      Tabby lowered the guitar, her hand still resting on the strings to silence the last ugly echo. “You know, Mom used to play. Not like this. She was… better.” The pause stretched out, daring Roxanne to speak. Roxanne didn’t take the bait. If she said anything, it would be about how she remembered Mom’s singing. The house AI had wiped the home’s audio history after Mom’s first hospitalization “for family wellness.” Now, her mother’s voice was just a thin ghost, drowned out by the clinical hum of the automated systems. She was still pissed at her father for letting soulless machines control her home.

      Tabby shrugged, eyes fixed on the floor. “Anyway. Want to try?”

      Roxanne shook her head. “My hands are too small.”

      “Bullshit,” Tabby said, but her voice was gentle. She reached over, taking Roxanne’s hand and placing it on the fretboard. “Look. I’ll show you the easy way. Don’t worry if it hurts.”

      It hurt. The string felt like barbed wire under Roxanne’s fingers, and when she tried to press down, the note wheezed out like an injured animal. Tabby grinned wider.

      “Perfect,” she said. “Now play it again.”

      Roxanne played it again. Worse, if that was possible.

      “Even better,” Tabby said, dropping her own hand onto the neck, trapping both their hands together. “See? This is what they don’t want you to learn. If you mess up a solo, the system can’t fix it for you. Only you can. Or you just keep playing, and everyone acts like you did it on purpose.”

      Roxanne blinked. The room was too bright; the ceiling lights were tuned to “Focus Mode” by the AI, but it made every detail sharp: the paint peeling around the window, Tabby’s chipped black nail polish, the dust below the strings. Tabby’s voice cut through all of it.

      “Never let the machines tell you you’re doing it wrong. “That’s how they win.”

      A notification tone sounded from Roxanne’s wristband—a haptic pulse, three quick beats. It was supposed to be for “wellness reminders,” but she’d hacked it to alert her every time the house AI updated a behavior log. That meant the bots were watching this room. Tabby never noticed, or pretended not to. Roxanne always noticed.

      The next time a robot paused at the door, Roxanne stared right back, willing it to leave. It did, and for a moment, she almost felt proud. Then Tabby started thrashing at the guitar with renewed vigor, filling the house with raw, jagged sound. The noise was ugly, but it was alive.

      Roxanne wished she could be that brave.

      Tabby stopped and leaned back, a line of sweat shining at her hairline. “Someday,” she said, “you’ll figure out what’s worth getting in trouble for.”

      Roxanne looked at her hand, at the indented lines where the strings had pressed into her fingers. “What if I don’t?”

      Tabby laughed. “Then you’ll become one of them.” She nodded at the hallway, where a shadow drifted past—another robot, maybe the same one as before.

      Roxanne said nothing, but when Tabby started playing again, she listened with everything she had.

      
        * * *

      

      The next time Tabby’s playing skidded off into silence, the interruption wasn’t a robot. It was their mother.

      Mara Eaton entered the bedroom with her usual stealth, a mug in each hand and her pressed flower pendant bobbing against the scoop of her faded sweater. There was a smell that followed her—something floral and complicated, a ghost of real plants. It clashed with the house’s baseline aroma: filtered air and the distant tang of plastic wrap.

      “Ladies,” Mara said, her voice cutting through the remains of Tabby’s last chord. “Is this band open to new members, or do I need an audition?”

      Tabby brightened. “We were just forming a punk trio. I call lead, Rox on rhythm, and you on…” She trailed off, eyeing the mugs. “Tea?”

      “Peppermint for you,” Mara said, passing one across. The mug was ancient, probably hand-made, with chips at the rim where a robot dishwasher had given up and tossed it back in the cabinet. “And for Rox, the honey stuff you like.”

      Roxanne accepted her mug, scalded her palm, and tried not to look as grateful as she felt. Mara settled onto the bed, the old mattress groaning beneath her weight—an honest sound, not the silent hover of a cleaning bot. She looped her arm around Tabby’s shoulders, drawing her close, and the two of them became a single tangle of limbs and matching tiredness. For a minute, nobody spoke.

      Mara’s gaze drifted to Roxanne. “What happened to your hand?”

      Tabby answered before Roxanne could. “Teaching her the basics. We’re early. Next week, we move to power chords and stage diving.”

      Mara’s eyes twinkled. “Stage diving, hmm? Maybe let’s keep the ER visits under two this year.”

      “Zero,” Roxanne muttered.

      Mara nodded agreement. “A mother can hope.” She took a sip from her mug, closed her eyes, and let out a soft, unguarded sigh. The sound filled the room—no, it filled the house—pushing out all the stale air and machine whirrs and making space for something warmer.

      Roxanne watched her mother’s face, hunting for the first signs of tiredness. Mara’s illness was dormant most days but was somewhere under the surface, and Roxanne was waiting to catch her before she crashed. Tonight, Mara looked better than usual: hair pulled back but not yet limp, her smile a little crooked but real.

      Tabby twisted the pendant on Mara’s necklace between thumb and forefinger. “You smell like the backyard,” she said.

      “Thanks to the two hours I spent out there pulling weeds.” Mara flexed her fingers, palms up, revealing a dusting of dirt that no robot could erase. “The garden system staged a coup. Again.”

      “You need more calcium nitrate,” Roxanne said. She’d heard her mother say it to the system often enough.

      “That’s what the system says,” Mara replied, lowering her voice to a mock-robot register. “Administer nutrients per diagnostic schedule. No deviation.” She grinned. “If I listened every time, the backyard would be a parking lot.”

      Tabby giggled. It was a silly, gasping laugh, nothing like her usual dry snort. Roxanne watched her mother’s face, and the micro-wrinkles at the corners of Mara’s eyes. She envied Tabby’s easy way with Mara—how they shared the same jokes and memories, like there was a secret language only older siblings learned. Mara always included Roxanne, but sometimes she felt like a guest in her own family.

      Mara sipped again. “So what did I miss, besides musical genius?”

      “Robot drama,” Tabby said. “Hallway’s reporting us for excessive noise.”

      “Let it try,” Mara said, setting her mug aside. “If they can’t handle a little music, they’ll have a hard time in this family.”

      The words made Roxanne warm in a place she hadn’t realized was cold.

      The three of them sat in a row on the bed, passing the guitar back and forth, fingers lingering on the chords as the notes faded. Mara demonstrated an old folk tune, her voice so soft it barely registered. Tabby tried to harmonize, missed, and dissolved into
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