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    To the ones who plan every step,
and to those who trust the detours.
This story is for anyone who has learned that when hearts collide,
something stronger can emerge—
a love shaped not by perfection, but by choice, courage,
and the willingness to change.
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Chapter 1 — The Spark and the Shove
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The gym smelled like varnish and oranges—the PE teacher’s cleaning spray, maybe—and the high lights made everything sharp-edged and too bright. Cass Harper steadied her breath, the way she did before every demo, and set her sneaker on the comma-shaped nick in the gym floor. It was her secret anchor. Commas meant control: you decided where to pause.

“Systems nominal,” Theo murmured from behind the table, eyes on the telemetry tablet like he could will the bars to stay green.

“Battery is full, signal is clean,” Lily added, ponytail bobbing. “We’ve got this, Cass.”

Across the aisle, the theater club sang harmony and the chess team pretended not to notice, lost in a bracket war. Parents drifted, phones raised; freshmen clumped like migrating geese. Coach Ganz loomed at Cass’s shoulder, a protective mountain in a polo that strained at the sleeves. “Keep it safe,” he muttered, just for her. “Make it look easy.”

Make it look easy. Right.

Gullwing—Team 819’s robot, brushed aluminum limbs slick with careful polish—sat within the waist-high guard fence. Cass draped the tethered lanyard over her neck, thumb settling into the round indent of the joystick. She’d sanded that spot herself, a millimeter at a time. You could build calm into a thing if you tried hard enough. That’s what she believed.

“Welcome to Seabrook Robotics,” Lily called in her glitter voice to the kids gathered for the spring activities fair. “This is our competition bot, codename Gullwing. She can score cones and cubes, extend her arm to ninety inches, and—if you’re nice—she’ll do a wave.”

A ripple of chuckles. Coach stepped back. Theo watched the battery indicator; Cass felt the whole team lined up behind her, trust humming like current.

She pushed the joystick forward, gentle. The drive motors engaged, a purr smoother than the old skateboard bearings Rowan—wait, no, not him—than the ones she and Theo had used on the offseason cart. Gullwing rolled out, perfect. Cass executed a soft arc, centered over the taped target square. A cone waited like a bright traffic hat on a pedestal.

“Now she’ll extend,” Lily narrated. “Cass?”

“Copy.” Cass thumbed the extend toggle. The shoulder joint whirred; the arm rose, cables taut as violin strings. She breathed through the steps like a litany in her head—lift, extend, rotate, lower—that always sounded like a hymn if she let it. The gripper hovered over the cone; she nudged left, right, micro-corrections until the crosshair on Lily’s overlay landed true.

“Lowering,” Cass said.

Nothing happened.

Cass frowned. She clicked the toggle again. The motors made a soft, hopeful sound—the kind devices made when they wanted to work for you—and then shut up entirely.

“Uh,” Lily said into the mic, fast smile faltering. “One sec, folks. Sometimes she needs a little... encouragement.”

Cass cycled the mode. Lift. Extend. Rotate. Lower.

Lower. Lower?

Gullwing jerked, twitched, froze. The gripper vibrated, small and useless. The amber status LED winked an error code Cass did not recognize, a blinking mockery.

Theo’s voice floated from behind the table. “We’re getting brownout spikes. Voltage drop on channel three.”

“Battery swap?” Cass said flatly.

“It’s reading fine.” Theo’s eyes darted, already running through the trees of possibilities. He was good at that. He just couldn’t crawl into the robot’s body like Cass felt she could.

Parents shifted. Someone’s toddler clapped. A freshman snorted a laugh that wasn’t malicious so much as itchy with secondhand embarrassment.

“Cass?” Coach prompted gently.

“Working on it,” she hissed, trying not to let her mouth get near the mic. She wasn’t a ranter. She wasn’t. She nudged the joystick again. The arm went stiff as if it had decided it was a sculpture now and would only be moved by God or a wrench.

And then, because of course the universe would choose this second to spice things up, a skateboard rolled into her peripheral vision, a low, lazy cruise. Attached to it: a sneaker, a calf, the rest of Rowan Vale, the new transfer, gliding past with a handheld camera steady on a gimbal. He wasn’t supposed to be skating in the gym—that was rule number nine on Coach Ganz’s laminated list—but Rowan had a way of moving like rules were suggestions that got less true if you didn’t look directly at them.

He carved a shallow line, lens pointed toward the crowd, catching tourist shots for the school’s activities reel. Cass had seen his stuff online, some moody photo set about puddles reflecting neon. It was good, okay? She could admit that privately. But right now he was a rolling distraction with a camera, and her robot was a frozen insult in front of three dozen pairs of eyes.

Lily tried to fill the air. “So, fun fact, did you know servo motors—”

“Kill the mic,” Cass said, too sharp. Lily startled and thumbed the switch.

Cass’s jaw clenched so tight she could feel her molars hum. She traced the cable run with her mind. Where could it be? The brownout spikes... if the feed to the linear actuator was loose, any draw would trip the protection... She swallowed, heat rising.

“Cass,” Theo said quietly. “We can power down, reset, and—”

“No.” The word shot out and slapped the space between them. She felt Coach’s eyes on her. Felt the way people shuffled when a spectacle gained flavor. Felt Rowan glide closer, camera still rolling, the lens a glassy widening pupil.

“We don’t have the luxury of try again,” she heard herself say, and the voice was hers and not at once, tight and edged and cracking under a pressure that had nothing to do with volts. “Not after a month of asking for a backup actuator and getting told to ‘make do.’ Not after Eli said he’d re-terminate those ends and then decided an AP Physics review was more important.”

Somewhere in the crowd, Eli coughed. Of course he was here: tall, self-satisfied, the ex-teammate who’d drifted off the way people sometimes do when something shiny and easier appears.

“Cass,” Coach warned, not unkindly.

She couldn’t stop. The rant unwound like a cable that had been spooled too tight. “We do everything on duct tape and miracles, and then when duct tape fails, guess who everyone looks at? The girl behind the joystick. The one who keeps it all calm.” Her laugh was a brittle sound. “Newsflash: calm doesn’t run on miracles; it runs on parts and people who show up.”

Rowan—too close now—flinched at the heat in her words. The camera kept rolling, faithful witness.

“Cut power,” Coach said. “We’ll reset.”

Cass slapped the emergency stop with more force than necessary. The LED died. Gullwing sagged into silence, and the silence had an audience of fifty.

The moment collapsed on itself.

Theater kids went soft-pretend about not watching. Chess team returned to their endgame. Parents whisked their toddlers toward the bake sale. The freshmen, unified by the scent of something they could circulate later, drifted away in clumps, already whispering.

Cass stood, hand flat on the table, and waited for her breath to return to a speed that didn’t set her ribs on fire. It would be fine—she’d diagnose the fault, fix it, do another demo later, and the world would tilt back onto its hinge.

Except that two hours later, her phone pinged with a link from Lily—srry!!—and thirty seconds after that, it pinged four more times, and by fifth period, it was a strobe.

The video wasn’t from their table. It was from that rolling shot—Rowan’s—cut into an edit of the fair that the school account posted: orchestra bowing, cheerleaders stacking, chess club fists pumping, theater kids harmonizing, quick slice of the robotics arm just before it failed (not quite fair, but whatever)—and then the audio shifted to Cass’s voice, that brittle laugh, the words “calm doesn’t run on miracles; it runs on parts and people who show up.”

The clip with her face in profile, jaw tight, eyes glittering in the reflected gym lights. The mic was off, but the new camera had a shotgun mic and Rowan must have been close; the sentence threaded beneath the montage like commentary. Not screaming. Not a meltdown by YouTube standards. But for Cass—whose whole brand, if she allowed herself to think in those terms, was competence and cool—this was a rupture.

Underneath, the school’s caption read: “Seabrook Activities Fair! Come find your people 💙” and the comments stacked like chairs up the wall.

omg queen truth teller

AP review > robot arm lol

wait who didn’t show up?? tea pls

that shot tho 🔥🔥🔥

By lunch, 317 likes. By the end of the day, north of 800. Not town-viral, but school-viral, which was worse; you still had to eat next to it.

Cass avoided eye contact the way you avoid picking at a scab. In the hallway by the language wing, Eli leaned against the lockers and said, too loudly, “Calm down, Harper,” and two kids she didn’t know giggled. In chemistry, someone slid her a note that said you were right with a tiny drawing of a robot crying. She shoved it into her backpack, paper scratching her knuckles. She didn’t cry. She didn’t give anyone that.

When the final bell released them, she cut toward the back parking lot, clenched tight around the sentence she wished she could unsay. A shadow ghosted the edge of her vision; wheels whispering, then a shoe scuff, and Rowan matched her pace at an earnest, unskateboarding walk. Camera in a bag for once. Hair in his eyes. He looked exactly like a person who knew he’d kicked over a beehive and had brought a cup and saucer to handle it.

“Cass,” he started.

She stopped beside the dumpster enclosure, where the smell of orange cleaner had given up and the gym’s varnish world ended. “Don’t,” she said.

“I didn’t mean—”

“Didn’t mean to what?” Her voice was level and it scared her. “Point a mic at me? Hit upload? Edit my worst sentence into a commercial for club day?”

He flinched. “I didn’t— I cut fast. I thought the audio was just... crowd texture. I was doing a reel for the school account. I should’ve listened through with headphones.” His hands were bare and talking, palms out. “When I saw—after—it was already up. And by the time I figured out what it was, it had, like, a hundred likes. If I pulled it, it would be a whole thing.”

“So you didn’t pull it because you didn’t want a whole thing,” she repeated, and the words felt like a bolt that wouldn’t seat.

He winced. “I emailed the admin. I asked them to take it down. I swear. They said it ‘showed passion’ and was ‘good engagement.’ I’m sorry.”

She stared at him until the edges of him fuzzed. She noticed his camera bag, scuffed and patched; the frayed loop on his hoodie; the tiny, pale scar at his eyebrow like a hyphen. Not details that softened anything. Just data.

“Save the apology for the comments,” she said at last. “Or better yet, for my team.” She stepped around him and kept walking, breath tight, spine a rod.

Rowan stood there, stung and guilty, and watched her go. He dug his fingers into his hair until it hurt. The video had been lazy. He liked to think of himself as careful, as someone who saw people, not just images. But if that was true, why hadn’t he seen this? Why hadn’t he listened all the way through? Because he’d been on wheels, because he’d been high on the glide of a good capture, because he’d assumed. He tasted metal.

That night, at eleven, the principal’s auto-mail hit both of their inboxes: “Detention Notice: Two Days”—one slot for “inappropriate use of wheeled devices in school facilities,” the other for “disruption during school event that resulted in student complaint.” The second one had both their names, comma between them, like a forced handshake.

Cass stared at the email in bed, the blue light carving her skull. She thought about replying all caps to someone, anyone, about how Rowan should be sitting alone in detention, about how systems failed when people got sloppy. Instead she closed her laptop, pressed the heels of her hands into her eyes until galaxies blossomed, and then texted Lily: detn 2mrrow. i might combust.

i’ll bring snacks came the reply, instantly, because Lily believed snacks could bandage anything.

The detention room the next afternoon was the quiet kind, old posters fading on the walls: READ, but the book the kid held was an iPod, which told you the poster’s era. Ms. Patel sat at the front grading essays with the penmanship of a patient architect. She looked up when Cass arrived and lifted an eyebrow when Rowan slunk in four minutes later.

“No wheels in here,” Ms. Patel said, dry as chalk.

Rowan held up both hands. “No wheels. Learned that lesson.”

Cass planted herself at a desk three rows from the front and two from the windows—close enough to avoid whispers, far enough to avoid sunlight. Rowan took the seat one over and one back, the chess knight’s move away. The air between them felt like static that never found ground.

“Today,” Ms. Patel said, sliding the sign-in sheet down the row, “we’re trying something different. The Seabrook Arts Center is prepping for their annual salvage sale. They’re short on volunteers, and I am short on patience. I will supervise while you all help sort and tag items. If you behave as people rather than chaos molecules, you’ll earn your hour and the center will survive another month. Win-win. Any questions?”

A hand half-raised in the back. “What’s a salvage sale?” a freshman asked.

“Imagine a yard sale run by raccoons with impeccable taste,” Ms. Patel said. “You’ll love it. We’re cataloging items in the side room today.”

Cass had been to the arts center for a couple of middle school ceramics classes, back when clay at least responded to your hands if you were kind. The thought of touching things that weren’t metal and wires was both a relief and a hollow ache. Robotics paid its way in trophies and grants; the arts center paid with bake sale dollars and hope.

“Pairs,” Ms. Patel announced, as if the universe hadn’t already paired the two least compatible humans in the room. “Harper and Vale, tables one and two. Davis and Nguyen—”

“Ms. Patel,” Cass started, because if there was a moment to exercise a sliver of control, it was now, “could I—”

“No,” Ms. Patel said without looking up. “Consider this community service and community building.” She tapped her pen against her ledger. “Also consider that the center’s storage room is a maze. Pairs are safer.”

Rowan stood, tugging his sleeve down over his wrist. “We can do this,” he said quietly to Cass, like an offering. “I’ll carry the heavy stuff. You can—”

“I can read a tag and use a Sharpie,” Cass said, equally quiet. “I am multi-talented.”

He swallowed. “Right.”

The storage room at the arts center smelled like dust and old wood and once-wet paper. Light fell through a high window in a rectangle that illuminated a stack of bent music stands, a trunk with travel stickers from cities Cass had never seen, a crate of mismatched doorknobs that looked like a bucket of gleaming eyes. Someone had arranged a grouping of broken chairs with such care that the whole corner felt like a sculpture titled Persistence.

“Tables one and two,” Ms. Patel said, pointing. “Furniture on one, smalls on two. Tag, list, price if you’re feeling bold but err on the low side. If something looks dangerous, don’t touch it. That includes power tools and the ceramic clown lamp.”

“The what now?” Rowan said.

“Exactly,” Ms. Patel replied, and disappeared with a box toward another group of students.

They stood in their shared square of dust-mote sunlight. Cass pulled a stack of blank tags and a Sharpie from the supply tub. Rowan shrugged off his hoodie. The scar at his eyebrow caught the light again. He reached for a busted lamp with a copper base shaped like a heron and paused. “May I...?” he asked, not touching until she nodded. It was a small thing, but she felt it like a reset click.

They worked, not speaking at first. Rowan lifted; Cass measured and named. Maple side table, split seam. Wooden crate, stamped ‘Valdez Citrus.’ Brass doorknob with porcelain inset (blue flower). Her handwriting was precise, squared-off—letters that built themselves like reliable bridges.

“You’re good at that,” Rowan said after a while, gently stacking frames in a box. “Making things legible.”

“Useful skill,” she said. “Keeps the world from falling apart.”

He huffed a broken laugh. “Wish I had that skill yesterday.”

She kept writing. The Sharpie squeaked at the edges of the tags. “Why the wheels?” she asked, finally, not looking up. “In the gym.”

“It’s like... a way to keep moving without making people feel watched,” he said, surprising her with how quickly the answer arrived. “If I’m rolling, I’m a rumor, not a spotlight. People act more like themselves.”

“And you didn’t hear me,” she said. It wasn’t exactly a question.

“I heard you,” he said, voice dropping. “I just wasn’t listening. There’s a difference. I’m sorry, Cass.”

The apology fell
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