Chapter 1: The First Line of Code

“The quest for knowledge is marked by curiosity and perseverance—traits no
machine can replicate. Even the most advanced AI cannot replace the

human spirit of inquiry and creativity.”

A Normal Day in the Workshop

The clang of metal echoed through the faintly lit workshop as Maeve
tightened the last bolt on a weathered drone. The hum of machinery was her
rhythm, the part of the world she understood. Bandit, her loyal robotic dog,
sat beside her, his glowing blue eyes tracking her hands, calculating her

next move.

“Don’t give me that look,” Maeve said, tightening the wrench. *I know what

I'm doing.”
Bandit reacted with a series of beeps that almost sounded like judgment.

“Excuse you? I'm a genius.” She gave him a look. “You think you're the
expert here?” She gave the drone a firm tap, watching it come to life and
lift off the ground with a sputter. It hovered for three seconds and then

crashed, nose-diving into a scrap pile like a falling toaster with dreams.

Maeve winced as it hit the floor, her stomach sinking with it. Bandit tilted his

head, releasing a flat beep that said everything without a word.

“Okay, okay, fine. Probably user error.” She dropped the wrench into her
tool belt with a flourish. "But in my defense, this thing was held together by
hope and duct tape.”



“Hope and duct tape only get you so far, Maeve,” Dr. Fidelman said,

adjusting his glasses. “You need proper engineering to make it work.”

Maeve rolled her eyes, brushing grease off her jumpsuit. “Yeah, yeah. Next,
you'll say the ‘measure twice, cut once’ routine or some other wise-old-man

cliche.”

Dr. Fidelman’s smile faltered, just for a second. “Actually, I was thinking,

‘Maybe don't insult the robot before you fix it,” but yes, that too.”

Dr Fidelman flashed a teasing grin. "By the way, why did the robot go on

vacation?”
Maeve raised an eyebrow. "“Why?”
“Because it needed to recharge its batteries!”

Maeve burst into laughter, the tension lifting from her shoulders as the room

seemed to warm with the sound.

The workshop was her sanctuary—machines lined the walls like forgotten
soldiers, each one humming a story beneath rust and oil. Maeve often joked
that her life was a chaotic mix of "Code and Circuits," each beep and buzz

another note in her ongoing symphony.

Her mind flashed back to when she was a child, when grandpa gave her the
first toolset. His hands, weathered but steady, placed the tiny wrenches and
screwdrivers into her small hands. The weight of the gift and the seriousness
in his voice, “This isn’t a toy. This is because you're a builder,” echoed in her
mind. She slept with it under her pillow, afraid one mistake would cause him

to take it all away.

Dr. Fidelman stepped closer as he examined the remnants of her work. “So,

what were you trying to do with this little guy?”



Maeve leaned in, her eyes sparkling with enthusiasm. “"Make it awesome!
Give it personality. Make it fun! Remember—A robot without a sense of

”

humor is just a machine.

Her grandfather’s expression shifted, a mix of admiration and caution. He
raised a skeptical brow. “It's a surveillance drone, Maeve. What kind of ‘fun’

were you thinking?”

Maeve threw up her hands in exasperation, her voice light, but the edge of
frustration still lingered. “I don't know! Maybe disco mode? Or a setting
where it flies around saying motivational quotes. Picture this—'You got this!’

whirrrrrr ‘Believe in yourself!” bzzzzzt—who wouldn't love that?”

Dr. Fidelman grinned, but his gaze held something more serious behind it.

“And yet, you wonder why it crashed.”

Maeve’s smile didn’t fade. She gestured dramatically, full of excitement.

“Okay, hear me out—" she began.

Suddenly, Bandit emitted a beep, his sensors twitching. Maeve froze mid-
sentence, sensing a shift in the air. Her body tensed. This wasn’t just a
glitch—it pulsed with something different. She saw something in his

posture—something more than a malfunction. He was waiting, watching.

"What's the alert, Bandit?" Dr. Fidelman asked, his voice calm, but his
posture was tense. The robotic dog let out a whirr, scanning the room.
Bandit’s sensors lingered and then settled down, but Maeve could feel

something still in the air: a tension, a pulse.

“Okay, I joke around a lot, but that felt weird,” Maeve said, crossing her

arms. The sharp edge of her frustration and anxiety tugged at her.



Dr. Fidelman waved his hand dismissively, though the slight wrinkle at the
corners of his lips betrayed concern. “It's probably nothing. Bandit’s sensors
are just a little too advanced for his own good,” he explained, but his voice
carried an edge Maeve hadn’t heard before. He’s been programmed to

detect anomalies before they even happen.”

Maeve looked at Bandit again, who dimmed his glowing eyes. For a
heartbeat, something simmered beneath the surface—unspoken, heavy.

Ready.

“Like robo-Spidey-sense? Cool. Not ominous at all,” she quipped—but the

joke rang hollow. Unease gnawed at her.

Dr. Fidelman didn’t laugh. His expression hardened into something

unreadable. “Focus on your projects, Maeve. That's what matters.”

Maeve narrowed her eyes, irritation bubbling beneath the surface. “Right.
Because I never have any reason to ask questions,” she shot back, her voice
sharp with frustration. She hated being kept in the dark. Dr. Fidelman

always held something back; today, it felt heavier than ever.

He didn't respond. Instead, he placed a small microchip on the table, sliding

it into a secure compartment on an old data pad with slow, deliberate care.

Maeve’s heart quickened as she flinched, the familiar itch to pry. She hated

not knowing, and the feeling deepened with every secret Dr. FidelIman hid.
He was hiding something. And Maeve knew it—deep in her bones.

With a dramatic sigh, she flopped into a nearby chair, the wood creaking
beneath her weight. “Fine, fine. I'll let the old man have his secrets for now.”
She forced a teasing smile, trying to hide the frustration underneath. “But

one day, I'll figure out what you’re up to.”



Dr. Fidelman raised an eyebrow, and the corner of his mouth changed into

something like a smile. “I'd be disappointed if you didn't.”



