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I’m running late, and all I can do is stare after the airship that floats down the street. The 

fins made of steel frames and thick cloth dyed bronze stroke lazily through the air, creating small 

currents that leave swirls in the smog. They mix with the polluted fog that lingers from the 

morning chill, and the sparse sunlight beams through them, catching the soft patterns before they 

dissipate. The lingering cool presses against my skin, raising goose bumps, and I rub the exposed 

parts of my upper arms. The brass arm plates that protect my forearms bite against my skin, but 

already my body heat compensates. The next airship to District 五 isn’t scheduled for forty 

minutes. 

 A shiver runs down my body, and I shift my weight to the balls of my feet before rocking 

back and lifting my toes slightly off the ground. I exhale through my mouth, but it’s not quite 

cold enough for my breath to condense.  



 There’s no one else at the airship dock yet, and even the sun hesitates to be up, pulling 

clouds around it. It’s too early for the first wave of people going to work—regular work, that 

is—but that was the point. I rub my chapped lips. Tianen expects me in less than twenty minutes, 

and the airship that’s disappeared around the corner is the only way to get there. I don’t even 

have the quota of scavenged parts she wants, and tardiness will eliminate any possibility of 

mercy. 

 I start to run, the force of my footsteps reverberating through my ankles that are still stiff 

with cold. The air is sharp against my throat and lungs, but I push on, my arms pumping. The 

streets are empty except for a few shopkeepers scurrying to unlock their doors and wipe the dew 

off their storefronts. None of them hail me as I pass, knowing I have nothing to give them. 

 The next airship dock stands a block away from the gate that separates District 三 from 

District 一, but airships have to take streets wide enough to accommodate them. I turn down an 

alley, twisting my upper body so that my shoulders don’t hit the walls of the buildings or the 

dumpsters that alternate on either side of me. The stench of days-old discarded food surrounds 

me, and for the first time, I’m thankful for the cold. 

 I burst out of the alley onto a narrow through street meant for motorists and smaller 

vehicles. Turning left, I start running again, but I only make it a few steps before something 

catches my foot, sending me sprawling. 

 My knee hits the ground hard, tearing open the already thin fabric of my pants and 

scratching my skin against the stone road. My left wrist throbs from its attempt to break my fall, 

and I roll it gingerly. I only make it three-fourths the way through a rotation before a shock of 

pain erupts and I cry out. Gritting my teeth, I use my uninjured hand to push myself up, but when 



I put weight on my right ankle, a splitting pain runs up my leg. I fall back into a sitting position, 

my breath coming faster as tears rise in my eyes. 

 Near my feet, a robot stands still, its gauntlet-like hands hanging limply from thin, 

straight arms. No visible gears protrude from its back or shoulders. No hint at an engine or steam 

pipe runs under its smooth metal plates. Rusted iron, or maybe steel, constitutes its body and 

head, although the thin, flexible arms and legs seem to be made of something else. The robot 

stares ahead at the road. I stare at the robot. 

 I test my ankle again, pressing weight against it in increasing increments until it reaches 

its pain threshold again. I hear the familiar release of steam as it hits the ground from the 

airship’s engine, and I watch as the airship passes by the end of the street. My chest tightens, and 

my lips part. I might protest, but there’s no one to hear me. Instead, I wipe my eyes and look 

back at the robot.  

I only have a few minutes left to reach Tianen, and that’s impossible. But the robot is 

more valuable than punctuality and any quota she might want me to fill. It could buy me her 

protection, food, and shelter for a few months, maybe even half a year, and that would just be 

from its worth in parts. 

 It stands a little taller than my head, and it might reach just below my hips once I stand. I 

scoot forward and reach out hesitantly. I pause, my fingertips a few centimeters away from the 

robot’s chest, but it remains still. The muscles in my brow tense, and I close the distance. My 

fingers are met with the cozy heat of a well-functioning machine. It doesn’t react to my touch. I 

try to pry the front panel off the robot’s chest, but I can’t even find the seam between the front 

panel and the back. The robot looks like a children’s toy, with smooth, rounded edges that 

wouldn’t harm an inquisitive hand. Nothing mars the robot’s body or head. No stamp for an 



inventor or guild is pressed into its surface, not even a seal for an inventor’s family. No grounds 

for refuting my claim to it. 

 It will buy me far more than a few months. Its novelty is worth at least half a year, and 

depending on what it can do, I can bargain for more. I push myself onto my knees, steeling 

myself for the pain. It does nothing to reduce it once I stand, but it settles into something familiar, 

almost manageable if I don’t think about it. I pick up the robot and tuck it under my right arm, 

then take my first steps. 

 At the end of the alley, I turn onto the main street and hobble to the airship dock, 

grabbing the sign for support. By the time the next ship comes, the district will have awoken, and 

people will be on their way to work. People who could recognize the robot or make a claim of 

ownership. The robot’s blank surface ensures nothing for them if they try, but it doesn’t 

guarantee anything for me either. Most of the inventors in District 三 are guildless as well, so the 

magistrate would likely throw out the case. But I can’t afford the delay, or the risk. I’m already 

on the watch-list for breaking curfew. Another infraction could move my name to the blacklist, 

and I’m not worth enough to Tianen for her to intervene. 

 “You, girl.” 

 My stomach clenches, and the remnant of my porridge from breakfast threaten to escape. 

A boy with a long trench coat approaches me, and my grip tightens on the robot as he demands, 

“What ships stop here?” 

 He slows a few feet away, and I realize upon closer inspection that he’s a man, not a boy, 

but it makes little difference. His coat is stained, but the crisp, gold-embroidered shirt collar 

underneath betrays wealth greater than anything that could have come out of this district. Even if 



a pickpocket hasn’t already seen him, he’s sure to arrive at his destination a few coins short of 

where he started. 

 “Well?” he prompts. 

 “This is a stop on almost every interdistrict ship route.” 

 He purses his lips, and the tendons in his neck become visible as he takes in a deep breath. 

He begins to cough, but each attempt to draw another breath only aggravates his fit. I resist a 

smirk. Finally, he spits out, “The imperial district. When does the next ship come that goes to the 

imperial district?” 

 “I wouldn’t know,” I say, and he scoffs. 

 “Typical. You’re probably some apprentice sent to do your master’s work.” 

 “What would you know about inventors?” I retort. 

 “I happen to know a wealth of inventors,” he says, resting his hand on his breast as 

though expecting to find a contraption in his pocket that would prove his credentials. Instead, he 

discovers that his coat has been hanging open, and he pulls it closed over his collar. “Not that 

you would recognize any of their names, but I assure you, they are quite at the top of their trades.” 

 “Aiya, if you’re going to lie, at least know what you’re talking about,” I snap before 

biting the inside of my lip.  

 His mouth falls open, and his eyebrows draw together as though he’s never had anyone 

disagree with him. “I could have you reported for such disrespect.” 

 My eyes narrow, and I stand a little taller. Before I can respond, the hiss of an airship’s 

approach turns both our heads. A medium length ship sails around the corner, hovering over the 

street, its red-finned sails flapping. Panels of bronze carved to look like fish scales and beaten 

until they shine cover the sides of the ship. Circular red umbrellas with veins of pulsing, glowing 



gold decorate the exposed upper deck of the ship and offer sun protection for the bureaucrats 

sitting there. Not that they need it, with the low-hanging clouds of smoke and smog, but none of 

them seem bothered by the pollution. Small pipes protrude from the skeletons of each umbrella, 

cycling the outside air around the ship in and pumping clean air out for the bureaucrats’ lungs. I 

look up at the ship’s route number etched into the hull: 八十八, to the imperial district. 

 The man sticks his arm out to hail the ship. It slows, releasing a low groan as it stops. 

Several of the bronze panels near its hull slide open, and a ramp descends. The ends click into 

the slots on the street in front of me, and the ship stills. The man pushes past me, and I smirk. 

The man is probably a low-level bureaucrat, just important enough to investigate some claim in 

District 三, but not important enough to talk his way out after curfew. 

 He stops at the top of the ramp and pulls several coins out of his pocket for the conductor, 

and a realization emerges in my mind. I don’t know when the next ship will come. The sun has 

already risen, and I’ll have to hide until another bus going to District 五 arrives. I’m unfamiliar 

with this part of the district, but I might be able to manage. 

 The gold-collared man disappears through the door, and the conductor says, “Last call.” 

 I look up at them and frown. I’ve never ridden the 八十八, but if it goes to the imperial 

district, it will pass through District 五. I take a few limping steps forward, and the conductor’s 

neutral expression shifts into one of displeasure when they see me. 

 “Are you sure you have the right ship?” 

 Annoyance flickers across my mind, but the pain from my ankle keeps it at bay. I nod 

and continue up the ramp, the incline even more painful than the flat streets. 



 “Hurry up, then, girl. We haven’t got all day. Some people have real jobs to get to.” The 

conductor ushers me through the doorway. Behind me, the ramp detaches from the street and 

retracts into the ship. The panel slides closed, and I face the conductor.  

 “Fare?” they ask, holding out a gloved hand. I stare at the clean white fabric, entranced 

by its brightness despite the dim light of the hall. No one bought or sold white cloth in District 三. 

There was little point, if it would get covered with grease and soot stains in a matter of days. The 

conductor bends their fingers, motioning for me to hand over the coins. My eyes widen at the 

soft roundness to their joints and fingertips. I look up at the conductor. 

 “You’re a human,” I say, the word feeling incorrect as it escapes my throat. 

 “Of course. Automaton conductors are only used for buses servicing the lower districts. 

Now, fare.” 

 Blinking, I collect myself. “How much?” 

 The conductor’s lips purse together into a balanced, practiced smile. “Six bronze pieces.” 

 “But it’s only two on the 三十一,” I protest. 

 “Passage to the upper districts is an extra fare.” The conductor pulls out a brown leather 

notepad from the inside pocket of their jacket. “If you can’t pay the fare, I’m afraid I’m going to 

have to ask you to get off at the next stop, and your name will be added to the list of—” 

 “Fine.” I open the leather bag at my hip and press the metal lock. But the movement 

irritates my wrist, and the lock keeps slipping out of my grasp. I set the robot down at my feet 

and grab the lock with my good hand, turning it several degrees left and then right. It clicks open, 

and I pull out a coin pouch. I shake seven bronze pieces and a gear that I’ve saved for passage 

back home. I hand the fare to the conductor, making sure to drag the side of my hand against the 



palm of their glove. A dark brown oil stain remains as I put the remaining coin and gear back in 

my bag, and I stare at the conductor in silence as I reset the lock. 

 They glance down at their soiled glove and through gritted teeth say, “Please take a seat.” 

 I reach down for the robot, but it’s gone. My breath catches in my throat, but this time it’s 

not from the smog. 

 “The captain cannot start the ship until all passengers are seated,” the conductor says, 

exasperation seeping through their smile. “Out of courtesy to the other passengers, you must take 

a seat.” 

 I pause to glare at them before skirting past them. I hurry up the three steps to the main 

floor of the ship, but I stop in the doorway. Polished wooden tables protrude from the walls, 

reflecting gold and red lamps attached to the walls above each one. Benches made of the same 

dark-stained wood line each table, with men and women in silk robes of vibrant blues, purples, 

and silvers spread out only one or two to a table. Several have cups of tea set before them, and 

most are reading pamphlets or newsletters bearing the imperial seal. Many of the hands that hold 

those papers bear delicate gold rings with jewels I’ve never seen before, and several have fine 

strips of metal braided around the base of their fingers and down the backs of their hands to their 

wrists. 

 My fingers touch the fringe of my sleeveless wool tunic. The thin pattern of bronze 

thread that had once been embroidered onto the shoulders had worn off the same year I’d gotten 

it, and it had been four years since. It had fit me well that first year, but my parents miscalculated. 

I continued growing after fifteen, and now the fabric’s tight around my chest, and the holes for 

my arms leave indents in the skin under my armpits and prevent me from raising my arms too 

high. 



 The conductor clears their throat behind me, and I remember my purpose. I walk down 

the aisle, unused to the space I have on each side. I resist the temptation to spread my arms and 

run my fingers along the rounded edges of the tables. My limp makes the slight echo of my 

footsteps uneven, but the pain is tempered. None of the passengers look up, but the muscles in 

my back tense, sensing their eyes on me once I pass. The robot is nowhere to be seen, and I 

almost reach the back of the ship when I spot its flat, metal head sticking out from the top of one 

of the benches. I quicken my pace, but it only exacerbates my limp, and before I can reach the 

table, I hear the gold-collared man’s voice to my right. 

 “What are you doing here?” he hisses. “This ship is going to the imperial district.” 

 “I read the hull, thanks,” I say, barely glancing back at him. I try to keep walking, but he 

stands and says, “There’s no legitimate reason for you to be going to the imperial district. I can 

report you for traveling under false pretenses. You wouldn’t want another citation for your 

district, would you?” 

 “You can’t do that,” I protest. He could, and I wouldn’t be able to refute the word of a 

bureaucrat, but I won’t give him the satisfaction of saying that. “I paid the fare, just like 

everyone else.” 

 “Do you have the necessary paperwork and identification for inter-district travel?” 

 My hand moves to the bag at my waist, but before I can pull out my forged papers, a 

woman sitting at the next table says, “Leave her alone.” 

 We both turn to look at her. The woman is sipping a cup of tea as she holds a thin, 

paperbound book. She wears a red silk robe that cinches around her waist with a gold thread belt. 

Her black hair is tied up in an intricate braided bun with a few curled strands resting against her 

pale collarbones. A green jade pendant on a red ribbon embroidered with gold rests just above 



the bodice of the dress. The woman looks up at me, and I wonder if the flecks of gold light I see 

in her eyes are figments of my imagination. She asks, “Is he bothering you?” 

 I nod, but the gold-collared man interjects, “This girl is in violation—” 

 “Of what? I’ve seen no wrong done.” 

 “But she—” 

 “I saw no wrong done.” The woman sets down her tea and raises her chin, as if waiting 

for a protest she knows will never come. The gold-collared man lowers his eyes and turns back 

in his seat, clearing his throat as he begins to search for something in his pocket. I back away 

from the table, but the woman turns her attention to me, offering a coquettish smile. “Wait. 

Come here.” 

 Although there’s no one else for her to address, I look to both sides to ensure that she 

means me. I take a few small steps forward and use the back of the bench as support, leaning on 

my good leg. 

 “Is this your robot?” the woman asks. 

 I nod, unsure of how to address the woman. She doesn’t have the tired eyes or ink-stained 

fingers of a bureaucrat, but where she stands in the ranks of nobility is indiscernible to my eyes. 

 “Ah, an inventor. How novel. Sit.” The woman closes her book and tucks it into her 

sleeve. She nods towards the opposite bench expectantly, and I slide into the seat next to the 

robot. The cushions are velvet and plush, and I sink an inch or two without hitting the wooden 

bottom. 

 Her eyes are fixed on me. I tuck a few loose strands of hair behind my ears and brush my 

hands off on my pants so that I don’t get the woman dirty by accident. She could be my age, but 

I’m not sure if ages translate the same way. I’ve never seen what twenty looks like in the 



imperial district, but her feature are precise and preserved in her prime, with no wear or damage. 

Perhaps I might look like that, had our roles been reversed. Before I can linger on the thought, 

she notes, “You are guildless.” 

 The woman’s voice is like gold, rich with the promise of being malleable under pressure. 

I look down at the right breast of my tunic, where a guild’s insignia should be covering the 

thinning fabric. My cheeks warm. There’s no way she could know if I lie, but for once, I don’t 

feel I need to. Still, I can’t bring myself to fully look at the woman as I say, “I couldn’t attend the 

Academy, so none of the guild masters would take me.” 

 “Ah, so you’re from District 三? I’ve heard rumors about the rogue inventors there, but I 

never thought I’d meet one, much less have one of their inventions choose to sit with me. What 

good fortune that you got on the ship today. Is it true that the magistrate enacted a curfew?” 

 I nod. 

 “Fascinating.” The woman sips her tea, leaving the soft impression of her lips on the rim 

of the cup. The red is dark against the white and blue porcelain, and the shade matches her robes. 

She sets the cup down, and my eyes widen as I notice the gold contraptions on her fingers and 

hands that disappear up her sleeves. The soft metal lays over her skin in patterns of gears and 

chains that wrap around her knuckles and joints. They move with her body, curling fingers 

setting off a reaction of turning fears that never jam. 

 “Your skin,” is all I can manage, and the woman smiles. 

 “I’m so glad you noticed! I just had it done a few days ago. The artist designed it 

especially for me.” The woman leans in with a conspiratorial grin, and my chest tightens despite 

being on the inside this time. “The others at the palace are already scrambling to imitate it, but 

the artist who did mine refuses to give away her secrets.” 



 I nod as though I understand, and the woman leans back in her seat. 

 “So this robot,” she says, her eyes shifting to my right. The robot sits silently. “How did 

you come up with such a strange design? It shuns the marriage of form and function—not a 

single gear to be seen—it’s so disgustingly artful.” 

 


