
Cinder by Marissa Meyer. Book One They took away her beautiful clothes, dressed her in an old gray smock, and gave her wooden shoes. Chapter One The screw through Cinder’s ankle had rusted, the engraved cross marks worn to a mangled circle. Her knuckles ached from forcing the screwdriver into th
e joint as she struggled to loosen the screw one gritting twist after another. By the time it was extracted far enough for her to wrench free with her prosthetic steel hand, the hairline threads had been stripped clean. Tossing the screwdriver onto the table, Cinder gripped her heel and yanked the foot from its 
socket. A spark singed her fingertips and she jerked away, leaving the foot to dangle from a mess of red and yellow wires. She slumped back with a relieved groan. A sense of release hovered at the end of those wires—freedom. Having loathed the too-small foot for four years, she swore to never put the pie
ce of junk back on again. She just hoped Iko would be back soon with its replacement. Cinder was the only full-service mechanic at New Beijing’s weekly market. Without a sign, her booth hinted at her trade only by the shelves of stock android parts that crowded the walls. It was squeezed into a shady cov
e between a used netscreen dealer and a silk merchant, both of whom frequently complained about the tangy smell of metal and grease that came from Cinder’s booth, even though it was usually disguised by the aroma of honey buns from the bakery across the square. Cinder knew they really just didn’t lik
e being next to her. A stained tablecloth divided Cinder from browsers as they shuffled past. Shoppers and hawkers, children and noise. Men bargaining with robotic shopkeepers, trying to talk the computer down from its desired profit margin. The hum of ID scanners and monotone voice receipts as mone
y changed accounts. The netscreens that covered every building and filled the air with the chatter of advertisements, news reports, gossip. Cinder’s auditory interface dulled the noise into a static thrumming, but today one melody lingered above the rest that she couldn’t drown out. A ring of children were s
tanding just outside her booth, trilling—“ashes, ashes, they all fall down”—and then laughing hysterically as they collapsed to the pavement. A smile tugged at Cinder’s lips. Not so much at the nursery rhyme, a phantom song about pestilence and death that had regained popularity in the past decade. The 
song itself made her squeamish. But she did love the glares from passersby as the giggling children fell over in their paths. The inconvenience of having to swarm around the writhing bodies stirred grumbles from the shoppers, and Cinder adored the children for it. “Sunto! Sunto!” Cinder’s pride wilted. Sh
e spotted Chang Sacha, the baker, pushing through the crowd in her flour-coated apron. “Sunto, come here! I told you not to play so close to—” Sacha met Cinder’s gaze, knotted her lips, then grabbed her son by the arm and spun away. The boy whined, dragging his feet as Sacha ordered him to stay close
r to their booth. Cinder wrinkled her nose at the baker’s retreating back. The remaining children fled into the crowd, taking their bright laughter with them. “It’s not like wires are contagious,” she muttered. With a spine-popping stretch, Cinder pulled her dirty fingers through her hair, combing it up into a me
ssy tail, then grabbed her blackened work gloves. She covered her steel hand first. Her right palm began to sweat immediately inside the thick material, but she felt more comfortable with the gloves on, hiding the plating of her left hand. She stretched her fingers wide, working out the cramp that had formed
 at the fleshy base of her thumb from clenching the screwdriver, and squinted again into the city square. She spotted plenty of stocky white androids in the din, but none of them Iko. Sighing, Cinder bent over the toolbox beneath the worktable. After digging through the jumbled mess of screwdrivers and wr
enches, she emerged with the fuse puller that had been long buried at the bottom. One by one, she disconnected the wires that still linked her foot and ankle, each spurting a tiny spark. She couldn’t feel them through the gloves, but her retina display helpfully informed her with blinking green text that she w
as losing connection to the limb. With a yank of the last wire, her foot clattered to the concrete. The difference was instant. For once in her life, she felt . . . weightless. She made room for the discarded foot on the table, setting it up like a shrine amid the wrenches and lug nuts, before hunkering over her ank
le again and cleaning the grime from the socket with an old rag. THUD. Cinder jerked, her head smacking the underside of the table. She shoved back from the desk, her scowl landing first on a lifeless android that sat squat on her worktable, and then on the man behind it. She was met with startled copper-
brown eyes and black hair that hung past his ears and lips that every girl in the country had admired a thousand times. Her scowl vanished. His own surprise was short-lived, melting into an apology. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t realize anyone was back there.” Cinder barely heard him above the blankness i
n her mind. With her heartbeat gathering speed, her retina display scanned his features, so familiar from years spent watching him on the netscreens. He seemed taller in real life and a gray hooded sweatshirt was like none of the fine clothes he usually made appearances in, but still it took only 2.6 seconds 
for Cinder’s scanner to measure the points of his face and link his image to the net database. Another second and the display informed her of what she already knew; details scribbled across the bottom of her vision in a stream of green text. Prince Kaito, Crown Prince of the Eastern Commonwealth ID #008
2719057 Born 7 April 108 T.E. ff 88,987 media hits, reverse chron Posted 20 Aug 126 T.E.: A press meeting is to be hosted by Crown Prince Kai on 21 Aug to discuss the ongoing Letumosis research and possible leads for an anti— Cinder launched up from her chair, nearly toppling over when she forgot abo
ut her missing limb. Steadying herself with both hands on the table, she managed an awkward bow. The retina display sank out of sight. “Your Highness,” she stammered, head lowered, glad that he couldn’t see her empty ankle behind the tablecloth. The prince flinched and cast a glance over each shoulde
r before hunching toward her. “Maybe, um . . .” He pulled his fingers across his lips. “. . . on the Highness stuff?” Wide-eyed, Cinder forced a shaky nod. “Right. Of course. How—can I—are you—” She swallowed, the words sticking like bean paste to her tongue. “I’m looking for a Linh Cinder,” said the princ
e. “Is he around?” Cinder dared to lift one stabilizing hand from the table, using it to tug the hem of her glove higher on her wrist. Staring at the prince’s chest, she stammered, “I-I’m Linh Cinder.” Her eyes followed his hand as he planted it on top of the android’s bulbous head. “You’re Linh Cinder?” “Yes, 
Your Highne—” She bit down on her lip. “The mechanic?” She nodded. “How can I help you?” Instead of answering, the prince bent down, craning his neck so that she had no choice but to meet his eyes, and dashed a grin at her. Her heart winced. The prince straightened, forcing her gaze to follow him. “Y
ou’re not quite what I was expecting.” “Well you’re hardly—what I—um.” Unable to hold his gaze, Cinder reached for the android and pulled it to her side of the table. “What seems to be wrong with the android, Your Highness?” The android looked like it had just stepped off the conveyer belt, but Cinder cou
ld tell from the mock-feminine shape that it was an outdated model. The design was sleek, though, with a spherical head atop a pear-shaped body and a glossy white finish. “I can’t get her to turn on,” said Prince Kai, watching as Cinder examined the robot. “She was working fine one day, and the next, noth
ing.” Cinder turned the android around so its sensor light faced the prince. She was glad to have routine tasks for her hands and routine questions for her mouth—something to focus on so she wouldn’t get flustered and lose control of the netlink again. “Have you had problems with her before?” “No. She 
gets a monthly check-up from the royal mechanics and this is the first real problem she’s ever had.” Leaning forward, Prince Kai picked up Cinder’s small metal foot from the worktable, turning it curiously over in his palms. Cinder tensed, watching as he peered into the wire-filled cavi
ty, fiddled with the flexible joints of the toes. He used the too-long sleeve of his sweatshirt to polish off a smudge. “Aren’t you hot?” Cinder said, instantly regretting the question when his attention returned to her. For the briefest moment, the prince almost l
ooked embarrassed. “Dying,” he said, “but I’m trying to be inconspicuous.” Cinder considered telling him it wasn’t w orking, but thought better of it. The lack of a throng of screaming girls surrounding her booth was probably evidence that
 it was working better than she suspected. Instead of looking like a royal heartthrob, he just looked crazy. Clea ring her throat, Cinder refocused on the android. She found the nearly invisible latch and opened its back panel. “
Why aren’t the royal mechanics fixing her?” “They tried, but couldn’t figure it out. Someone suggested I  bring her to you.” He set the foot down and turned his attention to the shelves of old and battered parts—pa
rts for androids, hovers, netscreens, portscreens. Parts for cyborgs. “They say you’re the best me c hanic in New Beijing. I was expecting an old man.” “Do they?” she murmured. He wasn’t the first to voi
ce surprise. Most of her customers couldn’t fathom how a teenage girl could be the best mech ani c  in the city, and she never broadcasted the reason for her talent. The fewer people who knew she 
was cyborg, the better. She was sure she’d go mad if all the market shopkeepers looked a t h er with the same disdain as Chang-jie did. She nudged some of the android’s wires aside with he
r pinkie. “Sometimes they just get worn out. Maybe it’s time to upgrade.” “I’m afraid I c an’t  do  that. She contains top-secret information. It’s a matter of national security that I retrieve it
 . . . before anyone else does.” Fingers stalling, Cinder glanced up at him. He held her  ga ze  a full  three seconds before his lips twitched. “I’m just joking. Nainsi was my first android. It’
s sentimental.” An orange light flickered in the corner of Cinder’s vision. Her op tob ioni cs  had  pic ked up on something, though she didn’t know what—an extra swallow, a too-quick blink
, a clenching of the prince’s jaw. She was used to the little orange light. It cam e up  all the tim e. I t meant th at s omeone was lying. “National security,” she said. “Funny.” The prince listed his h
ead, as if challenging her to contradict him. A strand of black hair fell into  hi s e yes. Ci nd er lo oke d awa y. “Tutor8.6 model,” she said, reading the faintly lit panel inside the plastic cr
anium. The android was nearly twenty years old. Ancient for an android. “ S h e lo ok s to be in p ris tine cond iti on.” Raising her fist, she thunked the android hard on the side of its head, 
barely catching it before it toppled over onto the table. The prince s tarte d.  Ci nde r set the a ndr oid  ba ck o n it s treads and jabbed the power button, but nothing happened. “You’d be
 surprised how often that works.” The prince let out a single, awkwar d chuck le.  “Are y ou s ure  you ’re Linh Cinder? The mechanic?” “Cinder! I’ve got it!” Iko wheeled out of
 the crowd and up to the worktable, her blue sensor flashing. Lif ting one pronged han d, s he sl am me d a  b ra nd new steel-plated foot onto the desk, in the shadow of the prince’
s android. “It’s a huge improvement over the old one, only lightly used, a nd the wi rin g l oo ks  com p ati ble  as-is. Plus I was able to get the dealer down to just 600 univs.” 
Panic jolted through Cinder. Still balancing on her human leg, sh e sn atc hed the  fo ot  off  th e t able and dropped it behind her. “Good work, Iko. Nguyen-dàsh
i will be delighted to have a replacement foot for his compani on. ” Iko’s sen so r d immed. “Nguyen-dàshi? I don’t compute.” Smiling through l
ocked teeth, Cinder gestured at the prince. “Iko, please pay your respec ts t o our  customer. His Imperial Highness.” Iko  craned her head, aiming the round sensor up at the princ
e, who towered more than three feet above her. The light fla red as her scan ner re co gn iz e d him . “Prince Kai,” she said, her metallic voice rising an octav e. “You are even more handsome in person.” Cinder’s st
omach twisted in embarrassment, even as the prince la ughed. “Th at’s enough,  Ik o.  G et in the  boot h .” Iko obeyed, pushing aside the tablecloth and ducking under the tab le. “You don’t see a personality like that every day,” sa
id Prince Kai, leaning against the booth’s doorframe a s if he brou ght androids  to  the ma rket all t he  ti me. “Did you program her yourself?” “Believe it or not, she came that way. I sus pect a programming error, which is probably why my
 stepmother got her so cheap.” “I do not have a p ro grammin g error!” s ai d I ko fro m b e hin d her. Cinder met the prince’s gaze, was caught momentarily dazzled by another easy lau gh, and ducked her head back behind his android. 
“So what do you think?” he asked. “I’ll need to  run he r diagno stics.  It  w ill  ta ke  me a few days, maybe a week.” Tucking a strand of hair behind one ear, Cinder sat down, gratef ul to give her leg a break while she examined the 
android’s innards. She knew she must be bre aking  some  rule of etiq ue tt e, bu t the prince didn’t seem to mind as he tipped forward, watching her hands. “Do you need payment up fro nt?” He held his left wrist toward her, embedded
 with his ID chip, but Cinder waved a glo ve d han d at him. “N o, th an k y ou . It will be my honor.” Prince Kai looked about to refute, but then let his hand fall. “I don’t suppose there’s any h ope of having her done before the festival?” Ci
nder shut the android’s panel. “I don’t t hink that will be a p r o blem. But without knowing what’s wrong with her—” “I know, I know.” He rocked back on his heels. “Just wishful thin king.” “How will I contact you when she’s rea
dy?” “Send a comm to the palace. Or will you be here  ag ai n n ext weekend? I could stop by then.” “Oh yes!” said Iko from the back of the booth. “We’re here every market day. You shoul d come by again. That would be lovely.” Cin
der flinched. “You don’t need to—” “It’ll b e m y pleasure.” He dipped his head in polite farewell, simultaneously pulling the edges of the hood further over his face. Cinder returne d the nod, knowing she should have stood
 and bowed, but not daring to test her  bal ance a second  ti m e. She waited until his shadow had disappeared from the tabletop before surveying the square. The prince’s presence among the harri ed crowd seemed to have gone unnotice
d. Cinder let her muscles relax. Iko ro lled t o her side, cla sp ing her metal grippers over her chest. “Prince Kai! Check my fan, I think I’m overheating.” Cinder bent over and picked up her replacement  foot, dusting it off on her cargo pants. 
She checked the plating, glad that sh e had n’t dented it. “C an you imagine Peony’s expression when she hears about this?” said Iko. “I can imagine a lot of high-pitched squealing.” Cinder allowed  one more wary scan of the crowd befo
re the first tickle of giddiness stirred i nsid e her. She co uldn’t wait to tell Peony. The prince himself! An abrupt laugh escaped  he r. It was uncanny. It was unbelievable. It was— “Oh, dea r.” Cinder’s smile fell. “What?” Iko po
inted at her forehead with a pronged fing er . “Y ou h ave a grea se splotch.” Cinder jerked back and scrubbed at her brow. “You’re  kidding.” “I’m sure he hardly noticed.” Cinder dropped  her hand. “What does it matter? Co
me on, help me put this on before any other r oyalty stops by.” She propped her ankle on the opposite knee and began  connecting the color-coordinated wires, wondering if th e prince had been fooled. “Fits like 
a glove, doesn’t it?” Iko said, holding  a handf ul o f screws while Cinder twisted them into the predrilled holes. “It’s v ery nice, Iko, thank you. I just hope Adri doesn’t notice . She’d murder me if she knew I’d 
spent 600 univs on a foot.” She  t ig htened the  last screw and stretched out her leg, rolling her ankle forw ard, back, wiggling the toes. It was a little stiff, and th e nerve sensors would need a few
 days to harmonize with the updated  wiring, b ut at least she wouldn’t have to limp around off-kilter anymo re. “It’s perfect,” she said, pulling on her boot. She sp otted her old foot held in Iko’s pi
ncers. “You can throw that  piec e o f jun k awa—” A scream filled Cinder’s ears. She flinched, the sou nd peeking in her audio interface, and turned toward t he sound. The market silenced. 
The children, who had sw itc hed t o a game of hi de-and-seek among the clustered booths, crept from their hi d ing spots. The scream had come from the baker, Chan g Sacha. Baffled, Cinder stood 
and climbed on top of h er cha ir to peer over the crowd. S he spotted Sacha in her booth, behind the glass case of sweet  br ea ds and pork buns, gawking at her outstretched hands. Cinder clamped a hand over h
er nose at the same mo ment real ization skitt ered through the rest of the square. “The plague!” someone yelled . “ Sh e has the plague!” The street filled with panic. Mothers scooped up their children, ma
sking their faces with d esperat e han ds as they scrambled to get away from Sacha’s booth. Shopkeepers sla m med  shut their rolling doors. Sunto screamed, rushing towar d his mother, but she held he
r hands out to him. No, no, st a y back . A n eighboring shopkeeper grabbed the boy, tucking the child under his ar m a s he ran. Sacha yelled something after him, but the words were lost in the uproar. Cind
er’s stomach churned. They  c ouldn’t run  o r Iko  would be trampled in the chaos. Biting the inside of her cheek, she re a c hed for the cord at the booth’s corner and yanked the metal door do wn its rail. Darkness cloake
d them, but for a single sha r d  of da ylight alon g the  g rou nd. The heat rose up from the concrete floor, stifling in the crampe d  space. “Cinder?” said Iko, worry in her robotic voice. She brightened h er sensor, washing the boo
th in blue light. “Don’t wo rr y,” Cinder  sai d, ho pping do w n fro m the chair and grabbing the grease-covered rag from the table. T he  screams were already fading, transforming the booth into its own empt y universe. “She’s all the 
way across the square. W e’re fine he re. ” Bu t she slipp e d ba ck toward the wall of shelves anyway, crouched down and cove red  her nose and mouth with the rag. There they waited, Cinder breathing a s shallowly as possible, u
ntil they heard the siren s of t he emerg en cy hover co me  a nd t ake Sacha away. Chapter Two The emergency sirens hadn’t fade d be f ore the hum of another engine rumbled into the square. The market’s silen ce was split by feet thum
ping on the pavement a nd then  som eone spittin g co mmands. Someone else’s guttural response. Slinging her me sseng e r bag across her back, Cinder crept across the dusty floor of her booth and p ushed past the tablecloth
 that draped her work  d esk. She sli pped  her fin gers into t h e gap of light beneath the door and inched it open. Pressing her  cheek  to t he warm, gritty pavement, she was able to make out three sets of yellow boots a cross the square, in fron
t of the baker’s booth . An emergen cy crew .  She pe eled the do o r open farther and watched the men—all wearing gas masks— as they d o us ed the interior of the booth with liquid from a yel lo w can. Even across the squ are, Cinder wrinkled her 
nose at the stench. “ W hat’s ha ppening? ” Iko aske d from b e hind her. “They’re going to burn Chang- jie’s booth.” Cinder’s  eyes swep t al ong th e square, noting the pristine white hover planted  near the corner. Other than t he three men, the squar
e was abandoned. R ol ling ont o her back,  Cinder pe ered u p into Iko’s sensor, still glowing faintly in the dark. “We’ll leav e when th e f lames start, when they’re distracted.” “Are we in troubl e?” “No. I just can’t be bother ed with a trip to the qua
rantines today.” On e of the men  spouted a n order, fol lowed by s huffling feet. Cinder turned her head and squinted through the gap. A fla me  was thrown into the booth. The smell of gasoline was so on met with that of burned toa st. The men stood back,
 their uniforms silho uetted agai nst the gro wing flame s. Reachin g up, Cinder grabbed Prince Kai’s android around its neck and pulled it d o wn beside her. Tucking it under one arm, she slid the door open enough to crawl thr ough, keeping her eyes
 on the men’s backs . Iko follow ed, scootin g against th e next boo t h as Cinder lowered the door. They darted along the storefronts—most lef t wide open in the mass exodus—and tu rned i nto the first skinny alley betwee n shops. Black smoke 
blotted the sky abov e  th em . Seconds later, a hoar d of n e ws hovers buzzed over the buildings on their way to the market square.  C i n der slowed when they’d put enough dist ance between them and the mar ket, emerging from the 
maze of alleys. The s un had pas sed overhead and wa s descen d ing behind the skyscrapers to the west. The air sweated with August h e a t,  but an occasional warm breeze wa s f unneled between the buildings, picking up whirlwinds 
of garbage from the g utters. Four blocks from the m arket, signs  of life appeared again on the streets—pedestrians pooling on the side wal ks and gossiping about the plague o utbreak at the market. Netscreens  implanted into buildin
g walls showed live fe e ds of fire an d smoke in downtown N ew Beijing and panicked headlines in which the toll of infected patron s m oun t ed by the second—even though o nly one person had been confirme d sick so far as Cinder 
could tell. “All those s t icky b uns,” Ik o said as they  passed a zoomed-in shot of the blackened booth. Cinder bit the inside c or n er o f her cheek. Neither of them had e v er sampled the acclaimed sweets of  the market bakery. Iko
 didn’t have taste buds,  a nd Change-ji e didn’ t serve cy bor g s. Towering offices and shopping centers gradually melded with a mess y  a ss o rtment of apartment buildings,  b ui lt so close that they became an unen ding stretch of glass a
nd concrete. Apartments  in this cor ner of th e city had o n ce been spacious and desirable, but had been so subdivided and remod el e d  over time—always trying to c ra m  more people into the same square-foo tage—that the building
s had become labyrinths o f corridor s and sta irwells. B u t all the crowded ugliness was briefly forgotten as Cinder turned the corn er  o nto her own street. For half a step, New Beijing Palace could be glimpsed b etween complexes, spr
awling and serene on  the c liff t hat overlo oked t he city. The palace’s pointed gold roofs sparkled orange beneath the sun,  t h e windows glinting the light  b ack at the city. The ornate gables, the tiere d pavilions that teetere
d dangerously clos e to t h e cliff’s led g e, th e rounded temples stretching to the heavens. Cinder paused longe r th an usual to look up at it, t hinking about someone who lived beyond thos e walls, who was up th
ere perhaps this ve ry sec o n d . Not  that she hadn’t known the prince lived there every time she’d se e n the palace before, but to day she felt a connection she’d never had b efore, and with it came 
an almost smug de light. She  had m et the prince. He had come to her booth. He knew her name. Su c king in a breath of humi d air, Cinder forced herself to turn away, fee ling childish. She was 
going to start soun ding like Peon y. She shifte d the royal android to her other arm as she and Iko ducked be n eath the ove r hang of the Phoenix Tower apartments. She f lashed her freed wrist a
t the ID scanner on  the wall and heard the clunking of t he lock. Iko used her arm extensions to clop down the stairs  a s th ey d escended into the basement, a dim maze of storage spaces caged with 
chicken-wire. As a wa ve of mu sty air ble w up  to meet them, the android turned on her floodlight, dispers ing the shad ow s from the sparse halogens. It was a familiar path from the stairwell to st
orage space #18-20—t he cramp ed, a lways chilly cell that Adri allowed Cinder to use for her wor k. Cin der cle are d a space for the android among the worktable’s clutter and set her messe
nger bag on the floor . S h e sw app ed her heavy work gloves for less-grungy cotton on es  b efore l ocking up the storage room. “If Adri asks,” she said as they made their way to the elev
ators, “our booth is n ow he re near the baker’s.” Iko’s light flickered. “Duly n ote d.” The y were al one  in the elevator. It wasn’t until they stepped out onto the eighteenth floor that t
he apartment became a  crawling hive—children chasing each other down the corridors, b oth domestic and stray cats creeping tight against the walls, the ever-constant bl
ur of netscreen chatter s pilling from the doorways. Cinder adjuste d the whit e-noise ou tput from her brain interface as she dodged the children on her way to the apartmen
t. The door was wide open, m ak ing Cinder pause and check the number be fore enterin g. She hear d Adri’s stiff voice from the living room. “Lower neckline for Peony. She looks like an old
 woman.” Cinder peered  aroun d the c or ner. Adri was standing with one ha nd on the man tel of the hol ographic fireplace, the other clutching her waist. She was wearing a satin bathrobe embroidered w
ith chrysanthemums an d h a d covered her face in powder tha t made her tan s kin appear pale and translucent. She looked like she’d been planning to go somewhere, although she rarely left th
e apartment. If she noti ced C in d er loitering in the doorway, she ignored her. Th e netscreen above the heatless flames was showing footage from the market. The baker’s booth had been reduce
d to rubble and the skel eto n  of  a portable oven. In the cente r of the room, Pearl and P eony each stood swathed in satin and tulle. Peony was holding up her curly dark hair while a woman Cinder did
n’t recognize fidgeted with her d re s s’ s neckline. She caught sight of Cinder over the woma n’s shoulder and her eyes sparked, a glow bursting across her face. She gestured at the dress with a barely sil
enced squeal. Cinder gri nn ed back. H er younger stepsi ster looked angelic, her dress a ll silver and shimmering, with hints of lavender when caught in the fire’s light. “Pearl.” Adri gestured at her o
lder daughter with a twirl in g finge r and Pearl spun ar ound, displaying a row of pear l buttons down her back. Her dress matched Peony’s with its snug bodice and flouncy skirt, only it was ma
de of stardust gold. “Let’s  t ak e in  her waist some more.” Threading a pin thro ugh the hem of Peony’s neckline, the stranger started at seeing Cinder in the doorway, but quickly t
urned away. Stepping back, she remo ved a bundle o f needles from between  h er lips and tilted her head to one side. “It’s already very snug,” she said. “We want her to dance
, don’t we?” “We want her to fi nd a husba nd,” said Adri.  “No, no,” the seam s tre ss tittered even as she reached out and pinched the material around Pearl’s waist. Cinder coul
d tell Pearl was sucking in her st om ach  as much as  s h e could; she  detecte d th e edges of ribs beneath the fabric. “She is much too young for marriage.” “I’m seventeen,” Pearl 
said, glaring at the woman. “Sevent een!  Se e? A child. Now  i s  f or fun, right , girl ?” “She is too expensive for fun,” said Adri. “I expect results from this gown.” “Do not worry, 
Linh-jie. She will be lovely as mo rning dew.” Stuff ing the pins bac k into  h er mouth, the woman returned her focus to Peony’s neckline. Adri lifted her chin and finally acknowledged Ci
nder’s presence by swiping her ga ze dow n Cinder’s filthy boot s and carg o pants. “Why aren’t you at the market?” “It closed down  early today,” said Cinder, with a mean
ingful look at the netscreen, which Adri d idn’t  follow. Feignin g nonc halanc e, Cinder thrust a thumb toward the hall. “So I’ll just g o get cleaned up and then I’ll be ready f
or my dress fitting.” The seamstress pa use d.  “ Another dres s,  L inh- jie? I did not bring material for—” “Have you replaced the magbelt on the hover yet?” Cinder’s 
smile faltered. “No. Not yet.” “Well, non e  o f u s will b e going t o the bal l u nles s that gets fixed, will we?” Cinder stifled her irr itation. They’d already had this conversati
on twice in the past week. “I need mone y to  bu y a ne w ma gb el t. 8 00  univs, at least. If income from the market w asn’t deposited directly into your account, I
 would have bought one by now.” “And t r u st  yo u n o t t o s pe n d i t a l l on your frivolous toys?” Adri said toy s with a glare at Iko and a curl of her lip, eve
n though Iko technically belonged to her. “ Bes ide s, I ca n’ t af for d b ot h a m a gb elt and a new dress that you’ll only wear once. You’ll have to find some other way 
of fixing the hover, or find your own gown for t h e  b all.”  Irr itation  h ar d en e d in C in der’s gut. She might have po inted out that Pearl and Peony could have been 
given readymade dresses rather than custom  i n o rde r to budget fo r C in d er ’s as w ell. S he might have pointe d out that they would only wear their dresses one 
time too. She might have pointed out that, as she w as the  o ne do in g t he  w or k, the m oney should have bee n hers to spend as she saw fit. But all arguments w
ould come to nothing. Legally, Cinder belonged to A dri  as m u ch a s t h e ho u se hold  android, and so too did her money, her few possessions, even the ne
w foot she’d attached hours before. Adri loved to remin d h er  o f th at . S o sh e stomped the anger down before Adri could see a spark of rebellion. “I may be a
ble to offer a trade for the magbelt. I’ll check with the loc al sho p s.” Adri  sn iff ed. “ Why don’ t we  trade t hat worthless android for it?” Iko ducked behind Cinder’
s legs. “We wouldn’t get much for her,” said Cinder. “N ob od y w an ts s uch an old model.”  “No. They don’t, do they? Perhaps I will have to sell both 
of you off as spare parts.” Adri reached forward and fidg ete d with th e unfin is h ed hem  o f Pe arl’s sleeve. “I don’t care how you fix the hover, just fix it bef
ore the ball, and cheaply. I don’t need that pile of junk taki ng  up v al ua ble  p arking  s pac e.” Cinder tucked her hands into her back pockets. “Are you s
aying that if I fix the hover and get a dress, I can really go th is  y e a r? ” Adri’ s lips puckered slightly at the corners. “It will be a miracle if you 
can find something suitable to wear that will hide your—” Her ga ze  d ro pp ed to  Cinder’s boots. “—eccentricities. But yes. If you fix the hov
er, I suppose you can go to the ball.” Peony flashed Cinder a stu nn ed  ha lf-sm ile, while her older sister spun on their mother. “You can’t be s
erious! Her? Go with us?” Cinder pressed her shoulder into the do or fr am e, tryi ng to hide her disappointment from Peony. Pearl’s outrage w
as unnecessary. A little orange light had flickered in the corner of Cin d e r’s vis io n—Adri had not meant her promise. “Well,” she said, attempti
ng to look heartened. “I guess I’d better go find a magbelt then.” Adri flo urish ed her  arm at Cinder, her attention once again captivated by Pearl’s d
ress. A silent dismissal. Cinder cast one more look at her stepsisters’ sump tu ous gowns b efo re backing out of the room. She had barely turned toward
 the hallway when Peony squealed. “Prince Kai!” Freezing, Cinder turned back  and fac ed the netscreen. The plague alerts had been replaced with a live bro
adcast from the palace’s press room. Prince Kai was speaking to a crowd o f j o ur nalis ts—human and android.  “Volume on,” said Pearl, batting the seamstress a
way. “—research continues to be our top priority,” Prince Kai was saying, gr ippi n g  t he si d es of a podium. “Ou r research team is determined to find a vaccine for thi
s disease that has now taken one of my parents and threatens to take anoth er, a s w el l as  te ns  of thousands of o ur citizens. The circumstances are made even more 
desperate in the face of the outbreak that occurred today within the city li mits. No lon ge r c a n we cla im this disease is relegated to the poor, rural communities of our coun
try. Letumosis threatens us all, and we will find a way to stop it. Only th en can  w e be gi n to r ebuild our economy and retu rn the Eastern Commonwealth to its once prosper
ous state.” Unenthusiastic applause shifted through the crowd. Research on the p lag u e had be e n underway since t he first outbreak had occurred in a small town in the African Union
 over a dozen years ago. It seemed that very little progress had been made. Meanw hil e,  t he  di se ase had sur fac ed in h undreds of seemingly unconnected communities throughout the 
world. Hundreds of thousands of people had fallen ill, suffered, died. Even Ad ri’s h usb a nd  h a d cont r a ct e d it on a trip  to Europe— the same trip in which he’d agreed to become the
 guardian of an eleven-year-old orphaned cyborg. One of Cinder’s few memor ies  of t h e man  w as  of  h im bei n g carted aw ay to  the quar antines while Adri raved at how he could not leave 
her with this thing. On the screen, the prince’s speech was interrupted when a strang er  s te p p ed  on to t he plat f o rm and handed a ca rd to Prince Kai. The prince’s eyes clouded over. The screen 
blackened. The press room was replaced with a desk before a blue screen. A woman sa t b e hi n d  it ,  her o nl y  exp r es sion was in  whit ened knuc kles atop the desk. “We interrupt His Imperial Hig
hness’s press conference with an update on the status of His Imperial Majesty, Empe ror Rik an.  T h e  E mp e ror' s  phy sician s have just informed us that His Majesty has entered into the third stage of Le
tumosis.” Gasping, the seamstress pulled the pins from her mouth. Cinder pressed h er se lf  a ga i ns t t h e d oor  fra m e.  She  ha d not  even thought to give Kai her condolences, to wish for the Emperor’s ret
urn of health. He must think her so insensitive. So ignorant. “We are told that everyt hi n g i s bei n g d on e t o  e nsure His Imp er ial Majesty's co mfort at this time and palace officials tell us that researchers
 are working nonstop in their search for a vaccine. Volunteers are still urgently need ed  f o r ant idote tes t ing, ev en as the cyborg lo tt ery  co ntinues. “There has been much controversy regarding the 126th An
nual Peace Festival due to the Emperor’s illness, but His Imperial Highness has told  t he p re s s that the f estival w ill co ntinue as sche dule d, and that he hopes it might bring some joy in this otherwise tragic time
.” The anchor paused, hesitating, even with the prompter before her. Her face soften ed , a nd her stiff v oice  had a warbl e  when she fini sh ed, “ Long live the Emperor.” The seamstress murmured a quiet prayer. The s
creen went black again, returning to the press conference, but Prince Kai had left th e  s tag e and the a ud ience of jou r nalists was in uph ea val as they reported to their individual cameras. “I know a cyborg who could
 volunteer for plague testing,” said Pearl. “Why wait for the lottery?” Cinder leveled  a  g la re at Pearl, wh o was nearly  six inches shorter th an he r despite being a year older. “Good idea,” she said. “And then you co
uld get a job to pay for your pretty dress.” Pearl snarled. “They reimburse the volu nt ee rs’ fa milies, wirehe ad .” The “cy borg lottery”—named  as if winning it were a good thing—had been started by some royal researc
h team six months ago. Every morning a new ID number was drawn from the pool of so m any thousand cybo rgs who r e sided in the Eastern  C omm onwealth. Subjects had been carted in from provinces as far-reaching 
as Mumbai and Singapore to act as guinea pigs for the antidote testing. It was ma de o u t t o be some sort of honor, givi ng your life for the  go od o f h umanity, but it was really just a reminder that cyborgs were not li
ke everyone else. Many of them had been given a second chance at life by the gen ero u s hand of scientists, and th ere fore owed their ver y ex is tence to those who had created them. They were lucky to have lived t
his long, many thought. It’s only right that they should be the first to give up their  liv es  in a search for the cure. “We can ’t volunteer Cinde r,” said Peony, bunching her full skirt in her hands. “I need her to fix my ports
creen.” Pearl sniffed and turned away from both of them. Peony scrunched her no se  a t her sister’s bac k. “Stop bickering,” said Adri. “And Peony , you’ re wrinkling your skirt.” Cinder stepped back into the hallway as t
he seamstress returned to her work. Iko was already two steps ahead of her, eage r  to  e scape Adri’s prese n ce. Sh e appreciated Peony coming to her  de fense, of course, but she knew in the end it wouldn’t matter. Adri w
ould never volunteer her for the testing, because that would be the end of her onl y  in come, a nd Ci nder was sure her s t epmo t her had never worked a day i n h er l ife. But if the lottery chose her, no one could do anything about it. 
And it seemed that lately a disproportionate number of those chosen were from N e w B eijing and  t he  su rrounding subu rb s.  Ever y time one of the lottery’s vict im s was a teenage girl, Cinder imagined a clock ticking inside her head. C
hapter Three “You’re going to the ball!” Iko tapped her grippers together in an im it atio n of clappi ng. “W e hav e to find you a d ress , a n d shoes. I will not allow you to wea r those a wful boots. We’ll get some new gloves and—” “Could you b
ring that light over here?” Cinder said, yanking out the top drawer of her standin g tool box. She rif led thr ough  it, spare bolts and so c k et s  jangling as Iko scooted clo se r. A wash of bluish light dispersed the dimness of the storage room. “Thi
nk of the food they’ll have,” said Iko. “And the dresses. And music!” Cinder igno re d her , selecting a n assortme nt of varying tools a nd arranging them on Iko’s mag ne tic torso.  “Oh my stars! Think about Prince Kai! You could dance wit
h Prince Kai!” This made Cinder pause and squint into Iko’s blinding light. “Why w ould t he prince dan ce with m e ? ” Iko’s fan hummed as she sought an answer. “ Becau se you won’t have grease on your face this time.” Cinder fought down 
a chuckle. Android reasoning could be so simplistic. “I hate to break this to you, Ik o,” she s aid, slammi n g in the draw er and moving on t o t he next, “but I’m not go ing to the ball.” Iko’s fan stopped momentarily, started up again. “I don’t com
pute.” “For starters, I just spent my life savings on a new foot. But even if I did h av e mon e y,  w hy would I s p en d it on a d ress or shoes or glov e s ? What a waste.” “Wh at else could you have to spend it on?” “A complete set of wrenches? A toolbox 
with drawers that don’t stick?” She slammed in the second drawer with her shou ld e r to em p h asiz e her point. “A  down pay ment on my own apart ment where I won’t have to be  Adri’s servant anymore?” “Adri wouldn’t sign the release documents.” Ci
nder opened the third drawer. “I know. It would cost a lot more than a silly dress,  a n yw ay.” S h e gra b bed a ratchet  and a handful of wrenches and se t t hem on top of the toolbox. “May be I’d get skin grafting.” “Your skin is fine.” Cinder glanced at Iko from t
he corner of her eye. “Oh. You mean your cyborg parts.” Shutting the third draw er,  Cinder grab be d h er  messenger b ag fr om the work desk and shoveled the to o ls into it. “What else do you thi nk we’ll—oh, the floor jack. Where’d I put that?” “You’re being unreasona
ble,” said Iko. “Maybe you can trade for a dress, or get one on consignment. I’ve be en dying to  g o in t o  that vintage dr es s store on Sakura. You know the one I m ean?” Cinder shuffled arou nd the random tools that had collected beneath the worktable. “It doesn’t mat
ter. I’m not going.” “But it does matter. It’s the ball. And the prince!” “Iko, I’m fixi n g an a nd r oi d f or him. It’s not  li k e we’re friends now.” Mentioning the p rin ce’s android sparked a memory and a moment later Cinder pulled the floor jack out from behind its tread. “
And it doesn’t matter because Adri will never let me go.” “She said if you fixed the  hover— ” “ Ri ght . A nd after I fix th e  h over? What about Peony’s portscree n th at’s always acting up? What about—” She scanned the room and spotted a rusty android tucked away in th
e corner. “What about that old Gard7.3?” “What would Adri want with that old thi ng?  Sh e d oes n’t have a garden anymo re . She doesn’t even have a balcony.” “ I’m  just saying that she has no real intention of letting me go. As long as she can come up with things for me t
o fix, my ‘chores’ will never be done.” She shoved a couple jackstands into her ba g, te ll in g he rs elf tha t she didn’t c are. Not really. She wouldn’t fit in at a f or m al ball, anyway. Even if she did find dress gloves and slippers that could hide her metal monstrosities, her 
mousy hair would never hold a curl and she didn’t know the first thing about ma k e u p.  She  wo uld just e nd up sitting off  th e dance floor and making fun of th e gi rls who swooned to get  Prince Kai’s attention, pretending she wasn’t jealous. Pretending it didn’t bother h
er. Although, she was curious about the food. And the prince did know her now, s ort of . H e ha d been  k i nd to her at t he  m arket. Perhaps he would ask her  t o dance. Out of politeness. Out of chivalry when he saw her standing alone. The precarious fantasy crashe
d down around her as quickly as it had begun. It was impossible. Not worth thi n ki ng a bout.  She was cyborg, and s h e would never go to the ball. “I  thi nk that’s everything,” she said, masking her disappointment by adjusting the messenger bag over her sho
ulders. “You ready?” “I don’t compute,” said Iko. “If fixing the hover won’t convi nc e Adri to l et yo u go to the ball, then w h y are we going to the junkyar d ? If she wants a magbelt so bad, why doesn't she go dig through the trash to find one?” “Because ball or 
no, I do believe she would sell you off for pocket change if given a reason. Besid es,  with  them  gon e off to the ball, we’ll have the apartment to ourse lves. Doesn’t that sound nice?” “It sounds great to me!” Cinder turned to see Peony heaving herself thro
ugh the doorway. She still wore her silver ball gown, but now the hems along t he n e ck an d sleev es were finished.  A hint of lace had been add ed at her cleavage, accentuating the fact that, at fourteen, Peony had already developed curves that Cind
er couldn’t begin to hope for. If Cinder’s body had ever been predisposed to f e m ininity , it h ad  been rui ned by whatever the s urgeons had done to her, le aving her with a stick-straight figure. Too angular. Too boyish. Too awkward with her heavy artificial leg. “
I’m going to strangle Mom,” said Peony. “She’s making me loony. ‘Pearl need s to find a husband ,’ ‘My daughters are such a drain,’ ‘No o ne appreciates what I do for them,’ yap yap yap.” She wobbled her fingers in the air in mockery of her mother. “What are you doing do
wn here?” “Hiding. Oh, and to ask if you could look at my portscreen.” She pulled a handheld screen from behind her back, offering it to Cin der. Cinder took it, but her eyes we re on the bottom of Peony’s skirt, watching as the shimmering hem gathered dust bunnies around it. “You’r
e going to ruin that dress. Then Adri will really be a tyrant.” Peony stuck out her tongue, but gathered up her skirt in both fists, hiking the hem up to her knees. “So what do you think?” she said, bouncing on the balls of her bare feet. “You look wonderful.” Peony preened, wrinkling the fabric more in her fin
gers. But then her cheeriness faltered. “She should have had one made for you too. It’s not fair.” “I don’t really want to go.” Cinder shrugged. Peony’s tone had such sympathy that she didn’t bother to argue. She was usually able to ignore the jealousy she had toward her stepsisters—how Adri doted on the
m, how soft their hands were—especially when Peony was the only human friend she had. But she could not swallow the twitch of envy at seeing Peony in that dress. She brushed the topic away. “What’s wrong with the port?” “It’s doing that gibberish thing again.” Peony pushed some tools off a stack of e
mpty paint bins, choosing the cleanest spot before sitting down, her full skirts flouncing around her. She swung her feet so that her heels beat steadily against the plastic. “Have you been downloading those stupid celeb apps again?” “No.” Cinder raised an eyebrow. “One language app. That’s it. And I nee
ded it for class. Oh—that reminds me. Iko, I brought you something.” Iko rolled to Peony’s side as she pulled a velvet ribbon from her bodice, leftover trim from the seamstress. The light in the room brightened when Iko saw it. “Thank you,” said the android as Peony tied the ribbon around her skinny wrist j
oint. “It’s lovely.” Cinder set the portscreen on the work desk, next to Prince Kai’s android. “I’ll look at it tomorrow. We’re off to find a magbelt for Her Majesty.” “Oh? Where are you going?” “The junkyard.” “It’s going to be a bundle of fun,” said Iko, scanning the makeshift bracelet with her sensor again an
d again. “Really?” said Peony. “Can I come?” Cinder laughed. “She’s kidding. Iko’s been practicing her sarcasm.” “I don’t care. Anything’s better than going back into that stuffy apartment.” Peony fanned herself and absently leaned back against a stack of metal shelving. Reaching out, Cinder pulled her ba
ck. “Careful, your dress.” Peony surveyed her skirt, then the grime-covered shelves, then waved Cinder’s concern away. “Really, can I? Sounds exciting.” “It sounds dirty and stinky,” said Iko. “How would you know?” said Cinder. “You don’t have scent receptors.” “I have a fantastic imagination.” Smirking,
 Cinder half-shoved her stepsister toward the door. “Fine, go get changed. But be quick. I have a story to tell you.” Chapter Four Peony slugged Cinder in the shoulder, nearly pushing her into a pile of bald android treads. “How could you wait so long to tell me? You’ve only been home for, what, four hours?
” “I know, I know, I’m sorry,” said Cinder, rubbing her shoulder. “There wasn’t a good time, and I didn’t want Adri to know. I don’t want her taking advantage of it.” “Who cares about what mom thinks? I want to take advantage of this. Good stars, the prince. In your booth. I can’t believe I wasn’t there. Why w
asn’t I there?” “You were busy being fitted in silk and brocade.” “Ugh.” Peony kicked a broken headlight out of her path. “You should have commed me. I would have been there in two seconds, unfinished ball gown and all. Ugh. I hate you. It’s official, I hate you. Are you going to see him again? I mean, you’
ll have to, right? I might be able to stop hating you if you promise to bring me with you, all right, deal?” “Found one!” Iko called from ten yards ahead. Her floodlight targeted the body of a rusted hover, entrenching the piles of debris behind it in shadows. “So? What was he like?” Peony said, keeping pace a
s Cinder hurried toward the earthbound vehicle, as if being near her was now on par with being near His Imperial Highness himself. “I don’t know,” said Cinder, unlatching the vehicle’s hood and lifting it up on the prop-rod. “Ah, good, it hasn’t been scavenged.” Iko scooted out of Cinder’s way. “He was poli
te enough not to point out the giant grease stain on her forehead.” Peony gasped. “Oh, you didn’t!” “What? I’m a mechanic, I get dirty. If he wanted me to get all gussied up, he should have commed ahead. Iko, I could use some light in here.” Iko tilted her head forward, illuminating the engine compartment. 
On Cinder’s other side, Peony clucked her tongue. “How tragic. But maybe he thought it was a mole?” “That makes me feel much better.” Cinder pulled a pair of pliers from her bag. The night sky was clear, and though the lights from the city blocked out any stars, the sharp crescent moon lurked near the h
orizon, a sleepy eye squinting through the haze. “Is he as handsome in real life as he looks on the netscreens?” “Yes,” said Iko. “Even more handsome. And awful tall.” “Everyone’s tall to you.” Peony leaned against the front bumper, arms folded. “And I want to hear Cinder’s opinion.” Cinder stopped pokin
g the pliers around the engine as the memory of his easy smile rushed into her. Though Prince Kai had long been one of Peony’s favorite topics—she was probably in every one of his net fangroups—Cinder had never imagined that she might share the admiration. In fact, she’d always thought Peony’s cele
brity crush was a little silly, a little pre-adolescent. Prince Kai this, Prince Kai that. An impossible fantasy. But now . . . Something in Cinder’s face must have said enough, because Peony suddenly shrieked and lunged at her, wrapping her arms around Cinder’s waist and hopping up and down. “Oh my stars
, I can’t believe it! You met the prince! Did I mention how much I hate you?” “Yes, yes, I know,” said Cinder, prying Peony’s arms off her. “Now go be giddy somewhere else. I’m trying to work.” Peony made a face and skipped away, twirling amid the piles of junk. “What else? Tell me everything. What did he 
say? What did he do?” “Nothing,” said Cinder. “He just asked me to fix his android.” She peeled away the spider webs from what had once been the hover’s solar generator but was now little more than a plastic shell. A cloud of dust kicked up into her face and she pulled away, coughing. “Ratchet?” Iko plu
cked the ratchet from her torso and handed it to Cinder. “What kind of android is it?” asked Peony. Cinder pried the generator from the compartment with a grunt and set it on the ground beside the hover. “An old one.” “Tutor8.6,” said Iko. “Older than me. And he said he would come back to the market nex
t weekend to pick it up.” Peony kicked a rusted oil can out of the path, before bending over the engine. “The news said the market’s going to be shut down next week because of the outbreak.” “I hadn’t heard that.” Cinder wiped her hands on her pants, peering down into the engine’s lower compartment. “I 
guess we’ll have to drop her off at the palace then.” “Yes!” Peony jigged in place. “We’ll go together and you can introduce me and—and—” “Aha!” Cinder beamed. “Magbelt.” Peony cupped her cheek in her palm, raising her voice. “And then he’ll recognize me at the ball, and I’ll dance with him and—Pearl 
will be livid!” She laughed, as if angering her older sister were life’s greatest accomplishment. “If the android’s even done before the ball.” Cinder selected a wrench from the tool belt slung around her hips. She didn’t want to inform Peony that Prince Kai probably wouldn’t be the one signing for deliveries a
t the palace. Peony whisked her hand through the air. “Well, or whenever.” “I want to go to the ball,” said Iko, gazing up at the horizon. “It’s prejudice not to let androids attend.” “Petition the government, then. I’m sure Peony will be happy to take your cause direct to the prince himself.” Cinder clamped ont
o Iko’s spherical head and forced her to aim the light back into the hood. “Now hold still. I’ve just about got this end detached.” Cinder stuck the wrench to Iko then pried the magbelt from its bracket, letting it clatter to the ground below. “One side down, one to go.” She led the way around the hover, clearin


