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​Ruth stepped away from her workbench to be greeted by an all-too-familiar sound.

Silence.

Of course, it was never truly silent in London. That was impossible. No, she could hear the sound of people in the streets, along with the mechanical clacking of machines, some of which she was most likely responsible for.

No, it was never truly silent in her townhouse, but it was still eerily so. The sound of people outside could never, after all, replace the sound of people within the walls.

When Ruth was young, she had imagined that she would love to live alone. It seemed the perfect solution to her difficulty with people, but now it simply left her alone with her thoughts for far too long, which was its own special kind of torture.

Thomas had been the first to go. Ruth had expected it sooner or later. He couldn’t remain a bachelor forever, she had told herself before she had known that his tastes lay with other men. After that, she had assumed that he would get bored of nannying her at some point. In the end, both of her suspicions had come to pass. He had fallen for Captain Hall, the man who had been in charge of keeping an eye on Ruth when she was suspected of treason.

Thomas had started following Hall on his missions a few years ago, pretending to be some kind of consultant, and Ruth had seen little of him after that.

Then had been Michel. The mechanical man she had constructed, who had inexplicably gained sentience. Despite being made of metal, he wasn’t mechanically minded himself. While Ivy and Ruth had spent their days on their projects in the workshops, he had read every book they had available. And then he had read any he could get his hands on.

In the end, Ruth had been the one to approach him about getting a more formal education. With his incredible intellect, and the unique opportunity he posed, it wasn’t difficult to get Oxford to take him.

So, that was Michel out of the nest.

Last to leave had been Ivy, to Ruth’s surprise. Ivy had been her student, and Ruth had thought that she would leave much sooner. She had been a quick study and had ambitions of her own, and yet she had stayed.

Ruth had started to feel guilty about that after a time. She felt as if Ivy was only staying out of pity for her, and she didn’t want to hold the young woman back like that. Not when she had so much potential. So, Ruth had talked to Ivy about potential future ambitions and had eventually arranged to have her work as an airship designer for the Crown.

Which just left Ruth. All alone, just as she had always wanted, and yet far lonelier than she had ever anticipated.

Her thoughts were interrupted by a knock at the door, perking her up as she remembered that it was time for Michel’s monthly check-up. She rarely saw him between the visits on the last of the month, so she cherished them whenever they came.

“Michel,” she greeted as she opened the door.

“Ruth,” he greeted with a smile that looked as human as possible with small ceramic plates instead of skin. “I see you haven’t hired any servants for the house.”

She ignored the suggestion for what felt like the thousandth time. It was always the same suggestion from either him or Ivy. While Ruth would readily admit that she was too absentminded to keep the house in good condition, she didn’t want to invite strangers into her home. No, it was better to do without, reputation, mess and loneliness be damned.

“Follow me,” she said, leading him up to the workshop. “How are things? How is Oxford?”

“It is pleasant enough.”

“Still making friends?”

“No, I feel I have made the appropriate amount now. However, I am retaining the current ones.”

“That’s good. How are your studies going?” she asked as they entered the workshop and she brought out her tools.

Michel started to bare his chest without having to be asked. “Well. My professors are always impressed by my ability to retain information, though some make snide comments about me being more suited to sciences.”

Ruth couldn’t help but smile a little as she started to examine the inside of his chest. “Well, we both know how I feel about the arts.”

“‘A lot of pretentious old men who like to dictate the standards of culture to the rest of us’, I believe was what you said last time we had this conversation.”

“That is entirely possible.” She gave a hum as she finished up her inspection. “Well, there’s a little wear, but nothing that needs to be addressed right now. I’ll make a note to look again next month. Is there anything specific that has been troubling you that you would like me to take a look at?”

Michel looked away awkwardly at that. “I... I have been wondering if my aether core might be malfunctioning.”

Ruth frowned. It had looked fine to her. But she got out her aether detector anyway, moving it over his chest.

“The readings look fine to me,” she said. “And, if it was, the secondary core would kick in to compensate. What makes you think it’s malfunctioning?”

“It feels as if there are occasional... disruptions to the flow of energy.”

“The secondary core should definitely be compensating for anything like that. Is anything causing it? Does it happen around any other aether-powered devices? It could be interference...”

“I... No. I don’t think Ivy carries aether-powered devices on her.”

Ruth’s eyebrows shot up into her hair. “Ivy? This happens every time Ivy is around?”

“Yes. What do you think it means?”

Ruth folded her arms. “Well, if you were made of flesh and your heart skipped a beat every time you saw a specific person, I would suggest that you might have romantic feelings towards the person.”

Michel looked decidedly like a man who had been told something he already knew and was trying to avoid.

Ruth smiled, though she couldn’t help the hollow feeling in her chest. She had never particularly wanted romantic feelings towards anyone, but knowing that Michel also wouldn’t have those feelings had always made her feel less alone.

“You’re in love with Ivy,” she said, hoping to prompt him into talking about it. It was clearly bothering him a great deal.

“Yes,” he eventually managed, his voice barely more than a whisper. “I think that I am.”

“Well, that’s wonderful. Have you told her?”

“Of course not! I’m just made of metal and she... She should have someone real.”

“You are real,” Ruth countered. “You’re as real as any flesh and blood man. It is perfectly possible that she returns your feelings.”

“Possible, but highly improbable, and I would rather not put her in the awkward position of rejecting me.”

“Michel...”

“You’re using the mothering tone.”

Ruth folded her arms at that. The damn mech always knew how to shut her up. “Fine. Be like that. I just want you to be happy.”

“I know, Ruth, but being rejected by Ivy won’t make me happy.” He took out his pocket-watch. “I’m afraid, if that is all, I have to go. Some friends accompanied me
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