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Four Days until Christmas

THE SNOW BEGAN AS AURELIA Sundon switched off all the gas lamps in her workshop, except the one over her drafting table. She paused at the window when she spotted the delicate white snowflakes drifting down from the dark sky.

They were the first snowflakes she had ever seen in her life.

Wide-eyed, she watched them drift onto the street below as she gnawed on the end of her pencil. She couldn’t go outside and see them in person. Not yet. 

However much she wanted to feel the snow on her face, she had work to do. She put her hand on the cold glass, seeing at once the drifting snowflakes and her pale reflection, her short dark hair that barely hid her ears, and her curved button nose. She shivered, then took her hand off the glass, leaving a foggy imprint of her hand there. How had it gotten cold enough to snow? She had read nothing about this amazing winter phenomenon in the papers.

Shaking her head, she perched herself on her creaky stool, then sifted through the scraps of paper on her drafting table, each with a fragment of an idea on it that she had scribbled in her spare moments.

She was running out of time to finish her plans for her magnetic train. The city of Soldark’s Magistrate of Invention had announced just two days ago that they would be open for submissions from non-union inventors, but only on Christmas Day. It was a once-in-a-lifetime chance. Why they picked Christmas of all days, Aurelia couldn’t fathom, but ever since she had learned the news, she had started formulating her plan. She only had four days left.

Her mag-train would win the attention of the magistrate. It had to. It would revolutionize transportation from Soldark into the surrounding countryside, neighboring cities, and even the countries Aurelia had only heard of but never seen. Only people who could afford airship fare could ever get the chance to see the world outside of Soldark. She just had trouble finding enough time to put her dream onto paper, and into metal.

Four days to create a working prototype. She crumpled up another botched drawing and tossed it on the floor, where it landed among the stacks of sheet metal, iron molds, and her precious magnets and spools of copper wiring. She gazed out at the snow, falling like bits of stuffing past her window. She still couldn’t allow herself to stop working to go out and see it. 

Just like her chance with the Magistrate of Invention, the snow was an extraordinary occurrence here in Soldark. Rather sensibly, she told herself, she would focus on her train, instead. At least she could watch the snow from the window.

She cursed her boss, Mr. Augur, at the metal foundry. Even though he knew she was submitting something to the Magistrate of Invention, he had been scheduling her for twelve-hour days all week. The only time she had for her project was when she should be catching up on sleep. But as always, she needed the money, so she couldn’t pass up the work. Obviously, Mr. Augur didn’t want to lose her. If she made it into the inventor’s union, all kinds of job opportunities would open up for her. Better paying ones.

Aurelia sketched long into the night, occasionally glancing out her window to watch the snow piling up outside on the street. Soon, she kept promising herself, she would go out and see the snow. Soon, she would have a viable plan.

She couldn’t see very well with just the one lamp, but she couldn’t afford to keep all of the lights on all night. She could barely afford the rent on her workshop as it was. Most of her foundry wages went to her parent’s house on the outskirts of the city, where her parents were trying desperately to keep their farm from falling into the ground—literally. Two months ago, the chicken coop had collapsed after a storm, and repairing it hadn’t been cheap. If her parents lost the farm, they would have to move into the city, and it was likely that Aurelia would have to give up her workshop to make ends meet, and that would be the end of her inventing dreams.

Most nights when Aurelia worked too late—and tonight was looking like one of those nights—she would curl up on the cot she kept folded up under her drafting table. The few trains into the country didn’t run past midnight. But she could change that.

The drawing was taking shape. She had already worked out the schematics in her head during the long hours at the foundry, and scribbled bits and pieces of the design as she thought of them onto scraps of paper she stuffed into her pockets. And she had even done some preliminary work on the train itself. She reached for the compass out of her pencil cup, telling herself she could go out and see the snow once she added the final touch: the wheels.

Of course, the idea of the mag-train was that it didn’t need wheels; it would hover over the track. But by a stroke of incredible luck, she had acquired an old early-model steam train at a scrap metal auction several months back, and it had the most gorgeous wheels. The antique steam train had inspired her dream of the mag-train in the first place. 

After she had stored it in her parent’s barn, she had spent days combing it for parts she could repurpose or sell. At first, that’s all it was to her: a hunk of parts. But as she inspected it, she realized it was in pretty good shape for an antique that had sat in an auction yard for a few decades. And even though the wheels were heavy and would add unnecessary weight to the levitating train, the spokes were pristine, the bolts well-seated, and the treads suited to magnetizing. They would add flare if nothing else.

Eventually she realized the wheels would be the key to her invention. If she could use the same tracks as the steam trains, there would be no reason for the city of Soldark not to use her mag-train. It would be faster, and less likely to break down or need parts, and the best part was, since the wheels would levitate off the tracks, rain and dust and grime wouldn’t affect them. And snow, she thought suddenly, tearing her gaze away from her design.

It was still snowing. She stood up and stretched, then gave her design one last glance: it was finished. There was only one hitch in her plan. She still needed the electricity.

She grabbed her coat off its peg by the door, and slipped out of her workshop, locking it behind her with a big brass key. She crept down the wooden staircase, careful to walk quietly past the other tenants’ doors. Some, like her, slept nights in their shops, either because they were hard at work, or just didn’t have a home to go to. Not many who rented in this part of Soldark were lucky enough to be part of the inventor’s union, and got by from job to job.

Finally, she eased open the heavy door at the bottom of the stairs, and she breathed in the unfamiliar scent of snow in the night air. Her boots scuffed the pristine white flakes that had already piled up a half-inch or so on the sidewalk, covering up the grime that she knew lay underneath.

She held out her hand and watched as the snow fell on her palm, melting after an instant. She grinned, gazing up at the black night sky, where thousands of snowflakes drifted down toward the earth. She shivered, her forearms warm at least since she hadn’t bothered to unlace her leather arm-warmers that kept her forearms free from pencil marks. Her coat was thin, not made for this temperature.

“What do you think?”

She whirled around and came face to face with Frederick Grandville, who rented one of the workshops on the floor beneath hers. He was the son of a wealthy businessman, and although he was quite handsome, Aurelia despised everything about him. She took a step away from him, crossing her arms over her middle as she took in his foppish appearance. 

His chestnut hair was ruffled, which was quite unusual for him, and he’d crammed a brown top hat over it that Aurelia found ridiculous. He was wearing his usual garb: the embroidered waistcoat underneath a fine brown coat, both tailored to fit his form perfectly. His golden eyes watched her keenly, and his mouth quirked up in a tantalizing smile.

“It’s wonderful,” Aurelia said coldly. She turned to go back inside, her magical moment in the snow dirtied by his pretentious presence.

“Wait, Aurelia,” Frederick said, his smooth voice grating her nerves. “Don’t leave because of me.”

She rolled her eyes, fidgeting with the thin edge of lace poking out of her arm-warmers. “I don’t do anything because of you. I need to get back to my workshop. I have plans that need finishing. Excuse me.”

He didn’t step aside, instead leaned against the door, still in her way. He crossed his arms over his chest, gazing at the snow. “Come on, I know you came out here to look at the snow. So did I. We don’t even have to talk.”

“Move aside.”

“Aurelia,” he pleaded, cocking his head and gazing at her under the rim of his top hat. “It’s almost Christmas. Can’t you be nice to me for once?”

Aurelia took a deep breath, looking up at the majestic sky and the twirling fall of snow. She leaned against the brick building, resolutely looking in the other direction. She did want to watch the snow.

“So—” he began.

“I thought you weren’t going to talk?”

“Aurelia, come on—” he reached out and wrapped his hands around her forearms. She could almost feel his warmth. “When are you going to let this go? I had no idea I was up against you for the apprenticeship. You and I hadn’t even talked in months.”

She pulled her arms out of his grasp, and tried to shove past him to the door, but he planted himself in her way. “Why would you?” she scathed. “And once they saw your last name, it didn’t matter who else applied for the apprenticeship, did it?” She took a step to her right, and he mirrored her.

His face crumpled. “That’s what this is about?” he asked, aghast. “You think they gave it to me because of my father?”
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