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Book Description

Some lives can be summed up in a sentence or two.

Other lives are epics.

 

In Clockwork Angels, #1 bestselling author Kevin J. Anderson and legendary Rush drummer and lyricist Neil Peart created a fabulous, adventurous steampunk world in a novel to accompany the smash Rush concept album of the same name. It was a world of airships and alchemy, clockwork carnivals, pirates, lost cities, a rigid Watchmaker who controlled every aspect of life, and his nemesis, the ruthless and violent Anarchist who wanted to destroy it all.

 

Anderson and Peart have returned to their colorful creation to explore the places and the characters that still have a hold on their imagination. Clockwork Lives is a steampunk Canterbury Tales, and much more. “The Bookseller’s Tale” is the first tale to be released.
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Prologue

Some lives can be summed up in a sentence or two.

Other lives are epics.

 

In the quiet, sleepy village of Lugtown in the Watchmaker’s land of Albion, Marinda Peake wants nothing more than to have a calm and predictable life. In order to care for her ailing alchemist father, she gave up her expected marriage, her expected career, her expected life.  

But when her father dies, Marinda does not receive the inheritance she expects. Instead, he bequeaths her a mysterious empty book of Clockwork Lives, and she is not allowed have her home or her life until she fills that book with the stories of others who lived lives and experienced adventures that Marinda never did. 

She is forced to cross Albion in her quest to fill the book … while having her own adventures on the way.
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The Bookseller’s Tale

One of Many Possible Worlds

I was in love with more than just books. My husband and I share a passion for reading, and that common tie bound us together with a passion for each other that made us perfect companions, like matching bookends on an infinite shelf of favorite stories. 

Omar and I first met in a library under the glow of coldfire reading lamps, both interested in the same book, and rather than let one of us go home disappointed, we took the volume to a coffee shop and read to each other. We met again and again for days. We enjoyed the activity so much that we decided on another book when we were finished—both of us choosing the same title without any hints from the other. 

People tend to view the past through tinted lenses, a halo effect, remembering only the ideals that we wanted to see, but I’m not deluding myself. Omar and I did indeed have a love and a partnership that rivaled anything in a classic romantic novel. We were giddy with each other.

And that is what makes my tale all the more poignant, all the more sad. With our intimate knowledge of literary tropes and the expectations of a story, Omar and I should have been well aware that a great romance requires a separation, a loss. No masterpiece follows the storyline of “They fell in love, they remained happy, and lived out the rest of their days in companionable bliss. The end.” The quest for the unattainable is a far more compelling story than a simple happily-ever-after.

Fortunately, my story is not yet over, and I am waiting to see how it all ends.…

O    O    O

After Omar and I were married, it seemed like the guiding hand of Fate when we discovered a small bookshop for sale. A curious establishment far from any main commercial thoroughfare, it was cluttered and disorganized, filled with countless oddities. The owner had mysteriously vanished, leaving no heir and no instructions. 

It was wonderful. 

Omar had a good salary as an assistant manager of a gentleman’s clothing shop, and the Watchmaker had given us one hundred gold honeybee coins as a congratulatory gift to start our collaborative lives, as he gave to all newlyweds. We counted our coins, stretched our finances, and saw that we could barely afford the purchase, but Omar and I didn’t really have to discuss the question. Both of us knew that the shop was destined to be ours. That was as predictable as a plot twist in a clichéd penny-dreadful novel. We dickered with the property agent who represented the sale of the abandoned bookshop and came to an agreement. We signed the deed, and Omar and I became the new proprietors of Underworld Books.

The doors had been locked before our purchase, and the property agent had only allowed us to look around briefly, but now that we owned the shop, we could explore it all, read every volume if we desired. Neither of us cared about the profitability of selling those obscure books—we just wanted to peruse them to our heart’s content. That made us lackluster business owners, but well-satisfied readers. 

On the first day, I cut an apple into wedges for each of us to eat while we explored our store. We looked at the shelves, the overstuffed chairs where readers could enjoy books the way they were meant to be enjoyed.

Behind the front desk in a back room was a peculiar framed dressing mirror that had no reflecting glass, but rather an opalescent surface like rainbows mixed with pearls. On a small curio table next to the moonstone mirror was a volume showing an etched silhouette of the looking glass and the plain but intriguing words User’s Manual. 

The manual contained complex and incomprehensible graphs and tables, explanations of dimensional trigonometry, calibration logs, and activation instructions. The mathematical symbols and derivations meant nothing to us, but on the last page, handwritten words—the former bookshop owner’s?—gave advice: “Be careful, but enjoy. There are more stories than one world can contain or produce, but they should be made available to all.”

Neither of us knew what to make of this, but Omar and I followed the activation instructions in the book, the patterns and paths marked on the gold frame, curious to see what would happen. We discovered that although the reflective moonstone film made a very poor reflecting glass, it turned out to be an excellent doorway.

With an ease that we did not entirely understand, Omar and I passed through the moonstone mirror—and found ourselves in exactly the same place. But not exactly the same. It was subtly different. 

Yes, we were still inside Underworld Books, but I realized that the stacks of books were arranged differently, the smell in the air had a faint tinge of oranges, and I saw a plate on the oak desk with a sliced orange, half-eaten. But Omar and I had been sharing a crisp apple before we toyed with the moonstone mirror. 

“One of many possible worlds …” I said. “This makes no sense.”

Omar picked up a book on the table, a new volume that I was sure hadn’t been there a moment ago. He read the title aloud: “Going Where I Want Instead of Where I Should: My Adventurous Life, by Hanneke Lakota.” He began to read the first page. “The best place to start an adventure is with a quiet, perfect life … and someone who realizes that it can’t possibly be enough.”

I looked at the moonstone mirror, next to which was the same User’s Manual open to the same page. “Something’s different here.” 

Omar closed the book by Hanneke Lakota and took it with him. “Let’s go back to our shop.” He and I both agreed, and we stepped to the activated mirror, touched the calibration. 

Once we passed back through the moonstone, we were in our bookshop again, with the books arranged as I remembered them, and with the sliced apple on a plate, still so fresh it hadn’t even begun to turn brown. 

Omar held up the Hanneke Lakota book he had brought with him. “We know that other place existed—and there were so many books.”

According to the User’s Manual, the mirror had many settings—infinite settings—with countless places to explore. The slightest change of angle led to a different end point.

We couldn’t have been more excited. Not only did we have a full library of books to read in our own shop, we apparently had an infinite number of shops to peruse as well.…

O    O    O

Even with the distraction of the moonstone mirror, Omar and I still had to take care of our shop, arrange the shelves, check prices, develop an inventory. As business owners, we had to be open for our customers. We posted our hours of operation, and we served our clientele properly. 

But each evening we closed promptly at 5:00 p.m. when all the clocks around the city struck their resonant chimes. We locked the door, drew the windowshades, and Omar and I went exploring through the mirror. 

Each time we adjusted the looking-glass frame, we emerged into a similar version of Underworld Books. Each time, the place was empty, as if the legitimate owner had just stepped out—or stepped away to somewhere else. Each shop had many of the same books and as well as different ones, altered editions, versions with the same titles but strange stories inside. 

We found previously unknown sequels to famous novels. Omar was pleased to discover additional journals from the adventurer Hanneke Lakota, a simple woman from the quiet town of Barrel Arbor who had sailed across the seas, found lost cities, adventured with pirates, and had done as much as any one life could hold. 

Each time we returned to our shop, we brought interesting volumes back with us. 

Strangely enough, when we came back to the familiar yet slightly disorienting reality that belonged to us, I felt a strange tingle on my skin, as if someone else had been in our bookshop for a time and was now mysteriously gone. Since the store was still new to us, our books were such a clutter, without a full inventory, that we never knew whether any titles were missing.…

Underworld Books began to attract a sophisticated clientele, readers who wanted special editions, books that looked the same on the surface, but discriminating readers knew that the words were unlike anything available elsewhere in Albion. 

Every bibliophile had heard about a classic insightful study of human psychology, a series of four volumes with the overall title of “Fear”—but the fourth volume had been lost in a fire more than a century ago before its publication, and the other three volumes were released in reverse order. But in one of those alternate bookshops, I discovered the missing fourth volume of “Fear.” I froze, just staring at the cover for a long moment, before snatching it, thrilled to be able to complete the set.

Omar discovered a children’s book with lavish woodcut illustrations, each one hand-painted; the volume itself belonged in an art museum. It was a fairy-tale of good and evil, a battle of the overworld and the underworld, fought by a ferocious black wolf against a snow-white dog. 

Our alternate bookshops held so many marvelous secrets that we had little incentive to explore more widely outside the door, but as we adjusted the mirror by greater degrees, tilting the angle more and more, the differences between our worlds became more dramatic. 

Once, I finally opened the door of the alternate bookshop and looked out at this parallel Crown City, astonished to discover that the buildings were wrong, the clocktowers in unexpected places, ornamented with highlights of silver rather than the gold that is so prevalent in the Watchmaker’s Stability. 

Each one of these worlds was another place for us to explore, but Omar and I were not adventurers like Hanneke Lakota. We were readers, armchair explorers—we would let other risk-takers do the adventuring for us.

O    O    O

At a certain point in a story, the plot must take a sudden turn to meet the expectations of dramatic tension, something neither the character nor the reader expects. Unfortunately for us, life imitated art.

Omar and I traveled through the moonstone mirror, exploring yet another version of our universe. Although we left our world with sunny skies and the bright colors of sunset, this one had dark gray clouds and a gloom setting in for premature nightfall. The alternate bookshop was closed and full of shadows; we had to turn on the coldfire lamps in order to look around the shelves and see what interesting titles this shop had for us. 

The bright lights must have seemed unexpectedly welcoming in the shadows of the alley. We heard a frantic rapping at the door, then the figure of a woman appeared at the display window. She pressed her palms against the glass, peering in, desperate to see if anyone was inside. She pounded on the door again. “Let me in! You have to help me.” Her voice came softly through the wood, tinged with urgency. 

Omar glanced at me. We had no choice but to help her. He unlocked the door, and the woman burst through the entry carrying a book. She had long dark hair and loose sweat-damp curls in disarray. She plunged deeper into the bookshop and slammed the door behind her. 

I suddenly recognized the woman from the chronograph tipped into the back of many books. “You’re Hanneke Lakota!”

“That’s correct—and I’m in trouble.” She thrust the book into Omar’s hands. “Here’s another diary. I finished it, but someone spilled my whereabouts. I’m on the run. The Green Watch is right behind me.” She turned and looked in alarm at the closed door and the dim alley outside.

“The Green Watch?” Omar asked.

“I just need you to stall them.” Hanneke looked frantically around the store. “Take the book and hide it. Publish and distribute it, as you did all the others. But if the Green Watch catches me …”

We heard the echoing sounds of boot-heels in the alley. Armed and uniformed men—men wearing green official uniforms instead of the familiar red, blue, or black—marched up to the door of Underworld Books. 

Hanneke looked toward the back of the shop. “That’s your exit, right? Just hold them off. I can lose them in the alleys. I know Crown City even better than they do.” She laughed and bolted back there before we could answer. We heard the bookshop’s rear door open then shut as the woman fled out into another street. 

Omar had a sparkle in his eye as he thrust the new adventure journal into my hands. “Go through the mirror—I’ll be right behind you. Let’s give Hanneke a little more time.”

I didn’t argue with him, since it made perfect sense. I activated the moonstone mirror, as Omar reached the door, throwing the deadbolt just as the green-uniformed Regulators began pounding on the door. “Open up, in the name of the Watchkeeper. You are harboring a known fugitive!”

Watchkeeper?

The mirror surface rippled with a rainbow pearlescent shine. I heard glass smashing. The Green Watch broke their way through the bookshop door, despite the deadbolt. Abandoning his barricade, Omar rushed toward the mirror, following me. 

My pulse was pounding, my heart filled with this great adventure we had inadvertently stumbled upon. I plunged into the mirror—and in my hurry to get through, I bumped the frame on the other side … not by much, just the tiniest fraction. But in an infinite number of possible universes, even the tiniest fraction can be split a million ways. I changed the angle of the dimensional reflection.

I emerged into my world, my Underworld Books—but Omar, following only seconds behind, arrived someplace slightly different, a universe not quite the same as this one. 

Though I waited for him all night, he never came back through the moonstone mirror.

O    O    O

I had to find my husband, and I knew exactly where to look, but finding a needle in a haystack would have been child’s play in comparison. 

I readjusted the moonstone mirror and dashed back to another Underworld Books, frantic to find him, calling out his name. But I encountered only shelves of silent books and endless stories—stories that I was no longer interested in reading if I had to read them alone. 

I tried another universe, and another, sure I was close to where I had left Omar. Each bookstore, one after another, looked the same. I was excited when I found one with shattered glass and a broken doorframe, where the unexpected Green Watch had come chasing after Hanneke Lakota. But Omar was no longer there—if he had ever been there.

Then I understood. While I had gone through the moonstone mirror trying to find him, Omar must have gone looking for me. And our paths didn’t cross.

I passed through the mirror countless times, month after month after month, never giving up, and it all grows hazy now. I’m not sure I even know which one is my original home anymore. 

Then one time when I returned through the glass, I found a note left for me on the curio table that had held the User’s Manual—a piece of fine stationery with Underworld Books as its header and rushed handwriting that I recognized as Omar’s penmanship. “I am looking for you, my love. Don’t give up hope.”

The joy and relief I felt as I held that piece of stationery was indescribable. I knew Omar was out there and safe! I knew he was still searching, and I would keep searching. I didn’t think about the probabilities, going for broke. If there was even a ghost of a chance, I would find my love.…

I went to the bookshop desk, found a fresh sheet of stationery and wrote a note of my own, promising Omar that I was here, and I was elsewhere—and I would not stop looking for him. 

I went through the mirror again to another Underworld Books, calling his name. And then another.

O    O    O

How do you measure progress when you have infinite possibilities? Desperation soon leads to exhaustion, and I realized I could not flail about through alternate worlds forever. 

If Omar were here, he would have helped me to study the problem, convinced me that all is for the best. But if Omar were here, then I would have no problem at all! I tried to imagine how he would think, where he would go, how he would search for me, but we really had no common data point. 

I ranged farther, exploring other worlds, deviating from the norm of my usual existence. My chances of finding him this far out of alignment were vanishingly small, but it was also part of an adventure. I think he would have been proud of me.

As I searched, I found worlds where Albion was not the green and idyllic place I knew so well, but had a grittier and more industrial incarnation. Instead of watching over his people from the high clocktower in Chronos Square, the Watchmaker lived in a lighthouse in the clouds, and rather than efficient Regulators, he had simpering gnomish attendants that did not seem efficient at all. 

There were bizarre worlds, where the coldfire was red instead of blue, where alchemy itself operated on different principles. Even wilder incarnations, where our bookshop was dark and abandoned, the windows shuttered, the door barred—and outside, visible through smoke-grimed window glass I could see pyramids and temples instead of clocktowers. And the dusty long-undisturbed books on the shelves bore a prominent symbol not of the Watchmaker’s honeybee, but of a bold red star.…

Years went by, measured by countless slightly different calendars. I still owned the bookshop, and so did Omar. I still ranged through the moonstone mirror as often as I could. I left him notes, and occasionally I found his letters back to me. Once, he had written an entire diary for me, a treasure trove of love and information, telling of all his adventures, all the places he had visited … which seemed remarkably like the places I had visited. We had been in the same place, and I could sense his presence, but it wasn’t at the same time.

Yet.

I would keep trying.

He continues to look for me, and I keep looking for him—and oh, the places I have seen along the way! It has been thirty-two years since last I saw Omar.

But what does time have to do with anything, when there are infinite possibilities? My story is not over yet.
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Epilogue

Marinda sat in the bookshop, in a comfortable chair reserved for readers. Mrs. Courier had made her a cup of piquant peppermint tea that she drank as she read the story. Compelled, Marinda absorbed the entire tale, and when she finally looked up, she felt a stinging moisture in her eyes.  

The bookseller was smiling at her with a wistful expression. “One does not give up hope,” Mrs. Courier said. “I, for one, believe that some tales do have happy endings.” Then she showed Marinda another scrap of paper, covered with handwriting. A man’s handwriting.

Omar had written, “I will find you, my love.  Someday.”

Mrs. Courier reread the note that she had obviously read countless times already, then she smiled at Marinda and said, “I know this is a true story.” She folded the sheet away and tucked it close to her heart.


Afterword

Many Possible Worlds

When you create an entire universe and fill it with interesting characters, how can there possibly be only one story to tell?  

When Neil approached me with the basic story and lyrics for Clockwork Angels in 2011, I got to work fleshing out the detailed plot, developing the characters, and doing the important “worldbuilding,” which is my particular forte.  

As we passed the chapters back and forth, our imaginations went off on tangents, caught up in interesting ideas that didn’t fit into the main story of Clockwork Angels, or characters that we wanted to know better (but in stories of their own).  While working on the novel, we would make comments that “someday” we’d get around to those other tales, maybe as standalone short stories. In particular we had a story idea about the mysterious bookseller Ms. Courier hunting through countless parallel universes to acquire interesting new volumes for Underworld Books.  

Clockwork Angels: The Novel came out in a beautiful edition from ECW Press, became a bestseller, won some awards. Rush went on an extended tour for the album. I had my own book tours and then subsequent novel deadlines. Two years passed, and we kept thinking about that “someday.” We loved the Clockwork universe, and we loved the characters. We definitely wanted to visit them again, but there was no hurry. The stories and ideas would keep gestating.

Finally in summer 2013, my wife Rebecca and I were going to visit Matt Scannell (a mutual friend of ours and Neil’s) of the band Vertical Horizon for a concert at the Sky Sox baseball stadium in Colorado Springs. Rebecca and I had hoped to spend the afternoon with Matt ahead of time, but the band kept encountering glitches and difficulties with the show setup, the stage itself, the sound systems. Matt’s growing frustration was plain when he sent probably the funniest text I’ve ever received: “Whatever your expectations are for tonight, lower them.”

We finally got to chat with Matt backstage just before the concert. After all the headaches of the jinxed concert setup, Matt wanted to talk about something much more fun—Clockwork Angels. He loved the book and eagerly wanted to know if we were going to do more work in that universe. I reassured him that we had several interesting tales of peripheral characters, people we wanted to explore more. “But we don’t want just a collection of random stories,” I said. “I’m still looking for a framework to connect them all, an unifying story. I just haven’t figured it out yet.”

When it was time for the show, Rebecca and I went to our seats with the kids and our two young grandsons (their very first concert!). The event was for a great cause—to stand up against bullying in schools—but the setup was problematic, with the stage out in the middle of the baseball field about a million miles away from the seats, so Matt could not interact with the audience as he usually does. The sound system still had some glitches—but we were having a great time, particularly with the baby grandkids swaying and laughing to the music.  

Meanwhile, the wheels were turning in the back of my mind, and as song after song played, I was still searching for some unifying Clockwork story. Then, as I was listening to Matt sing “Save Me from Myself”—which is itself a song comprised of a group of interconnected stories—I got it. Genuine stadium-level Eureka! lights going on over my head.

 

At first you will hate me for this. Then you will love me for it.  

 

I suddenly thought of Marinda Peake caring for her ailing father, then inheriting a mysterious alchemical book that could write stories from a drop of blood … and her mission to fill that volume with stories before she could get her own life back. It was exactly the frame I was looking for. The clockwork gears in my head kept spinning overtime for the rest of that concert.  

Afterward, when Rebecca and I went backstage again, I was bursting with excitement. Because of the technical problems with the show, the band members were not entirely happy, but oblivious to their mood (in typical Kevin fashion), I gushed to Matt about how his song had triggered the perfect way to connect all the Clockwork tales. He listened with complete focus as I told him about it, and when I finished, he stood there with obvious tears in his eyes—and I knew that was what he would remember about this concert.

O    O    O

We still weren’t ready to plunge into the project, though. I had several major books to complete by deadline, Neil was recuperating from the long tour … but my mind did occasionally wander back to the Mrs. Courier story and other ideas I had for the strongman, the fortune teller, the pickpocket. Every so often, Rebecca would ask when I was going to get around to writing the next Clockwork book, and I would answer “Someday.” 

I finished and delivered Mentats of Dune and Hellhole Inferno, two large science fiction epics cowritten with Brian Herbert. Then I tackled Blood of the Cosmos, an 830-page science fiction opus in my “Seven Suns” universe. When I’m writing such a big story with so many characters and storylines, it’s the only thing I think about day after day until the book is done. In late June 2014 I finished the last chapter of the last draft and sent it off to my editor—and I felt like a marathon runner crossing the finish line and stumbling to a halt, not sure what to do now. That novel was finished, my brain was exhausted, and I needed a recharge. But I was still pumped up with creative adrenaline.

I live in the beautiful mountains of Colorado with countless trails I love, spectacular scenery, and many National Forest campgrounds deep in the wilderness. As soon as I sent off Blood of the Cosmos, I packed my camping gear in the back of the car and picked a campground near several interesting trails in the Cache le Poudre canyon. I drove off to spend two days in the wilderness by myself absorbing the scenery, with no deadlines at all—just letting my imagination rest … or roam. 

I went on a six-mile hike along a rushing river, climbing up into a spectacular gorge. Even though I had no intention of writing anything at all, I always carry my digital recorder just in case I want to preserve some notes. Lulled and inspired by the majesty around me, I began to think about the Clockwork Lives frame story. Before I knew what was happening, I started world building, developing the sleepy town where Marinda Peake lived, and a woman who wanted nothing more than to have a quiet, perfect life, but is forced to become a reluctant adventurer—the opposite of young Owen Hardy in Clockwork Angels.  

When I thought of her town in the Watchmaker’s Albion, I thought of her eccentric inventor father … and then I thought of her runaway mother and how she could fit into one of the stories, then a brash steamliner pilot, and the clockwork gypsy fortune teller, and a sea captain’s tale, and an alchemy miner on the continent of Atlantis.  

Some of the stories came out with fully developed plots, while others were still just ideas, but the people were very vivid in my imagination, some of them familiar from Clockwork Angels, others completely new characters. One idea led to another, then another. It was like an imaginative bag of popcorn popping.  

During that hike I dictated twenty pages of detailed notes for Clockwork Lives, ready to send to Neil. By the time I had them transcribed the following week, however, I was heading off on another long-planned hiking trip to complete a spectacular twenty-mile loop in the Flat Tops Wilderness near Steamboat Springs, Colorado. Since I didn’t have time to polish those notes for Neil, and I found myself on a long trail with twelve hours of hiking ahead of me, I decided to go for it. Instead of giving Neil just the notes, I dictated the first four complete chapters. What better way to show him in full detail what this book was going to be like?

A week later, without any forewarning, I sent him forty finished pages. “Surprise!”

Fortunately, it was a pleasant surprise, and he loved what he read. At last, we were off and running, plotting how the stories would fit together, the overall arc of Marinda’s journey, filling the gaps and deciding which other tales we might like to include from Clockwork Angels characters who had caught our attention. The stories themselves were individual gems, some of them exciting, some horrifying, others just fascinating to us. For me, though, the heart of the book was Marinda’s story and how all those tales became part of a larger tale.  

“Someday” had become “now,” and I began writing in earnest. The draft of Clockwork Lives was coming together nicely, when in a novelistic sort of serendipity, Vertical Horizon came around again to play another concert, and once more Rebecca and I went to meet Matt at the venue beforehand. (No technical difficulties this time!) His first question was, “So what about those other Clockwork Angels stories?” I smiled and said that it was definitely in process. As we talked more about the frame story I had thought of during their previous concert, I came up with the perfect nugget, two lines that are the core of the novel:

 

Some lives can be summed up in a sentence or two.  

Other lives are epics.  

 

I wrote that down on a scrap of paper and stuck it in my pocket. Those became the first two lines in the novel.  

As Neil and I completed each section, each tale, each chapter, we grew progressively more pleased with Clockwork Lives. Over the past quarter century I’ve written a great many books and I’m always proud to see them published, always glad to tell my stories and do my best, but in this case all the pieces fit together so perfectly and the message itself of the individual tales and of Marinda’s story occupies a special place in my own heart. Neil is convinced Clockwork Lives is one of the best books I’ve ever written—and so am I.

—Kevin J. Anderson

 

 

Clockwork Lives will be published in hardcover and eBook by ECW Press, September 2016.

Click to preorder your digital copy at:

Amazon

 

Preorder your print hardcover at:

Amazon

Barnes & Noble
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