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A soldier is summoned to the
North Pole, days before the year changes, told to fix the great
Clock for a celebration. He has no idea what to
do. 
A girl, hunted for the crime of
being born, almost dies out on the ice. She is rescued by the last
polar bear left alive. 
A
library waits for them both, a library built over a span of a
hundred years, forgotten in the basement of an ice
shack. 
The world hasn't known hunger or
sickness in hundreds of years. It has also forgotten love and
beauty. 
The year is
2524. 


Inspired by the short stories of Ray
Bradbury, this futuristic young adult novel is set in a world where
Christmas -among other things- is obsolete and a Clock is what
keeps the fragile balance of peace. 


Written in three installments, this
is the breathtaking and sensual story of how two unlikely people
change the world, and each other, one book at a time.
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Inspired by the short
stories of Ray Bradbury

 


and

 


dedicated to the person who
taught me to love them.

 


In the end, you didn’t make
me hate the sun*. On the night that you left there was a full
moon.

I haven’t looked at it
since.

 


*Reference to a short story by Ray Bradbury,

‘The Rocket
Man’

from ‘The Illustrated Man’

 


 


 


 



 


 


 


 


 


the desert Is
scorching hot outside
his goggles. The soldier shoots an uneasy glance over his shoulder,
to the rest of his squad. His fellow officers are walking briskly
in a mostly straight line, boots sinking in the soft sand, cheeks
tanned by the scorching sun.

The one walking in front of him lifts a hand
to wipe the sweat from his brow, and the soldier smirks. His highly
evolved skin-sculpt goggles prevent sweat, sand and dirt from
landing on his eyes and obscuring his vision, making it easier to
see.

Or at least they were, up until a few
minutes ago.

A few minutes ago, a message cue popped up
on his visor. He can see it in front of him now, as he trudges onto
the next dune, blinking in the corner of his left eye, driving him
crazy.

He can’t open it for quite a few hours yet;
he won’t take a break until tomorrow. They are only allowed a
single one-hour break per day, and to do something like pause in
the middle of a drill in the Morocco desert to open a message
that’s waiting on your personal net, well… Cadets have been
court-martialed for less -everyone knows that.

This soldier knows it better than most.

He’s the brightest, the best of the bunch,
some say. Some others say he’s just the most obedient, the one less
expected to deviate from the rules, that’s all there is to his
success in the regiment. The truth is much simpler: he’s just the
best at everything.

The soldier thinks that without conceit;
it’s just a fact, written in his DNA.

“Ten seconds,” someone
growls from the front. They’re supposed to walk a distance of two
miles in under fifteen minutes. The soldier is almost done in nine
and a half.

He lifts his long legs, hardly breaking a
sweat, and pushes forward, quickly overtaking everyone but his
General. His thigh muscles feel tense from the exercise and their
familiar ache as they stretch numbs his mind pleasantly. A lock of
white-blond hair flops to his forehead, and he lifts a gloved hand
to push it back. His vision is clear for miles, the sky a sickening
blue, the brown sand going on forever. The message cue interrupts
the thin clouds, coming in and out of his vision maddeningly.

This is getting boring. When are they going
to start some real training? The others are more than ten steps
behind.

“Good job, lieutenant,”
the General says to him as soon as the rest of the officers line
up, snapping to attention.

The soldier -who is really a lieutenant-
stands absolutely still, not nodding, not blinking, not
acknowledging the General’s praise in any way. He disciplines his
long body to stay silent, not a muscle twitching, not one breath
out of order. His eyes look straight ahead. He knows that’s the
kind of posture that will impress his General the most, after a
tough drill like that.

What won’t impress him is how itchy his
fingers are getting from wanting to open the message on his
goggles. Just five more hours until free time, the soldier thinks.
Then you can delete it.
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Three hours earlier, in quite another part
of the world, the old man everyone calls ‘the Clockmaster’ drags
his feet to the green door of his shack and opens it with
difficulty. There’s fresh snow behind it, weighing it down, and
beads of sweat gather on his wrinkled brow, falling onto his white
beard, as he pushes with all his strength into the steel and wood
until it gives way. He closes the door behind him, locking it
carefully, as he’s done every morning for the past fifteen years or
so.

The sky is a dazzling painting of blues and
reds and grays -it takes his breath away. The day is crisp and
clear, almost like every other morning he’s taken the same walk in
the snow, hiking to the forest and back.

Today is a bit different, though.

He has a feeling of finality at the pit of
his stomach, as though every step he takes is changing the world.
Old age is finally catching up with you, old timer, he thinks.
Crystal snowflakes twirl about him, landing on his red cheeks.
Every step lifts a cloud of them around his black, heavy boots as
he walks towards the dim outline of the fir trees.

It will be Christmas in a week.

Not that anyone will notice.

You’ve lived alone for too
long, old man, and you’re beginning to imagine things.
Christmas! What a thing to remember at times like
these.

He thinks of the huge hollow disc that has
to be filled strategically with cogwheels and gears, standing in
the middle of his cold little room, but he hasn’t been able to
concentrate on his work for days.

The new year simply won’t
dawn if his Clock isn’t ready to chime it in. He stops, breathless,
lifting his eyes to the skies, and chuckles softly to
himself. Will the truth ever be
known?

Probably not.

 


So you say there is no Father Christmas

You say there is no Santa Claus

Reindeer cannot fly, it’s all a grown-up
lie…

 


It’s a song older than time itself -older
even than him; what made it suddenly pop into his head?

He murmurs it, prodding himself to keep
walking in time with the melody. He doesn’t remember all the words,
but the music is sad and nostalgic; it reminds him of a home long
gone and sunny days filled with love and the smell of cinnamon. The
love lives on.

 


So you say there is no Father Christmas

 


The Clockmaster walks on, burying his chin
in the thick, fur lapels of his coat. His steps feel heavier today.
His large, white head feels light, as though a mere gust of wind
could blow it away like a bird. Like the icy powder that drifts
from the sky to land on his collar.

He sees the sniper a split second before he
shoots.

There’s a deafening sound, and the next
minute a sharp pain blossoms in his chest, and he feels himself
falling away from sight, sinking into the snow, its crystals
parting to welcome his weight.

It takes him a moment to realize that he’s
no longer moving. He tries to find his bearings, and buries his
sturdy staff into the ground, pushing his weight on its
hand-crafted handle so that he can stand, but he falls back on
trembling limbs.

The sniper is gone; the Clockmaster he
didn’t even have time to see if he was a member of the Guard or a
free-shooter. He just appeared out of nowhere, a black silhouette
somewhere behind the trees, and shot him. He surely was an easy
target, walking in plain sight out in the open, a dark spot in
stark contrast to the glowing twilight reflected off the bluish
snow.

The pain is numbing but his mind is falling
asleep with the cold, too. Something is gnawing at him, a mere
sliver of a thought at the edges of his consciousness. What is
it?

“So you say there is no
Father Christmas…” No it’s not that. “Twenty-five twenty-five,” he
mutters.

Two numbers, identical; they remind him of
something, but he can’t quite grasp what that is. The numbers hover
on the fringes of his tired memory, and still their meaning eludes
him. So much information, so many experiences, all of them ticking
away like minutes on one of his cuckoo clocks; wars, kisses,
celebrations, changes, pain. All of it gone now.

Soon it will be gone forever.
Irrevocably.

“Twenty-five
twenty-five.”

People used to think he was something like a
timekeeper, or at the very least, a memory-keeper. But these
memories he’s collected so meticulously over the years -they have
been his own personal demons as well.

It’s certainly not his job to keep them -it
shouldn’t be anybody’s job.

He’s just another human being.

And he hasn’t been exceptionally good at
that, either.

He used to hope that he would be able to
pass the flame on to someone else, someone more worthy, more clever
and compassionate, but as the cold travels to his extremities, he
starts to think he may have no time for that. He wasted all his
years, and now it’s too late.

“Constantine,” he
whispers, and a lone tear freezes on his cheek. “Twenty-five,
twenty-five. Felix, my hope.”

Now he remembers, if just for a second.

It takes less than a minute for the falling
snow to cover him like a shroud.

He falls asleep looking at the stars.

And in his dreams comes a fairy, riding an
angel clouded in plush white fur, her hair on fire. She looks down
on him from atop her perch on the angel’s back.

He feels a smile creeping across his frozen
face as her huge brown eyes fill his vision. He hears -in his
dream, always- steps crunching on the snow beside him, he feels a
warm, trembling hand gently touch his icy grave.

“Father…?” the fairy says,
and he is convinced he’s dreaming, if he ever had a doubt, for this
is a word he hasn’t heard in years. “Father Christmas?”

He wants to tell her that’s not his name, it
was just a song of the Old Ones he was singing, but in the dream
his lips are sealed shut and little icicles have begun to drift on
his stiff white beard.

“It should have been me,”
the fairy says in a trembling voice that sounds like a whispered
bell. She starts to weep soundlessly.

If he could speak, he’d warn her about the
sniper, he’d yell at her to run. If he could speak, he’d whisper to
her the number one more time; maybe she could help avoid
disaster.

But he can’t, and so the fairy just sits
there beside him, her dirty, torn dress pooling around her on the
grey snow, holding his hand and sobbing, in plain sight. There
might still be snipers surrounding the plain, eyes peeking behind
the snow-capped trees, but she doesn’t move. She holds his cold
hand in her bare ones until his breathing gets even.

Until her beautiful dark eyes are the only
thing he remembers from this broken, frozen world.
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