
Outside a little city, a dirty city, a frontier town deserted by all frontiers, winter arrived. He came without ceremony, without fanfare. No one in the city was awake to see him come. He had no face and no form, but where he stepped the ground grew hard and when he breathed, the soft autumn moisture was sucked out of the air, leaving a tang of ice, a scent of emptiness.


Unseen eyes stole the secrets of the night. There was a sighing like heavy wind, and for fifty feet in any direction, the last leaves were blown from the trees, like flame blown from a candle’s curling wick.


Footsteps again, but human, these. Boots on dying grass, a hunched-over man clothed thinly against the cold. As he approached the coming season, snow began to fall, for this was a year of sudden changes.


The man was old and frail, his body drained by years, by natural torments and artificial. He was bone wrapped in skin wrapped in a torn old coat, about as alive as a handful of cooling ash. But he walked with a firm step, and he was not afraid. Anxious, but empty of fear.


He came to the clearing where winter stood regarding his new kingdom. He knelt before him, with a great rattling of old knees, and invoked him by one his chosen names.


To speak this name was to deepen the cold; even on a spring day, it might bring snow, and now the sky was transformed by a sudden, furious blizzard. His lips were blue, his teeth like ice, and steam oozed sullenly from the corners of his mouth.


His life was almost gone.


Again he spoke the name, and made a request, short and to the point, in a language older than the earth on which he knelt.


The Lord Winter was pleased to hear such a tongue, pleased to hear such a glorification, such a supplication, addressed to him. He whispered back, in no language at all, really, a single word: Yes.


The man threw down a coin, an old coin of Rome, upon the new snow. He drew a bronze knife, double-edged, from somewhere in his ragged coat. His hand trembled a little, but the cut was clean enough. The blood began to freeze even as it fell, and rang like glass at the feet of winter.


The old man slumped aside, his lifeblood vanishing. The Lord Winter whispered softly, and a door opened in the sky, a portal so much darker than the night that it made even Winter’s heart long for the sun.

*
*
*


His body vanished beneath him as he was flung up, his soul caught and carried by the steam of his dying breath, from which winter spared his chill. Up, up he flew into the door in the sky.


And then there was neither up nor down any longer, and everything was slowly peeled away—his mind, his emotions. Every memory in his ephemeral heart was stripped off one after another, rolling backwards to that first horrible brilliance that had once stained a baby’s eyes.


And that, too, was gone, as though he had never been conceived. At last even the feeling of loss was gone, and the feeling of freefall, and there was no one, nothing left to feel.


Beneath everything else in the human mind, in the human soul, there is a burning whisper, a cloying desire to be, the fury that drives existence out of the void, the command that founds every universe. This last blast of will flared against the nothingness…and then it, too, was gone.

*
*
*

Light.

*
*
*


“What is the universe to a mind? What is time? We call this the realm of appearance. Experiences come to us, bring us image after image, and we call this sequence. The sequence has a rhythm and we call this time. There are rules to how you move through time, like there are rules to any dance, or any game.


“Consider: You are shown five card, an order you come to recognize as their ranking. You see a pattern, you see progress. Order. Continue through the deck and you see cycles: beginnings and endings (the same sudden thing), again and again.


“Life has this quality, doesn’t it? We dance to such a rhythm?


“Shuffle the deck and begin a new game.  Learn to change the rhythm without stopping the dance.”

*
*
*

Light.

*
*
*


It broke over him, it broke him, he was shards of himself mingled with shards of it, a meal ground of bones and sunbeams lying in the cupped hand of the earth, waiting for the breeze.


He opened his eyes; it seemed the right thing to do. His mind was empty, achingly empty. His ignorance was pain, was hunger. Feed me, something cried deep in his skull. So he opened his eyes and fed it.


Images of the forest (colors, the play of light and dark, the wings and voices of birds, wind shaking the trees, and the cool brown immediacy of the earthen hollow in which he lay) began to flood him, to pour through his eyes and ears and all the nerves in his skin.


And with these images came thousands upon thousands of remembered others, the unending variations on the primary themes. He saw a million birds carving their paths across a million skies, and the fertile earth of a million lands.


In the distance, beside a narrow but furious river, a city’s spires rose into the space between the earth and the upper air. The sight of those spires brought with it the reminiscence of a thousand cities lost to him forever in the other reaches of time.


And with those cities their ancient societies, their myriad tongues. The yearning at the back of his skull drank all of these thoughts, and especially those innumerable voices, and was, for a time, sated.


Winter was fading from this land, giving way to a solemn, silent spring. Somewhere, the ocean hissed. Somewhere a woman sang a song full of leaving and being left behind.


He rose from the little hollow and shook the dirt and sunlight from the old coat, then hauled himself up. His was a long body, in the height of youth. The wind caught his long hair and spread it in a wavering halo around him.


He looked across this landscape, and caught it with his gaze, so that the great river, the forest, and great city were prisoned in the watery light of his deep, flashing eyes.


He approached the city slowly, walking amid gnarled pine and new-leafed oak. The forest deepened so that for a while he lost sight of the city, but the gentle singing of the woman kept him oriented. He walked an interminably long while and gave himself over to the memories of all the other forests that had ever spread their branches above him and swallowed the sky. So given he did not the see the root that curled itself out of the ground to snare his foot, to send him sprawling. And for a moment he remembered what it was to know neither up nor down; then the sudden blow of the earth was against his face.


The old man struck him harshly across the cheek, staining the boy’s face with redness, his eyes with tears.


“Listen to me!” he said in a harsh whisper. The boys attention had previously been caught by some private reverie. “You must know these things if you are to survive the journey through Night.”


They wore the dark robes and ragged beards of philosophers, and sat on a cliffside clearing where they could hear the waves.


“Tell me,” the old man said, “What lies behind the night?”


“A new place,” he replied, “Like this one, but different.”


The old man shook his head. “There is no different place, boy. In all the universe there is only one place, only one time, but we see them differently, always.


“When you make the journey you lose all that you knew, and you may see the world, for a while, as a new man. But the things of the world are still there, and so are your memories. You will have to find them again, and they will come to you carried on the back of every similarity, as a man seeing a sunset cannot but compare it to all the many sunsets he has seen all his life.”


The old man slapped him again, across the other cheek. “Now,” he said, “Whenever you are struck on the face you will remember this lesson.”


The city was cold and beneath the persistent singing of the as-yet unseen woman, it was silent. It was a thing of massive stone, built as though to spit in the face of time. It was impossible to tell how old it was, but it was clearly deserted, abandoned. And though it might last a thousand years, in its abandonment it was already dead, for a city has no life but the life of its citizens, and these were clearly long gone. Every door in the place stood open, the way a man’s eyes stand open in death.


He looked into a few houses and shops but found nothing of value or use, nor any food. There was no sign of violence or vandalism, or looting. Simply…empty.


At the city’s center stood a great estate; it bordered on the river that ran out of the mountains. The estate was of some size, fenced with great orchards. A broad footpath split the wall of trees and ran, a little unsteadily, to a domed temple or palace. He paused a while at the entrance mid the trees, prodding them, seeking any sign of danger. Finding none, he went past, along the path.


He was consumed by a huge system of gardens, a manifold verdence that shocked him after the lifelessness of the stone city, where nothing grew, or moved, or lived.


Here was an abundance of life, varieties of plants gathered from half the world over. He was rocked continuously by the memories they brought him; all the gardens he had ever seen were contained, it seemed, within these miles.


All it shared with the city was a certain order, an organization that defied all the natural chaos of growing things. There was more balance and symmetry here than life ever produced on its own. It was an order so new and so strong it seemed to overpower all the orders he had ever known, time included.


The singing grew nearer; he approached its source.


Strangely, the songs had brought him no memories, and he realized with a start that he could never have heard such music before, or he would know them, and recall the distant markets and festivals where he’d seen them danced to, long ago.


It made him nervous to think of, and he almost turned back, but as much as the thing in his skull demanded to remember what it had so many times lost, a thing in his heart demanded to see the woman in whom these songs were sung, and, perhaps, to learn a new thing, if such could still be.


It was a desire to which he was unaccustomed, he found, for he had many lifetimes since thought it sated, thought that he had seen all things before and could, now, only look forward to the variations.


The boy had followed with the urgence of youth fearing death the rumors and tales of the man in the mountains, the man who was older than the earth herself, who knew trapdoors in time and the ways of cheating death. He found only an old man sitting in a filthy cave on an ancient hillside near the sea, where perhaps mountains once had been. He had gone up to him, thrown himself down, and begged to learn. He was young, and had loved life too much to enjoy it.


“Teach me,” he said, “How to escape death!”


“If you wish, I will teach you, but you may hate me for it.”


“I would love you more than anyone has loved before.”


“Love and gratitude are so unrelated as to be contradictory. Flatter me and I will beat you with my cane. Now go collect some firewood and we will begin your instruction.”


It was only after this, his goal in sight, that the boy could look about him, see the rough and jagged land with a beauty like a snarling wolf’s. He shivered slightly, and wondered how much he would have to surrender or risk in achieving the safety he sought.


The garden at the center of all the gardens, before the gates of the temple, or whatever, had its own gate and its own fence, taller than his head. A sign hung over the path. It read: “Memory”


He stepped inside, for the sound of singing had grown very near.


“Understand, boy, that when you leave you lose everything. You will gain some of it back, but only some. Always something is lost. I am not even sure that it is you that emerges on the other side of night. It may only be that we create memories to be picked up by another; it may be that oblivion has the last word after all.”


“What word, master?” the boy asked flippantly.


The old man was sternly silent, so that he could not tell if he was withholding the answer out of ire, or if he did not know it, or if he was in fact giving it.


Outside it grew dark, and a thick shade blew in from the churning waters.


In the garden called memory, the fountains ran slow, as though the water were syrup. It spouted and fell like blue-white honey and, he found, it was colder than ice to the touch. The air, too, was cold, and perfectly still, untroubled by any wind.


The garden was littered with statuary, plaques, tombstones. It was full of writing, cluttered with words. The inscriptions told a strange history of madness, of warlords and architects, of a listless, inevitable doom. It was a monument to the city’s death.


He came to the center of it, and approached the singing woman, dark of skin and too beautiful, almost, to bear. Her eyes were shut as she sang; she played a small stringed instrument and wore a great robe that fluttered like wings in the unmoving air.


She allowed her song to come to an end. It trailed away wordlessly, vanished into the air and left the silence, for a moment, almost perfect. The fountains were soundless, and the few birds he saw had just as little voice. They were probably daunted by the songs she sang.


Without opening her eyes, she greeted him, called him stranger, and asked him why he had come.


“How do you know me for a stranger?”


“There is no one left here but me. I have seen no human soul in a thousand years. What could you be but a stranger?”


“Is there no other way?”


“I have heard of an ancient city of design so perfect time cannot touch it, whose subtly laid pattern creates a place of utter slowness. It is not immortal, they say, but it is as close as can be imagined.”


“Should I seek this place, then?” the child asked, with a child’s credulous wonder. The old man snorted softly.


“I think I have heard of this place,” he said. She smiled and rose from the little stool on which she sat.


“Many have heard of it, but few come here. The ones who built it are long, long gone.”


“Where did they go?”


“They went to die.”


“Why?” His innocence surprised her. It was open, childlike. He had the face of a man newly born, and eyes of the same blue-white translucence as the fountains of the garden, and the same slow depth shining up from their bottoms.


“They were tired,” she said.


They talked for an interminably long time, and as they did so, he began to return to himself. The more they talked, the more memories arose; she would mention a name, a place, or something she had seen done, and a thousand iterations would flood his brain, would spill out of his mouth into the frozen air.


She laughed at so many stories, so many inexhaustible stories. She congratulated him on his prolific storytelling, so that he blushed, thinking of all the stories he would never recall—the special ones, the private ones. The unique ones that no reminiscence would ever return to him, that would always lurk out of reach.


He tried to explain this to her, and it was not hard, for she knew something of those who took his path. It seemed to make her sad, though, and she would not say why.


Later, she showed him the temple, which was dedicated to no god in particular but which was so beautiful it seemed to glorify all creation. He gazed upon its great arching walls and seemed almost to recall every curve in the universe. The breath was gone from his chest, squeezed out as though by the weight of all that he saw and had seen. She touched him lightly on the cheek and led him to the center of the hall, where they danced in silence and the memory of her music.


When they had danced together for an interminably long time, and retired to a place beside the fountains, he asked her why she remained when all the others were gone.


“They had nothing new ahead. Nothing to explore. In a thousand years, I have yet to come to the end of song.”


“Do you think you will?”


“Someday. And when I do, I shall leave this place and walk until I reach another city, which is not empty, but which is worthy of my gift. And I will decide which song was the best, and I will sing it for those who dwell there. And then, then I will await my death.”


“You are not afraid to die?”


“The only thing I fear is dying before I am done with my work, and even that—“


“Yes?”


“Life is not such a precious thing as most think. I have seen its natural length and so much more, and it is no wonder in itself, but merely a stage on which wonders are worked.”


“And yet—“


“Yes?”


“If we need life for wonders, are they not proof enough of life’s greatness?”


“Tell me, stranger, when was the last time you encountered a wonder without thinking, ‘I have seen this before’?”


He kissed her then beside the slow-flowing water and she wondered fleetingly if he refused to tell her the answer, or did not know, or in truth was giving it now. And then even this question vanished, and there was nothing but the kiss.


They were together an interminably long time, and though he gave no sign of aging, she saw that he was growing tired, as the others had before. Perhaps it took months, perhaps millennia, but it happened. And though she wished to go with him, or him to stay, she was not yet finished with her work, nor he with his, whatever it was. She saw all this in his slow-deep eyes.


So when the time came, and it was soon to be winter in the outside world, she brought him a gold coin and a knife of bronze, as he asked. And she sang him the best song she had yet found, and it broke his heart to hear such beauty.


“I will remember you,” he said, as so many have always said to those they leave behind.


She looked at him for an interminably long time and thought, you will never hear such music as mine again, for it is mine alone, my task alone, and there is none other to remind you, none in the whole of time but me. The others may give you enough to long for me, enough to recall that you have lost, but never what you have lost.


“Perhaps,” she said, “If we ever meet again.”


And though it is said that no wanderer like him has ever set foot on the same soil twice, has ever returned to quite the same appearance, they both had a private suspicion that she would never conclude her search until he returned to her at the last, and he would never cease his wandering until he had a chance to do so.


The kissed again, and this suspicious hope lingered for a while, and then it vanished, and there was nothing but the kiss.


He walked down the garden path, through the empty city with all its wide staring doors, and out into the land beyond. He waited the coming of Lord Winter as he had so many times before, with a knife of bronze and a coin of gold. But for the first time in millennia he felt sadness, and it had been so long that he welcomed it into his heart as a treasured guest.


As winter came to stand upon the earth, he lifted the knife, and from the riverside came a song of sorrow that made even Lord Winter catch his breath and take heed, but it was only a promise, or perhaps a threat, of another song that was yet to come.

