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“I have come to feel that man is a very important thing—maybe more important than a star. This is not theology I'm talking about. I have no bent toward gods. But I have a new love for that glittering instrument, the human soul. It is a lovely and unique thing in the universe. It is always attacked, and never destroyed— because ‘Thou mayest.’” 

—East of Eden / John Steinbeck
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If we could look down upon the illusion, make it small as if we were a free bird, or a high cloud, we would see two cities, vastly different, separated by the Valley of Blue. 

If we were a mist we would curl around the valley’s sky-blue trees with their star-shaped flowers, and rest upon thick white bushes with leaves of amber. 

From the southern city we would see the Great Tower rising up out of the dense valley to the north. The Tower had been worshipped and mythologized even from the oldest of recorded history, but no one really knew how or when it had come to be. 

Most people in these modern times gave the Tower very little thought as they carried on with their daily affairs, focusing instead on their individual dreams and desires. But a few became obsessed by it. They hungered to examine and explore it, discover its beginnings, and give it a proper date of birth. But all attempts to get there had failed. 

For many years the city paid the curious and adventuresome to map and make inroads due north through the valley to inspect the Great Tower close up, but so far not even these rugged foresters and scientists could find their way, or find their way back. Even at the start of The Great Path, most knew their fate was already sealed. Fear crept in right from the first steps. Only the old went without hesitation. 

Though each in their youth could hardly believe one day they would walk into that strange densely forested valley alone, there would inevitably come a time when they would find themselves at The Great Path, and wander almost without thought to a starting place called The Age of the Taken. They would go forth, choose one of a thousand paths before them, and never return. 

Now it was true that no one left behind knew for sure if any of them made it to the Towerland. But once a year the lights of the Great Tower would come on and flash in soft-colored sequences through the night. Fear turned to hope, hope turned into a dream—a dream that those they loved were still alive. 
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Timshel Ishall was two hundred thirteen years old. He had lived a full life, a normal life by his city’s standards, but why he had not yet been called to The Age of the Taken he could not know. 

All of his friends were gone ten or twenty years. Did they just decide to go one day? He stood at the edge of the forest where the city pavement drifted off into rock and damp moss. He stood staring at a dense path before him, trying to set his feet in motion. 

Timshel sighed and began to turn back as he had many times before, but then a strange feeling overwhelmed him. He saw the way, and became confident. He wanted to turn back to look at the city one last time, or at the people who might be watching, but he could not, did not want to somehow. 

Behind him, uniformed, with hand-held machines, and mechanized trail-blazers, came three paid scientist adventurers. They followed Timshel into the deeper parts of the forest. A man named Lesam was the senior member and the leader. He tried, as he had so many times before, to keep up with The Taken One. But despite recent technological advances, despite their newly updated devices and auto-cutters and digital compasses, the trail thickened before them and Timshel calmly disappeared. 

Lesam retraced his path back to the city and headed for home. He turned the corner and came to his walkway, with its rows of silver flowers. Down the stairwell he stumbled, legs burning, exhausted, frustrated, as he fell into bed. As his body came in contact with the pressure sensitive mattress the lights auto-faded out.

Somewhere far beyond both cities a great machine changed focus, and with a tireless eye turned again toward the Valley of Blue. 
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Some branches had to be pushed away and brushed behind him, others just seemed to disappear. Timshel was walking right through them. There were no edible plants here, no water to quench his thirst, no way of knowing which way was the right direction. But he felt no fear.

He walked on for days and nights needing no sleep, stepping lightly through the purple and orange underbrush, through fading brambles and huge blue trees that rose far beyond his vision. 

Timshel presently stopped at the sight of a strange group of flowers. He hadn’t seen anything like them before. They were yellow and shiny, and appeared to be the first of many thousand generously spaced on the path ahead. He knelt down to touch one of the soft petals and felt a strange feeling, a dizziness. So he pulled his hand away. As he walked on, each glowing petal he came to seemed to recall a day in his life. Most of his entire life had come and gone unremembered before this. Only a few main events could be recalled in a still-life picture, or a particular nostalgic smell or taste would trigger something that remained alive in him. But now everything was flowing slowly by in his mind, day by day, month by month, from the day of his birth.

After many months of walking he reached the first flowers of his 213th year. Then he saw the day his journey through the Valley of Blue began. He watched as he recalled seeing the first yellow flower before him, and began to remember remembering his life. Then came the present day.   It was a very quiet, motionless moment. It seemed as if all the things in the forest had stopped. He looked down at the last golden flower on the path and everything around him began to shimmer. Slowly it formed  an image of The Great Tower. Now he stood before its gates. It was surrounded with dazzling white trees and a knee high sea of golden petals gently swaying in the wind.
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Timshel with his next step found himself in a long hallway. A stranger led him to a waiting room. They sat across from each other. The stranger’s face was calm but stern.

“Timshel Ishall,” the stranger finally said in a clear level voice. “Let it be known to you now, every being has an image, a way of creating death. But the fact is, no one ever really dies. Here in The Great Tower, we exist in a reality free of disease, and free of death. 

You have returned to the roots of the civilization to which you belong. Long ago our ancestors learned to slow biological time so dramatically it led to biological immorality.”

“I am not going to be dead at some point? And I am not dead now? ” Timshel heard himself say this in a dream-like state.

“No. And you never will be,” the speaker said. “Life is finally yours.” 

Timshel was given a quiet room where he fell into deep dreamlessness.  
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Part II
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As Timshel adjusted to his new surroundings, he was stunned at what he experienced.

Machines were built right into the walls of the tower. They flashed in soft colors, changing slowly, subtly, for reasons he couldn’t understand. He was shown a number of different living quarters for his choosing. One overlooked the hillsides to The North and the forests beyond. Another had views of the sunset on the Western Ridge. There was a room with an Eastern Sky view, especially beautiful at night. But no window faced South Before, toward his homeland.

One thing amazed him more than anything else. As soon as he saw his reflection in a mirror he observed that he was young again. Maybe thirty. He felt thirty. Or twenty. He would soon find out everyone, including his ancestors, looked young and fit as well.

As in his past life, trees bore fruit and died and new seeds grew. There was no immortality for the trees and animals. Leaves turned blue and crimson and star-white, vermillion and silver through the changing seasons. 

His first years in the Towerland were filled with reunions of friends and family. It was a sweet existence. Heaven-like. Work was voluntary yet everyone seemed happy to do more than their share. Envy and personal politics seemed unnecessary. Games were plentiful, laughter was plentiful as well. Worry seemed to abate as time had been transformed from an enemy to an ally. 

The “true” reality, the whys and hows of things, were spoken of infrequently. Most of Timshel’s family and friends were in no rush to inspect eternity by “scratching at it with their fingernails.” Most of them were not bound by doubts, or loyalties to reason. They could have wandered away from The Great Tower for a century before coming home, none the better or the wiser for their travels. So why would it matter, or even cross their minds? Everyone was happily resigned to enjoy each pain-free day, with days emerging and receding like endless waves. 

Timshel felt differently than the rest. After a few years he became restless, curious, so he decided to journey to the Western Sector where he had heard there were scientists and great teachers.

Before he left, many of his friends and family said to him, “We all felt restless for a few decades, until we realized the present is all that matters. All we can learn by leaving are useless facts.”

But Timshel was not persuaded by this kind of reasoning. If there was an infinite amount of time to return, why not explore and question? He, perhaps naively, thought finding answers to things brought him one step closer to what he defined as freedom. During the before time, when he thought he would die someday, he thought only freedom was eternal. Now he knew better.

During his journey through new and distant tower halls he stopped from time to time to look at slowly moving ice-colored gears behind thick glass; the lifelines of
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