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Prelude

The Tunnel of Light






“Look!” pointed Zoe. “The tunnel of light!”

Around the mountaintop, a darkness encompassed them, and near in the sky, a swirling gray tunnel was forming, and beyond light was appearing. 

“You’re right. It’s the classic view. What all the stories talk about. And there it is! I didn’t really expect to see it. Should we go there? It doesn’t seem that far...”

“Yes, it’s so inviting. But shouldn’t we remain on Earth a while longer? We have a daughter, a grandchild. Yet... it seems we should go.”

“I don’t know. Yet I’m wondering so much about what lies beyond. And if it’s there now, will it be there later? Maybe it’s a unique opportunity. A once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.”  

“Yes, death is a once in a lifetime opportunity,” Zoe responded with sudden hilarity. “I feel the calling so strong, as well. Stronger than life back on Earth. What do you say?”

“It’s time now. Take my hand.”

The two entered, and the experience was one they had had before. Zoe recalled first. “It’s like the swirling we had when we left Earth from the underground fort, when we were children.”

“Yes, it’s the same feeling,” acknowledged Tod. 

In that tunnel, they experienced movement without being sure which way they were moving, or even whether they had a certain direction. It appeared, however, that the opening of light was coming closer to them.

“It’s a marvelous feeling, and I’m not at all afraid,” said Tod. “We’re falling without moving—the future is rushing toward us. Nothing quite like it.”

“Here it comes,” announced Zoe. “I would say brace for impact, but I don’t think we need to.”

The couple softly landed, if landing it could be called, and what they came upon was an utter surprise. 
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CHAPTER I
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Quantum Reality






The two had expected light with marvelous shining, luminescent forms and crowds of spiritual beings. Instead, they landed in a dark, wavy space with scintillating points of light. The darkness seemed not dark at all, but rich and full of substance. 

“What are we in?” asked Zoe. “I’m not sure if I quite know what we’ve gotten into.”

“It’s certainly not what we expected. Yet this dark feels so rich, like it’s on the verge of bursting.”

“I see scintillating lights come on every so often, like something coming into form or wanting to,” Zoe interpreted. “Or maybe it is here, then not here. So, where are we and what is this? It feels like we’re floating on an endless sea.”

“Well, there are no signposts around. But I think I have some idea.”

“Waiting,” said Zoe. “Earth to Tod, please hurry up! Hold my hand at least. I don’t want to become separated.” For there was some tendency to drift, and it was not always in the same direction. “Wow, this reminds me of when we were in un-time together,” said Zoe. “It doesn’t feel so desperate, though. Maybe we are still connected to time?

Go ahead, Tod. Still waiting.”

“We’re definitely not on Earth, either of us,” Tod finally replied. “I’m going to make a stab at where or when this is. For some reason and somehow, we’re before anything has started. Like pre-Big Bang, before time or space proper.”

“Well, that is unexpected for dying! To have a tunnel of light come to this?”

“I don’t think it’s the end. There’s more than this I’m feeling.”

“I hope so. I don’t mind being with you and all... and this dark is inviting. It feels good, like it’s embracing us. We could stay awhile here and take in our fill. Still...

“Have you noticed?” added Zoe. “Ourselves feel a little insubstantial here, like they’re spreading or mixing with this matrix. I don’t know how to describe it.”

“There's someone else here,” Tod announced suddenly, looking beyond her.

Zoe turned, and something even more surprising than what they had first encountered after entering the tunnel of light stood before them. 
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CHAPTER II 
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A Figure in Un-Time






It was the Archon, floating and wading through the lattices of quantum reality. In a world Zoe and Tod had visited before as children, the Archon had been a collector of planetary species. His goal was to study and master life forms so that he could become immortal. In the end his project failed, and he became an incoherent blob of amassed body parts. Somehow he had shed them and was wandering in human form again in the vast reaches of space.

“How did you get here?” asked Tod. 

“I might ask the same,” he responded.

“Fair enough,” said Tod. “We were near the end of our lives and we saw a vision of a tunnel leading to light atop a mountain. We entered, and here we are.”

“Yes, the tunnel of light. You were taken in, too. The dying fall for it every time.”
“Did you?” asked Zoe. 
“The thing is, I had won immortality. But it was as this blob. And I couldn’t move past the reflection of my own image. I had won, but I was trapped.”

“Then how did you get out of the trap?” asked Tod.

“I died, more or less. I saw the tunnel and went in—gave up my mortal body. But look where it got me.”

“I don’t think this is the end. It’s the beginning or before the beginning,” Tod offered. “Would you like to join us?”

“No. I’m going slow through things here, finding my own way. I think I can eventually break out and go back.”

“Go back to where?” asked Zoe.

“Where I had an immortal body. I just have to figure out a way to make sure I’ve unblobbed myself, so I don’t go back to my last incarnation. The answer is somewhere in this stuff. I’m hoping if I just search enough, I’ll find it. It’s just that I don’t quite have the substance I used to have.”

“Hmm. Maybe this searching alone is not the next best step,” suggested Zoe.

The Archon made a flailing gesture. “I know what’s best for myself! I’ve made it this far. I’ve just got to study more, figure things out more.” 

“Maybe you can just pass through this,” Zoe suggested. “You don’t have to understand it to go to the next stage.”

“How do you know anything about the next stage?” asked the Archon. “It sounds hypothetical. What if there isn’t one?”

“How long have you been here?” asked Tod.

“It's hard to tell time here. Sometimes it feels like I just got here, and other times like eons.”

“It’s un-time,” Zoe explained. “We had an experience of that, not such a great one back on Earth. Here it feels more natural and settled. Still, it’s not something you’re meant to be in forever. Come with us.”

For a moment the ice-cold heart of the Archon flickered with warmth. 

After a long moment, he responded, “No, I’m not ready.”

“Will you ever be ready?” asked Zoe. “We can help you leave un-time. We did it once before.”

“Un-time?” asked the Archon. “Can’t say I’ve really run across that in my studies. I’ll bookmark it, but of course there are no books here.”

“Just experiences, like the one you’re having now,” Tod put in. “Don’t you want to start up time and go out from here?”

“Time—that’s the enemy!” exclaimed the Archon. “That’s how you die! At any rate I’m not rushing back into time. Sorry, I’ve got to go now. You’ve delayed my calculations. Quantum reality is tricky, unpredictable, flashing bits of matter and energy. There’s got to be a pattern. I’m close to figuring it out.”

With that, the Archon receded from view, either going deeper into the matrix or simply further away. “Good luck,” the couple waved as the Archon disappeared.

“Where next?” asked Zoe. “We seem to both be saying there is a way forward.”

“We were offering hope to someone who’s lost,” explained Tod. “As for a way out, we’ll have to figure that one out. I think it has something to do with light.”

It was not light, however, that happened next, but something more unexpected.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER III
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Three Ancient Beings






It seemed they came to a boundary, or the boundary came to them. Preceding and guarding this boundary were three entities. At first the three appeared as different types of stones: tall, slender, and with variegated surfaces. Although all three appeared as such, it seemed one aspect was more present than others in each. The Middle Stone was definitely more matter or stone, as it were.   

“What are they?” wondered Zoe. “I’m remembering something like them, having met one before. I think it was the more stone one.” 

“The two on either side are different if you look closely,” noted Tod. “The one to the left is more like matter latticed with energy; I’m not sure which is greater. It feels powerful, whatever it is. The entity on the right is surely all energy, pulsing in radiant fields.

“It’s like the source of light. Where are we, Tod?”

They gazed around, searching for clues. The lattice of quantum reality was still around them, more active, scintillating more frequently. Beyond the three Beings, however, there was a blankness. It was like a wall with no color.

“It’s before the beginning, I think,” said Tod. “Behind them is like a nothingness that can become something. These three must be elemental entities at the threshold. If I were a scientist, I’d call them Field, Matter, and Energy.”

“Don’t the three feel like beings? They’re more than elements, Tod.”

“Yes, we are more,” the three answered in unison. 

“And I’m happy to see you again,” said the Mid-Being of matter. 

“Yes, I knew it!” exclaimed Zoe. “You are one of the Ancient Ones I met in the caves long ago, below in the Archon’s world.” 

“Yes, we did meet there, and I was the one who raised you. I had to put a bit of my being into you to bring you back.”

Zoe was astonished. “You mean I was dead?” 

“We never fully die,” the Stone Being answered. “It’s one of the universe’s greatest surprises.” 

“Like the conservation of matter and energy,” Tod mused.

The Stone Being laughed, and it seemed to shake the quantum reality around them. 

“You can say that,” the Being allowed. “However, matter, energy, and being are not just conserved—they are renewed, energized, and becoming more real.”

“How can I disagree? You are—” Zoe didn’t know what to say, for no word quite captured it.

“I almost thought you were going to say Masters of the Universe,” said Tod in an aside.

The first Being of latticed fields corrected, “We are more servants of the Universe than its masters.”

At that, the energy being spoke, “And how would you like to be served?”

“I think we’re trying to make it back to... I’m not quite sure where,” answered Tod.

“We were expecting heaven or something,” Zoe added. “Yet it seems there’s more adventure before us.”

Tod concurred. “We’re standing before this blankness, feeling like there’s something beyond—the beginning. We never quite made it there before. ”

“Yes,” all three Beings responded. “We concur. You may witness; you may birth with the Universe.”
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CHAPTER IV
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Womb of the Universe






It happened almost immediately: the three Stone Beings merged and expanded into a Sphere, which enveloped them all. The wall of no color dissipated; a vast space opened before them, and they were hurled outward. Zoe and Tod were pulled into this new space and time, for there became nowhere else to be. 

“Yes, it’s like before again,” Zoe cried out. “In the underground fort, when we moved into another dimension!”

“I think a dimension was just created,” Tod corrected. “This wasn’t here before.”

They felt the space more than saw it, into which quantum fields and material excitations also entered. Or rather, quantum reality expanded before them, as if space were being stretched incredibly thin, as if a microscopic world flipped outward, becoming macroscopic and covering immense distances. 

“Have you noticed how different we feel? We aren’t standing on anything. We don’t feel gravity or weightlessness—our insides feel different, too.”

“We’re entangled in whatever this is or whatever it’s becoming,” Zoe added.

Then the Sphere of Three Beings pulled inwards, and this newly created space, or at least a region of it, became filled with a wavy plasma substance, felt and sensed rather than seen. Deep, vibrant rolls of pressure waves almost felt like they were living. It was accompanied by a womb-like warmth, though in astronomical terms it must have been incredibly hot.

“Amazing,” said Tod. “Like the substance before substance. It’s active within and sensitive to the outside. It’s like all the particles of the universe are here, with all the fields and energies mixed in—an energized soup.”

“I think our three Being friends have become one too,” Zoe reflected. 

“We are truly at the beginning in more ways than one,” Tod concurred. “At a beginning that hasn’t fully begun.”

“The Womb of the Universe, then?” Zoe mused. “It feels pregnant, ready to birth.” 

“One in a series of beginnings,” Tod foresaw. “Yet this beginning feels like it will be special.”

“Light is here, somewhere,” sensed Zoe. “Why is the light hiding?” 

Tod laughed. “It didn’t hide so well, if you noticed it missing.”

“It’s the way things start—veiled, hidden, then suddenly manifest.”

“What’s pushing it forward, then?” asked Tod. “Something in matter?”

“Don’t forget the three beings. They’re still here... hiding.”

At that, the Sphere slowly became luminous with the first hint of light. Then the real beginning happened, or almost happened. 
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CHAPTER V
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Surprises






The change was sudden and eerie. It had been a dense matrix, with Zoe and Tod entangled in the field-matter-energy state. Then the three separated, the density relaxed, and light was released. The light didn’t come from one source, but diffused from all around. Glowing orange-yellow, the thermal light brought heat.

“It’s from the stretching,” said Tod. “Space became more open, and light was freed.”

“You’re sounding like a cosmic mystery man,” Zoe said as she gazed about. “It is a mystery, though—surreal light coming from everywhere. The surround is starless.”

“There’s a subtle matter present too, I sense.”

“It’s not the hard type, if that’s what it is. We are suspended in space somehow.”

“A primal atmosphere without a planet?” wondered Tod.

“Wait, is this supposed to be the Big Bang?” asked Zoe. “If this is the start of things, we didn’t witness any big burst of light.”

“I think they got the name wrong,” Tod agreed. “It’s more like a cosmic unfolding, a flowering. The Big Bang probably already happened, and we didn’t notice. Not sure if it was the space stretching or the plasma world.”

“But do you wonder, Tod, what’s causing all this to unfold? We’re experiencing it, but we have no idea how or why it’s happening.”

“Yes, one can always count on mysteries. Why space is stretching, why the wavy plasma suddenly appeared, and why we’re in a world of diffuse light and matter.” 

“That anything happens at all is a mystery,” Zoe added. “That we’re even here.” 

“Yes, atop everything else... we could go on. The good news is that it doesn’t feel that threatening at all. Despite the mystery, it feels quite natural.”
“Have you noticed this?” asked Zoe. “There’s a type of gravity—we’re not just floating. The force is coming from all directions—sometimes a little more pull one way or the other.”
“Well, just float along then and see where the universe takes us.”

Zoe didn’t give up her question. “We’re caught up in all that’s happening, but we still don’t know what it means. Why are we experiencing this or anything at all?”

“Yes, and you would think that after... you know, our lives completing—we would go to the end of things rather than to the beginning.”

“Then it’s about surprises!” Zoe exclaimed. “Whatever is behind this likes surprises.”

“Well, that’s not in the science books, nor much in theological ones either, but it’s in reality,” said Tod. “So maybe this means there is a Cosmic Trickster.”

“Which reminds me,” said Zoe. “We haven’t met anyone here yet. There are not even any objects—at least natural ones. Mostly orange light, diffuse matter, and a bit of gravity. Yet it feels like it’s leading us somewhere... somewhere new.”

“Yes, we’re pregnant with the universe, waiting to birth the next surprise.”

“Maybe that’s what we are to do here: witness the surprises. I suspect where in a universe of endless surprises.”

“It’s a grand universe, Zoe. Not a bad place to be.”
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CHAPTER VI
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Inwelling Universe






The orange glow gradually subsided, and something else was taking its place. It was like a pooling, a drawing in, like wells of substance surfacing, appearing at seemingly random junctures.

“It is strange,” said Zoe. “I’m seeing by feeling rather than normal light. Yet it seems I sense or feel them from afar. It’s like we have a sensitive lateral line like a fish.”

“It is powerful,” Tod agreed. “Who needs eyes with that?”

“But Tod, what is it and where is it coming from?” 

“It’s pulling us in. I think it’s going to make objects. You know something that has more substance than all these pressure waves?”

“You mean gravity, Tod.”

“Yes, why didn’t I think of that?”

“Gravity is going to make things?”

“Hmm, hadn’t thought about it in that way. You’re right. Things couldn’t come together without it. So I suppose gravity, at least, helps make things.”

Zoe approached one of the inwellings, sensing its attractive energy. “I feel drawn to it, like I should go inside it.”

Tod cautioned. “Remember, we’re going along for the ride, not to become permanent inhabitants. I don’t think it’s a good idea to go into a whirlpool, and one which you don’t know where it’s going.”

“We don’t know where we are going anyway, Tod. And here I don’t feel that we can get hurt. We have died already, haven’t we?”

“I suppose so, still... remember un-time wasn’t all that pleasant, and it was swirling, too.”

“I think this is different; it’s calling me. Do you feel it?”

“Well, wherever you’re going, I suppose I am as well.”

“It does feel different now, like the surrounding substance is going to make something. Or something will be there after it leaves.”

With that, she entered the whirling and Tod followed.

They fell, and both felt they were concentrating, becoming heavier as they descended. It grew warmer, and sometimes there appeared brief flickers of light.

“We’re definitely going or falling somewhere,” said Tod. “Let’s hold hands. I would hate for us to get separated.”

Together, they slowly spun in a circle, but it didn’t feel disorienting, nor did it feel like they were upside down. “It’s far better than a Ferris wheel, but I just hope it stops.”

It did. The falling ended, or they ended falling—just before it felt like the descent would go on forever. A faint luminosity spread about them, and the couple saw a shape take form: a Sphere with a yellow outer boundary and a middle tinged with pale blue.
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CHAPTER VII
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The First Object 






“Do you see it?” asked Tod. “It’s there and not there.”

“I’m here,” answered the Sphere.

“We can barely see you,” whispered Zoe, trying to contain her amazement.

“That’s because there is no starlight in the universe yet,” said the Sphere. “My light comes from myself, outside of the universe, or deeper within the universe, so to speak. No worries, though, faint light is beginning to appear even here.”

“We’ve met you before!” exclaimed Zoe. “You’re the Sphere.”

“Yes, we once had an adventure together in the Archon’s land, when you were children.”

“Yes, the Archon! I can’t believe it. We saw him back in quantum reality before things started happening,” Tod recalled.

“He still wanders there. It will take him some more time to change.”

Zoe couldn’t help feeling sad. “It seems he’s lost in a land before time. What will become of him?”

“He has been gifted with some time,” the Sphere assured. “Maybe he will awaken. For now, are you ready to go on? A path is opening for you.” 

“Where to?” asked Tod and Zoe.

“Just continue the in-falling for now.”

After that, the Sphere receded from view, and the couple continued the spiral inwards. The surrounding substance was becoming more and more heated, which they experienced as a comforting warmth. Then an orange infrared glow began to permeate, with flashes amid swirling pockets of darker areas. With turbulence growing around them, the couple locked both hands in front of each other and started tumbling.

“It’s becoming more dramatic,” Zoe said with a hint of anxiety. “I hope the Sphere is right about the path.”

The rotation didn’t make them feel dizzy; only that they were merging more with whatever was happening.

“Denser, heated, and with more gravity,” Tod remarked. “Do you know what I’m thinking?”

“I don’t think it’s possible—what you’re thinking—for we are inside it.”

“Yes, I think the universe, or the Sphere, is inviting us to be inside.” 

“I don’t know if I can grok that,” Zoe answered.

“Grok? I didn’t know you read Heinlein’s Stranger in a Strange Land?”

“Hey, I’m one of those Flower or Indigo children. We’re not strangers here, Tod, and this world is familiar in an unexpected way.”

“You know I’m glad the Sphere appeared here,” Zoe continued. “It makes me feel like we’re on track, and that we don’t have to fear. Still, I’m wondering—didn’t think so much about it as a child—who is the Sphere, Tod? It’s not in cosmology books.”

“It makes it into mathematical books at least. But I don’t think all of reality makes it into books. That’s a safe bet, even from a former scientist.” 

There was a shift: the orange glow diffused around them with a scattering of red lancing light. Then, whatever presence it was, it came in waves. It felt like light, gravity, and objects were one. 

Tod laughed. “It’s a psychedelic show that’s bumping into us. We’re tripping.”

Zoe joined in the laughter. “Yes, tripping into the unfolding universe. That’s got to be the trip of all trips.”

The infalling was changing its nature; coalescing and becoming a luminescent orange all around them. The couple realized that they were within a sphere of immense proportions, with heated light coming from the collapsing density around them.

“The Sphere is still here, or if it left, it has come back in a way.” Zoe announced.

“It’s making something or becoming something,” added Tod. “I can see its outer boundary—feeling closer than it should be.” 

“Tod, I know this sounds strange, but I think it's we who’ve changed sizes. We’ve become large, filling this sphere.”

“Yes, I feel it too. We’ve become immense. Nothing to quite compare it to. Like our bodies are on a cosmic scale now.”

“And the light, Tod, the light... the orange keeps becoming more intense, and you can see a faint blue halo.”

Then the trip suddenly became bumpy as shock waves passed through the medium, creating localized bursts of light. “We’re tripping with the medium again!” exclaimed Tod.

They rode within the vast shrinking sphere for some time, and they shrank with it.

“Do you know what we’re becoming?” asked Tod.

“I suppose I should. You’re the scientist, if you’ve still got that hat.”

“You can’t keep your hat on here.”

“Tell me, Tod! I want to know.”

There was no time, for events surpassed them. An unimaginable energy became present in the first visible object of the universe.
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CHAPTER VIII
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Tumbling






“I feel it now, “ acknowledged Zoe. “You don’t have to tell me. We’re becoming a star. Somehow, we are about to become one.” 

“Hold on to me, Tod,” Zoe cried out in the moment before it happened. “I’m being drawn in by an immense force.” 

“And I... I’m going to hurl outward. It feels like I’ll be scattered into the beyond.”

“Tod! Then tumble with me. We have to balance it.” 

It ignited, the star. An immense burst of energy blew outward from Tod, who stayed in place by holding onto Zoe, who was being drawn in by an immense inwelling from the star’s center.  

“How?” asked Tod.

They were a star, with immense bursting radiated beyond them, while an inner force drew them inward toward the center. All around them a diffuse light held currents which seemed to oppose one another. 

“It’s tricky,” Zoe described. “But I think we’re getting the hang of it.”

“Hydrostatic equilibrium,” Tod remembered .

“A fancy word for all this tumbling, holding on, and keeping our balance. What would I do without your education?”

Tod laughed. “I guess I would just experience life.”

“We’re so close to each other now, making this light, Tod.”

“I appreciate the closeness and making light. But who’s there to see it?”

“Tod, that’s part of the strangest thing. We don’t really see it ourselves. The light here feels like pressure, heat, vibration, anything but a ray of light.”

Tod looked into the star’s matrix, searching—at times he actually viewed particles of light. “I suppose the photons are there, mostly balancing or absorbing each other out in the star’s middle.”

Zoe wasn’t too concerned. “It’s so much fun, and we are helping to make all this light!”

“I suppose we are. It’s a matter of faith and astrophysics.” 

“It’s part of the mystery of the universe. You don’t see your own face.”

“Yes, we don’t know how much light and life we give sometimes. I think we have become immense too,” Tod discerned. “The early stars were many times the size of our sun. But who can tell our size? There’s nothing outside of ourselves to compare ourselves to. I suppose too other stars are out there.”

“Yes, we are so much about making light, we can’t see any light outside of ourselves.”

“In this universe, at any rate,” said Tod. 

How much time they spent as the star was uncertain to them, for it was delightful, their tumbling becoming grace-filled movement.

“It’s like we’re dancing a ballet atop something. Do you see it, Tod? Is it what I think it is?”

“I see. We’re rotating atop a sphere! It must be the center of gravity, the point of equilibrium between the two forces.” For the first time, they realized they were seeing the inner light of the star, moving and swirling with liquid-like currents, struggling its way outward.

“Do you think, Tod—it’s the Sphere itself?”

“We could ask.”

They asked. The response was felt not in words, but by presence. The answer was not a full yes, however, for the sphere below them was only a reflection of what the Sphere truly was.

“She is here in a way,” realized Zoe. “It makes the universe feel so familiar. From our childhood beginning to our time, our ending here.”

“An end that is all about beginnings!” Tod corrected.

For a time the two danced effortlessly as this fulcrum point of balance, the solar plexus of the star. Then, at a certain point, they both knew when the star was readying for another transformation.

“It’s going to go one of two ways,” sensed Zoe.

“Yes, I can feel it too. Which way do we go then—in or out? A grand supernova explosion is pending, so we could go with that, scattering with the fragments and seeding the universe. Or do we go to the core and survive there and wait another cycle? Which way, Zoe?”

“Something solid. Let’s go to matter,” she decided.

“Agreed. I think I’m ready for something solid.”
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CHAPTER IX
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Into the Singularity






It didn't quite happen in the way they expected. Tod had started to lead the way, going toward the center, then just as he disappeared—the supernova exploded. The forces were too great, and Zoe flung outward, dispersed among the fragments of the supernova. She became incredibly large as Tod became incredibly small. They still felt a conscious connection, however tenuous. 

“Tod, what’s happened? I’m so far away and so spread out now! Where are you? You’ve disappeared.”

“I am falling inward to some central point. I sense it’s ahead. I think I’ll soon be below the event horizon, and you won’t be able to hear from me.”

“Impossible Tod. I feel my reach is growing. It’s all over.”

“I hope so, Zoe. I don’t want to be left alone, forever trapped in a black hole.”

“Oh, Tod, it’s giving me the shivers. I’m remembering un-time from before, feeling separated from you. You came there for me. Don’t worry, I’ll keep reaching for you. I will always come for you. I won’t give up. I can feel this webbing around me extending. I think it will be able to reach wherever you are, even in a black hole.”

“It’s getting faint... the connection,” said Tod, his voice sounding distant. “Zoe, I’m sorry this is happening. I didn’t expect to become separated from you. I thought we were just along for the ride. This is it, Zoe, I’m entering. I love you, Zoe!”

“Don’t worry, Tod. I’m coming for you. Love can penetrate the event horizon!”

It didn’t seem like Tod heard her. 

A darkness came between them, and neither Tod nor Zoe could sense one another. 

Zoe felt a profound loss and helplessness. Tod needed her, but what could she do? She didn’t know how to use her newfound powers. She felt like a cosmic spider-woman, with a web that was able to touch all things. She opened her arms wide, encompassing an immense arena of substance, the remnants of many supernovae. 

She directed a funnel of matter into the singularity. But the matter she sent was either absorbed or caught up in the swirling. Tod was trying to communicate, sending out gravitational waves, but Zoe sensed them as impersonal.

Still, no word or consciousness of Tod. The event horizon had been passed; no matter or light could escape, just random quantum fluctuations near its horizon. Zoe decided to act with her bodily being. She was the center of the web, and she would leave this safe space. She would go into the event horizon, even if it meant that she too would be trapped within. At least she would be with Tod. 

Zoe thought to Tod, not sure if he heard. “Here goes. I’m hoping I can help you more in there than out here.”

Zoe became part of the inflow, accelerating toward the black hole. She could see it ahead, a faint halo of light along its edges, the friction of energy as things were absorbed into the singularity. Some objects were rotating around the black hole, some swirling and others infalling. Racing and gaining energy, an incredible feeling of energy came to her as she neared the event horizon. 

It didn’t happen in the way she expected. She should have gone into the event horizon, but she could not penetrate it. Instead, she ended up rotating, swirling around the singularity. Something from the cosmic webbing couldn’t be absorbed. 

Zoe cried out, “Tod. I’m here, but I can’t get in!” 

There was no response. 






At first, Tod felt the inward falling intensely. He was approaching the singularity, but he was covering only half the distance each time, meaning he would never quite reach it. He sensed Zoe trying to communicate, but the faint strands of webbing he felt brought no message back. It kept him from falling all the way. He was enwrapped in mystery, but it was with a crushing sense of aloneness. Only the strands of webbing from Zoe reminded him of another. 

The webbing disappeared, and Tod merged with the singularity. He sensed an impassable wall was now between him and Zoe. And at that moment, he lost hope of ever seeing her again.






Zoe sensed the loss immediately. She pulled with her webbing and felt the faintest connection, without any power to pull him out. “He’s gone!” she thought, and she turned to look outward. Around her, she saw a circumference of the Sphere. It was glowing, reminding her. 

She called out, “Sphere... we’ve known you since childhood. You’ve helped us many times when we were living. Help us even though we have passed death’s door.”

There was a pause—a long pause. Then things changed... radically. An immense luminosity, a hundred times brighter than any star, shone, and she saw Tod within the singularity. He had merged with it, but the circumference of the Sphere had the power to draw him out of the center.

Tod suddenly appeared before her. Light was blazing outward, seeming to come from all around the event horizon. They hugged, looking past each other, utterly surprised. 

Tod spoke first. “We’ve become... we’ve made a galaxy!”
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CHAPTER X
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The Sphere 






The couple cast their gaze outward as they flowed from the galaxy’s center into a globular galaxy, a glaze of light punctuated with stars. It was not a spiral, or other defined shape, but rather clumpy, filled with massive blue-white stars—an irregular flashing brilliance of stars exploding and new ones being born. There were both dense clumps of stars and voids.

“It’s coming together,” said Tod. “It’s not the elegant spiral of our Milky Way.”

“We’re at the birth of things, remember?”

Tod peered into the vastness, and something caught his attention. “That’s defying expectations. What is it?” One of the stars seemed to approach them, becoming smaller as it did so. 

“Remember?” asked the Sphere which settled before them. It was yellowish, tinged with blue along its circumference.

“The Sphere! You’re here!” Zoe exclaimed. “ I called to you before, and you must have answered.”

“Didn’t I once say that I would be there for you?”

“You did. Thank you! Without you, I could not have reached Tod.”

The Sphere pulsed in acknowledgement. 

Tod found the courage to ask a question he had been meaning to ask. “Our friend, Sphere... I guess we never really did ask you. Who are you? I mean, it’s not like you’re in any science book. Religions, I think, refer to spheres. Some are celestial, and there are halos. I imagine mystics had visions of spheres.”

“I am who I am,” answered the Sphere. “To explain myself further is not necessary. You see what I do.”

“Fair enough,” said Tod. “We’re glad you are here. It feels a lot less alone.”

“You are never alone,” the Sphere reassured. “Much of your journey lies ahead.”

“It feels so far in time and space from where we came,” Zoe reflected. “That’s where we’re trying to go, right?” 

“Earth is far and not so far,” the Sphere replied. “The journey of the universe will take you there... in time.” 

“We’ve gone beyond, so it’s time to go back,” reasoned Tod with a wave of his arm. “It’s called circumambulation.”

“You mean going around the circle?” asked Zoe.

“Something like that... What do you think?” Tod asked the Sphere. “Are we going back now?”

The Sphere, however, was gone. 

“Wow, it’s disappeared again!” exclaimed Zoe. “How are we supposed to get back?”

“We’ll have to figure out a way, I suppose. Use our heads... we haven’t given them up.”

“Okay, we are in an early galaxy,” reflected Zoe. “That’s pretty far away in time and space. So how long will it be to get back to Earth?”

“Light,” Tod answered. “If we ride the light, we can travel out into space. These early galaxies have been sighted by the new space telescope. They’re about 13.5 billion years away.”

“That’s a rather long time, isn’t it, Tod?”

“But time, I think, is moving differently for us. Plus, if we ride light, there is no time at all, at least from light’s point of view. Don’t ask me how; I’d have to explain relativity. So I think our best bet to get from point A to point B is by light.”

“Hey, I’m all about light if it will do the job. I’ve noticed too, we don’t really worry about time so much anymore. One thing though, Tod—how do we ride light?”
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CHAPTER XI
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Two Sides of Light






“The quickest way to leave is to go out from the center, the most luminous part of the galaxy,” discerned Tod. “Let’s see if we can hitch a ride.”

The couple moved to the outskirts of the sphere of interaction above the black holes, where swirling jets of intense white and blue-violet light leapt out into space.

“We’re here, but not going anywhere?” Tod wondered. “How do we make it happen?” 

“I think... we need to get inside the light somehow?” suggested Zoe. “We were just inside a star.”

“Right, brilliant idea—no pun intended. But how?”

“Hold hands like we did before. Tod, what is light made of? Do you remember?”

“Let’s see... scientifically: It’s two fields interacting and propelling one another. There’s an electrical and a magnetic field.”

“Electromagnetic then?”

“Hey, Zoe. You know some science, too.”

“Okay, but it will not be by the usual way science is practiced. We need to hold hands, meditate, and merge.”

“Show the way,” said Tod. 

Zoe reached out, clasping his hands, and closed her eyes. When Tod opened them, he still felt the hands of Zoe, but only a diffuse light where she once was. 

“What? Where have you gone, Zoe?” he cried. “Come back!”

Zoe had become like photons scattering into space.

“I’m glowing, Tod... I’m drifting away. I’m holding onto you barely. Can you feel me? Do something!”

Whatever happened next didn’t come from anything Tod tried to do. Instantly he felt himself become a pulsing, humming field, wrapping itself around Zoe’s dispersion, encircling and en-centering her. Tod more or less brought her together, and in the next instant they jetted away at the speed of light.

“How is this happening?” asked Zoe, whose outline appeared in the wave of light. “I was feeling stretched out, like I was becoming so thin that I would go into nothingness. Then you enveloped and directed me.”

“Yes, together we’ve become a beam of light!” Tod exclaimed. “You are the electrical energy and direction. I’m the container, or magnetism, keeping you focused.”

“Thanks, Tod. Do you really think I needed help with that?”

“Hey, it was your idea, and it worked!”

“Nothing like becoming light to make my day. We’re traveling at a good rate. We should soon be out of this galaxy. Are we going, I wonder for some reason—faster than the speed of light?”

“I think we must be traveling both—the speed of light and a jump-rate speed,” mused Tod. “Our consciousness jumping from one point of remembrance to another, so we don’t have to endure time.”

“That’s thoughtful of the universe. I like that. Enduring thirteen and a half billion years with you, even if we love each other, would be a little much.”

“Agreed. Look, the galaxy is behind us now. There’s so many galaxies out there. Where are we going next? I don’t remember my cosmology.”

“I guess we’re about to find out. Hang on, I’m going!”

“Hey, I can’t help but hang on. Remember, I’m the one who’s keeping us together.”

The couple jumped-remembered, passing through an incredible vista of time and space. It was like reading only the critical parts of a book.

There was time for reflection, for they were still traveling an immense distance. 

“Did you ever think an afterlife would be taking us on this wild ride like this?” asked Zoe. “From the beginning of things to points unknown, or at least through a great in-between that’s unknown.”

“Yes, the great in-between. I have a feeling we’re going to be more surprised than we realize.” 

“Hmm... “ Zoe mused. “Normally, that would worry me. But so far, surprises here have turned out well.”

“Yes, we’ve had luck on our side... so far,” Tod concurred.

“And the Sphere. Don’t forget she’s with us.”

“ I don’t see her now... I guess she’s out there somewhere.”

“Or in here somewhere,” said Zoe, placing her hand over her heart. “How can we forget her? I suppose she was there many times, and we didn’t even know.” 

A tear came to Zoe’s eye. “Tod, a tear!” she exclaimed. 

“Wow, Zoe! It has a prism within it.”

“A tear of joy. I didn’t think we could have them here.”

“You’ve always had that gift. It’s more amazing, I think, than becoming light.”

Tod hesitated, then added, “It’s changed. There’s something else in the tear... I see a human-like form.”

Zoe smiled. “I see it too—a person we’re going to meet.”
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CHAPTER XII
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Cosmic Noon






Effortlessly, Zoe and Tod streamed across the expanse of the universe, for they were light and the energy came from an inexhaustible interchange within light. The outward energy was continually being shaped and held on course.

“It’s faster than any spaceship,” Tod remarked. “I think we’re actually traveling faster than the speed of light, for the universe, as I recall, is expanding, so we’re adding that speed too.” 

“We still feel the immensity!”

“We do, but it’s a strange feeling of passing over. Like whatever we are, we’re not experiencing it in the same way as matter. For one, time is becoming compressed, and we don’t feel its weight.”

“Well, you said light has no experience of time, so maybe we’re somewhere in between,” mused Zoe. “Anyway, let’s not overthink it. Enjoy it!” 

As if on cue, the sky lit up ahead. A dense array of clustered stars and galaxies became visible, and their eyes telescoped on vast inner regions of star formation blinking into existence.

“What’s happening out there?” asked Zoe. “I thought we were past the fireworks.”

“Cosmic noon,” Tod recalled. “We must be about a quarter of the way into the universe’s age; its adolescence lies just ahead.”

“Sounds like this could be difficult.”

“We’re light and we should make it through alright. Although that’s a lot of energy ahead, and we’ll be impacted. Hang on, it’s going to be a ride.”

At first, the change was subtle. Upon entering an interstellar medium composed of gas and dust, they sensed a slight slowing. Their vision ahead became more obscure as they were still moving fast into it. Even though the dust and gas mediums were extremely thin, it was like traveling fast in a car, making a slight rain seem heavier. 

“It’s just the beginning,” warned Tod. “Look ahead.”

A massive galaxy cluster appeared, and they were heading toward its center.

“Of all the luck!” exclaimed Tod. “We’ve entered a gravitational channel and we’re being funneled toward the center of a cluster.”

“A cluster... of what?”

“Of all the galaxies around here. It’s a vast area. I think it’s called an intracluster medium, filled with a lot of dark matter. I don’t think we want to go into that. It may dissipate us.”

“Already, I’m feeling its energy,” said Zoe, “like it’s magnifying me.”

“Yes, I’m feeling the compression, having to work harder to keep you in place. Zoe, this was supposed to be an easy ride.”

The intensity of these forces was becoming such that Tod thought he could no longer contain it. The immense energy was tempting, for Zoe felt her power increasing. 

“Try to avoid it!” shouted Tod.

Zoe willed herself to turn, slanting her arms ahead of her, not knowing if it would have any effect. The gravitationally warped field felt so strong, while her will felt like a tiny force.

Just as they were about to enter this central galactic zone, they boomeranged.

“I’m bending!” cried Zoe. “What’s happening?”

“It’s alright!” exclaimed Tod. “It’s gravitational lensing. Gravity can bend light. Go with the flow.”

The bending, the stretching seemed impossible. After all, they were light, habitually moving in a straight line. What had been straight and perfect suddenly altered, and Zoe and Tod felt they were no longer light as they understood it. They were elastic as if they were living, responding light.

Then, after so much bending, in a wild turn, they were slung away from the center and hurled away into intergalactic space.

“That felt close!” said Zoe, feeling relieved.

“Yeah, I’m glad we didn’t enter the center. Maybe it would have brought us a cosmic revelation, but I don’t think we could have stayed together as light. And we have a long way home yet.”

“Home?” asked Zoe. “That feels so far away yet. And look, just ahead. There’s still more adolescence going on.”

“Amazing,” Tod remarked. “It’s not in a galaxy, but a field of stars is forming!”

They two had entered an intergalactic cloud of ionized gas, formed from the remnants of two galaxies colliding.

“It feels intense, but it couldn’t be as powerful as what we just missed.”

No sooner than Tod said this than reality changed. The surrounding medium became dense, shaking the electromagnetic field that was Tod and Zoe. 

“Our luck isn’t getting better,” declared Tod. “We’ve hurled into the middle of a hotbed, an ionized cloud.” 

“We became a star once,” said Zoe. “We’re veterans at this.”

“I don’t know,” said Tod. “The universe must have a perverse sense of humor, saving us from that center and sending us into this.”

What happened next was chaos. Unshielded by any galactic arm, high-energy surges and high-energy particles brought turbulence and extreme pressure from all directions. Yet, out of all this mix, proto-stars were forming, and the universe was birthing in this suspended womb.

“How do we stay together?” asked Zoe. “This is going to rip us apart! We’re not going to become a star again.”

“I don’t know,” cried Tod. “I’m doing all I can. We’re going to need some outside help to survive this!”

Just when they thought of calling upon the Sphere for help, an old, massive star left behind by the galactic collision suddenly exploded. A supernova shock wave hurled them outward, far away from the ionized cloud.
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CHAPTER XIII
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Quasar Jet






“I’m glad we finally got out of that!” exclaimed Zoe. “So many dangers in the universe!”

“Yeah, I suppose we’ve gotten used to the universe being a friendly place. We’ve been spoiled by Earth.”

“It’s how things come to be, Tod. So much energy, and it comes right out of chaos.”

“Hmm, a Nobel Prize realization. Anyway, in this case, the explosion of one thing shunted us away from the danger of another.”

“Yes, give thanks to chaos and order!”

“The universe is making mystics of both of us,” surmised Tod.

“I still think of the Sphere,” remembered Zoe. “I sense it’s somewhere still out there, taking part in all this.”

The couple gazed in wonder at their surroundings and the changes unfolding. Galaxies zipped by, with central hubs and thick discs, whose color, shape, and texture were taking on more complexity. They were generally cast in a reddish hue, with golden hubs at their centers. But something else caught Zoe’s attention.

“Look, Tod. I can see the inner arm of a spiral. It’s thin, violet-bluish, and full of bright stars.”

“That’s the galactic nursery. A new thin disk full of birthing stars, and almost all of them have planets, sheltered from the chaos.”

“It looks like a cocoon birthing stars with planets.” 

“You’ve got it!”

“Why can’t we go there?”

“We’re passing by it, at least. I think we’re supposed to go further beyond. These spiral galaxies are young yet.”

“Ahead, yes, there’s always something more ahead. Tod, I feel it coming in a funny way.”

As if in response to her comment, the couple felt an unusual turbulence, a shimmering distortion in the light field around them. 

Then it hit them—an immense charge of high-energy radiation and particles. There was a moment of recognition by Tod: the most powerful ejected phenomenon in the universe. High-energy particles felt like trillions of pinpricks, swirling within encasing magnetic fields. The radiation side was like a blinding light that stripped them of their light casing. Then a searing burning, a piercing vibration, and light splintering—they felt all at once.

“What is it, Tod? It’s undoing us!” Zoe cried. 

“A quasar jet. We’re caught in the middle of a high-energy beam from a massive black hole. I almost forgot about that.”

“Is there nothing we can do?” shouted Zoe. “I don’t know where I am. I can’t remember anything else outside of this!”

“I’m still here, Zoe, my consciousness. I sense you’re there too... not far.”

“We’re no longer light! We’re nothing! We don’t seem to have our bodies anymore, either,” Zoe realized.

“That is a problem,” Tod acknowledged. 

“Tod, aren’t we supposed to be doing something? I can’t remember who I am... I only remember you.”

“Stay close at least, Zoe. We have each other. We can fall apart together.”

Then, unasked, a transparent crystalline shield with a teardrop shape formed around them, and the quasar jet gradually parted to either side.

Tod was amazed. “We’re in a ship of some sort. How can that be? On Earth they build spaceships. How did one get here in intergalactic space? It makes no sense.”

“It feels so different inside,”  Zoe responded, “like we’re totally protected, like not even the end of the universe could hurt us.”

“I feel it too. How?” 

The teardrop turned into an oval shimmering with a blue outline amid a soft yellow glow, still encircling them, and they both knew.

“So glad you remembered us,” thanked Zoe. “We couldn’t even remember you, yet you came.”

“Not all asking is conscious,” the Sphere answered. “That’s a specialty of mine—unasked requests.”

Tod and Zoe became visible to each other, no longer in their light form. In their bodies, they floated, riding the quasar ship.

“Tod, I meant to thank you.”

“For what? The Sphere saved us.”

“When we were no longer light and didn’t have a body, I think you held me together.”

“I did? Well, if I did, then you must have done the same for me.”

Then, remembering they had bodies, they hugged.

Afterwards, they looked up through the walls of the Sphere at the passing universe. “Where are we going?” asked Tod.

The Sphere pulsed in acknowledgment. “The halfway point of the universe, in time, space, and size. In the great in-between, you will meet an old friend.”

“Yes, I remember seeing someone,” said Zoe. “I saw him in my tear.”
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CHAPTER XIV
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Planetary World






“Have you noticed, Tod? How long has it been since we’ve had clothes?”

“Funny, I can’t right away. When we were light, we were clothed with that. Before that we had blue robes, didn’t we? Maybe it was when we first emerged from the singularity and the galaxy was born? Come to think of it, when was the last time we slept or ate? We are in a different dimension.”

“Yet we are still clothed somehow,” Zoe realized, looking at the luminescence of their bodies. “We are sort of energized matter now. It doesn’t feel naked at all.”

“It’s not like you walk around always conscious of your clothes. They’re taken for granted. Yes, our new bodies are clothed by some sort of material energy.”

“I think it’s courtesy of the Sphere.”

They looked at the boundaries of the Sphere and detected a slight pulse of acknowledgement. 

“I suppose the Sphere is modest, like us,” Zoe remarked.

“Yes, we didn’t leave everything of ourselves behind!” agreed Tod. “The main thing, however, is that I am still me, and you are still you.”

“Amen to that,” said Zoe, and it seemed the energetic garments they wore brightened.

Speeding in their quasar ship, the couple passed galaxies, from which they sensed vast numbers of planetary systems. 

“The Cosmic Noon is still peaking,” Tod declared. “So many stars and so many more planets. Can you see them? The crystalline surface of the Sphere is allowing our eyes to telescope and see them.”

“Wow! Yes, I can. Our own observatory in space. No atmospheric interference.”

Zoe looked carefully. “But Tod, the planets look mainly gaseous and super large. Occasionally, there’s a much smaller one, but most are dark red and hot before their stars. There are ice-blue ones further out. Where are the Earths?”

“There’s got to be a few among them,” answered Tod. “Keep looking. I have a feeling the time for more Earths is coming!”

“How do you know when or if?” asked Zoe.

“Hmm, it's logical. The stellar systems we’re passing are getting heavier with substance. Several cycles of stars and planets end up making more complex elements.”

Zoe’s eyes went back to a wide-angle view. “Look—the inner ring of a galaxy. It’s fully formed.”

A delicate ring within the thick disc, in its central area, was filled with young stars and proto-planetary discs spawning planets, and a few already formed solar systems. They passed very near a natal disc with rings like Saturn, on the verge of forming planets.

“It’s happening before our eyes,” said Tod. “The making of the planetary universe. No small thing. Perhaps the most important from our point of view. You don’t find life on stars.”

“Thank God, or maybe it’s the Sphere for planets,” intoned Zoe. “They’re marvelous; the color of the small orbs is breathtaking.”

It seemed they were drawn closer to a natal
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