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Awakening






Zoe woke to a humming sound, weaving in and out of the earth. It was a different sort of sound, coming from a single source yet lingering over the ground, not going in any one direction, but having eddies and flows. Zoe heard a splash and smelled water. It was laden with substance, metallic, salty, and sulfurous—coming from the deep earth. 

There seemed to be two voices. Lying on the ground, she lifted herself partway by one arm, her elbow sinking into the clay. She noticed she was partly immersed in a gel-like clay glittering with metallic grains, surprisingly soft and warm. Well, I’m coming out of the earth, but what’s above it?

Zoe turned her head. Two elongated figures stood by a steaming pond of vibrant colors: azure, green, yellow; its edges surrounded by black-green fractured rocks. One of the figures was grinding stones together; the other stirred the pond and sprinkled flakes into the soup-like concoction as if she were cooking. 

“Well, I hope it’s not me for supper,” Zoe murmured, and she laughed. The two doing the work turned and smiled. 

For a moment Zoe was mesmerized. The flaky substance was becoming a fine powder, mixing with a mist before settling on the water’s surface. The woman being seemed to be paying extra attention to one portion of the hot soup under an overhang. It was shielded from the sun, which cast a strong tropical light, by a mostly clouded sky.

The energy required to observe was more than Zoe had realized. She felt a profound tiredness returning and lay back in the clay mold. The soft, gray-white clay seemed to welcome her back. 

“Ah, one has awakened. That’s a good sign,” said the female voice, who had come over to scoop up some nearby clay.

“We may succeed yet. I’m going to get some more cosmic stone,” said the male, taking his leave. 

Zoe listened calmly to the humming, which continued. The humming and smell felt penetrating, almost as if they were impregnating the world around her. Zoe summoned her energy once again and rose on her elbow. “Who are you? It seems I know you from somewhere.”

“Yes, we have met before. I was the Rubbery Woman and my partner, the Rubbery Man, who has just left—we’re helping to make this soup.”

“Who are you now?” 

“Oh, we’re makers of sorts. For now, Rubbery Woman and Rubbery Man will do.”

“I do feel hungry,” Zoe said. Suddenly she remembered Tod and looked around searchingly.

“He’s over there,” said the Rubbery Woman, pointing to the other side of the pond. “He still sleeps. Likely, he will awaken soon. We noticed a dark mark on his chest. Has he been wounded?”

“Yes, we fought the....” Zoe strained to remember, but the past was hazy.

“No worries. Don’t try to be fully awake too soon.”

The Rubbery Man soon arrived with meteor stones in his hands. “You can’t just pass four billion years and snap awake,” he added.

“Four billion years!” Zoe repeated, reeling as she lay back down, the weight of those years seeming to pull her deeper into the clay. How could I have slept that long? 

Off and on, Zoe would sleep, then awaken again. The steamy pool would appear to evaporate, almost go away, then receive water from a deep well below in cycle after cycle. The couple were always working; the Rubbery Man adding pinches of different substances, mostly greenish powder from a nearby rock and gray powder from meteor stones. The woman stirred the substance, sometimes wading knee deep. Zoe recognized the dark green stone from when she was in the deep mantle. 

“Are you worried about the male human?” she overheard the Rubbery Woman ask. “He seems yet in a deep sleep.”

“It takes time for their bodies to fully return, especially if wounded. Perhaps more will have to be done. Zoe can help him once her body more fully returns.”

Zoe heard this and tensed, squeezing the slick clay in her hands. She felt unfinished. Am I gaining a new body?

Her body, she noticed, looked definitely younger, though it lacked the energy of a young body.

“How long,” she called out, “does it take to fully wake?”

“Not that long,” answered the Rubbery Woman. “It will help when this is ready...” 

“What are you making?”

The woman cupped her hands, drawing some of the substance to her lips. The concoction was a meld of colors, with tiny spherical shapes forming and reforming within it.

“Oh,” said Zoe, not quite realizing what she was seeing. She wanted to ask about it more, but her tiredness returned, and she lay her head back down.

It seemed the Rubbery Man and Woman worked hard and tirelessly. “Closer,” she would overhear them say. “Almost!”

Then the Rubbery Man’s voice grew excited. “The chains are forming. It’s working!” 

The Rubbery Woman closely examined the substance in her cupped hands. “The spheres keep breaking up, though. They’re not lasting long enough.”

“What if it doesn’t happen?” asked the Rubbery Man. “We may not be able to fully wake her or to awaken the other.”

“Don’t doubt. Keep working. We are so close. I can feel it.”

“You have such faith. Sometimes it has not succeeded... the soups have died, stillborn.”

“No. It will happen this time,” assured the Rubbery Woman. “These two are our friends. We will not fail them.”

“We may have to call upon the Sky,” said the Rubbery Man when he finished stirring.






Zoe was able to open her eyes, her consciousness more fully returning. Didn’t I promise Tod we would wake together? she remembered saying. But we haven’t. What can I do? I feel much too weak. 

Zoe called to Tod with her mind, but encountered only a deep slumber, a dark cocoon encasing him. He’s sleeping and healing. That’s good. It’s something he needs to do more of. But will he need my help to finally awaken—didn’t they say? They’re making the soup to give me strength. But didn’t I overhear the Rubbery Man say they haven’t always succeeded? 

Zoe rose halfway again, her body heavy and trembling. She uttered an unexpected plea. “Give me life.”

The Rubbery Woman and Man turned. There were tears in their eyes. Zoe could not tell if they were tears of joy or sadness. 

What Zoe saw next seemed to happen as much in her mind’s eye as her bodily eyes. The Rubbery Man and Woman had raised their hands to the sky. It became turbulent above; a fierce storm arose. Lightning found its way to the ground and struck the geothermal pond. The two human-like beings, it seemed, absorbed part of the blast, but they were left standing. The pond’s surface then illumined with a golden shimmer, energy arcing around Zoe’s mold while the clay protected her.

It was too much. Zoe’s head collapsed back down. Darkness followed, and she felt something in the world shift, though she couldn’t tell what. Then sleep took her.
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Life 






It seemed her life, or the beginning of a new life, hung in the balance. Zoe sensed renewed energy from the couple. How had they survived? Zoe wondered. She could only see them in her mind’s eye, like in a dream. They were both back in the pond, streaming water with their hands. It flashed with intricate designs, geometric forms racing through the water and on its surface. There was light emanating from the water.

It all seemed unreal until she realized light was coming through her eyelids. Zoe opened her eyes, and the light gently receded, as if responding to her awareness. She felt a pull from the light and was drawn to rise yet again. What she saw dazzled her. The water was aglow, and the bodies of the Rubbery Man and Woman were halfway immersed, their upper bodies covered by light as though it were a substance.

“What happened?” asked Zoe in a hushed whisper. They heard her. 

“Life!” announced the Rubbery Man and Woman.

“Yes. It has happened again! Good job!” said the Rubbery Man. “We did not give up. The upper world obliged.”

The Rubbery Woman sat by the pond, her head low in her hands, exhausted. “It feels like it took the life out of me!”

“It does that, especially if you succeed. But it’s already happened and there is no turning back.”

“Quick, give this awakening woman a drink,” directed the Rubbery Woman. “I do not have my strength back yet.”

The Rubbery Man cupped his hands and carefully brought the soup to Zoe. She blinked open her eyes and saw that he carried what looked like liquid light. 

“Drink!” she heard him say, and she parted her lips and drank.

Inside herself, Zoe could not find words to describe how this liquid life-light felt so pure and rich at the same time. It traveled through her body, through her organs; then outward to the tips of her fingers and toes. Zoe wasn’t sure if it was making her body complete, or simply giving her the energy she needed.

She stood up, a little unsteady. She fully saw the steaming pond with its melded rainbow of colors, like a miracle in the making. 

“Life is happy to be here, and it gets a bit exuberant,” explained the Rubbery Man. “Stretch your arms a little. Get ready for your first step.” 

Zoe stretched, her balance still unsteady. 

The Rubbery Woman had also risen, and she approached Zoe. “Take my hand,” she said. “I’ll help you reach the living water.” 

Zoe walked, each step becoming easier. When she reached the pond’s edge, its rising light seemed to envelop her.

“Bathe,” directed the Rubbery Woman. 

Zoe looked at the Rubbery Woman and wondered why. Her breath quickened, and she felt a primal fear. What if I drown? She had felt the pull of water before—but never like this.

The Rubbery Woman smiled gently. “You’ve tasted it, and it’s changed you inside. Now let it change your outsides.”

Zoe approached the edge of the steaming, luminescing pool, feeling the grains of black sand and pebbles against her feet. The Rubbery Woman motioned her on. 

Zoe stepped into the watery mix. It felt hot at first, then warm as liquid swirled around her legs and coated them with the living substance. 

“What is it?” asked Zoe.

“Life,” said the woman. “We do not live by ourselves.”

Zoe walked yet deeper into the mix, which seemed to be inviting her to be a part of it. The substance swirled around her, clothing her. Then, by impulse, Zoe dove into the living soup, fully immersing herself.

At first, the light encased her, and that’s all she saw. Then it dispersed into streamers running along with her hair. Some of the light-life eddied back and gently touched her. Suddenly, she saw them, as though her eyes gained microscopic vision. Spherical entities, so small, were far more complex than any matter or energy in the universe. At the same time, she sensed those same organisms within her, giving her substance and life. 

“Thank you,” said Zoe, wondering how much they could sense her. 

As the microorganisms layered over and inside her, her movement became more effortless and fluid, her surface seamlessly matching the substance in the water. 

Zoe rose, bursting into a smile. “How can all this be? I’m clothed in life.”

“Yes, you are fully alive now,” declared the Rubbery Woman.

“And a good swimmer too,” added the Rubbery Man. 

Zoe stepped out of the water and remembered. “My partner, Tod? Where is he?”

The Rubbery Woman’s face became somber. “He has not yet awakened. Come—you can gift him and help bring him back.”
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A Bone






Zoe found Tod. He lay upon a cracked, fissured rock beside a line of crusted brine crystals where water once lapped. “He looks so peaceful, yet he’s lying on such a harsh surface.”

Zoe put her hand on his head and felt a flicker of connection. “He’s really in a deep sleep. How will it be possible for me to wake him?”

Zoe looked up at the Rubbery Man and Woman, who provided no answer.

“Is it really up to me?” asked Zoe. “But I don’t know what to do.”

When again no answer was provided, Zoe, who still felt some of the taste of life in her mouth, took her saliva and put it to Tod’s lips, then to his eyes. Life briefly effloresced around them, but his eyes did not open.

Zoe became crestfallen, for she also noticed that his body appeared gray. “He is beyond me. I don’t know what else to do for him.”

At that, the Rubbery Woman and Man intervened, leaning down to place their hands over Tod’s heart. They held them there a long while, as if to read the answer. 

When they both finally rose, they spoke one after another. “It will take a bone. You must gift him with one.”

Instinctively, Zoe drew her hands against her chest. “What do you mean?” 

The Rubbery Woman said, “You have life fully, and he was not able to take life in the same way. You, however, can give it to him.”

“How do I give a bone?” asked Zoe. 

The Rubbery Man stepped toward Zoe. “There is an easier way than from your side. Show me your hand.”

The Rubbery Man peered deeply, seeing the outlines of Zoe’s wrist bones. 

“It’s as I first sensed. You have an extra bone in your wrist.”

“I do?” 

“Yes, it’s a rare condition—few humans have it, and fewer still know they carry it. Some humans are born with six fingers, but you were born with this.”

“And I’m to give it to Tod?”

“That is the quickest way and the best way,” confirmed the Rubbery Woman. 

Zoe stared at her wrist. “How?”

“It can be done if we return you to sleep. The transfer can be made between two when you’re in the same state.”

“You mean I have to go asleep again? Will we wake again here?”

“It’s not likely here. Sleep in that state, and you are in a form of travel.”

“Where will we go then?”

“It’s more like when,” corrected the Rubbery Man. “And I cannot say which when. I do know this: if you don’t go, we can’t say when, or even if, Tod will wake.”

“This has always been a voyage together,” Zoe reflected aloud. “And we promised each other we would wake together. We haven’t done that yet. So maybe I do have to go to sleep again.”

Zoe had more questions. “Is there a risk that we will never awake?”

The Rubbery Man and Woman paused too long, meaning Zoe already sensed their answer. The Rubbery Man finally spoke. “We know many things. But we do not know how other people’s stories might end. However, we know you are partnered with Tod and are meant to voyage together.”

Zoe accepted this. “What do I do then?”

“Lie beside him and put your hand over his heart,” the Rubbery Woman instructed.

Zoe did so. The living substance still glowing on her hand touched what felt like a cold, harsh surface. Immediately Zoe felt Tod’s heaviness and a surrounding darkness.

“Where will my bone go?” Zoe murmured, her consciousness drifting. “Will it hurt? Will we ever wake? And... what will it be like? Oh... I almost forgot—Goodbye, Rubbery Woman. Goodbye, Rubbery Man. Thank you for giving me life!”

They responded, but their words faded in the growing distance between them. Her heaviness was leaving her, as she was becoming lighter. In a swirl of darkness that was about to accelerate, she saw Tod floating in space, too. She reached out, grabbed his hand, and felt it grasp back.
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Riding






Tod felt the presence of Zoe by touch, and it went through him like an electric charge, waking him. It wasn’t awake in an open-eye sort of way. His eyes were shut, his body calm and unmoving, as if still desiring sleep. He had responded to Zoe’s grasp, but now she held him, pulling him somewhere. 

Half asleep and moving. Am I in a dream state? Where am I going? wondered Tod. 

What happened next was uncanny. He sensed Zoe’s presence merge with him. He was wondering about its meaning when something yet more uncanny happened. Life forms that were on her body and within her body started merging with him, sending animation coursing through his body. Tod tingled with awareness and awakeness, yet not fully awake. That didn’t seem to matter, for it felt an incredible wholeness, that whatever had been missing from his self was completing.

As Tod reveled in this, he sensed Zoe pulling out of him. It felt like tearing that he was being cut in half. As Zoe separated from him, he wanted to cry out, “No, not yet!” But he refrained, realizing he was also a distinct person who would have to claim his own body.

Zoe was still trying to pull herself apart. The last part was her hand, enwrapped in his. Somehow their wrists were bound and to pull them apart would serve to tear both of them. What happened next, he would not have believed unless he had felt it before, from inside. Pain flashed, and something silvery and glowing entered his wrist. He heard Zoe suppress a moan and knew she experienced this pain, too. His hand released with a knuckle-cracking sound, and he opened his eyes. 

Tod saw Zoe, her body luminesced and floating by his side.

“Are you alright?” he asked.

“I am, and you? You are finally awake!” 

“I’m guessing a lot must have happened while I was out of it?” Tod answered. “I have a feeling I missed something important.”

“Just the start of life. I’ve already shared that with you in a way.”

“Yes, I feel incredibly refreshed and awake in a different way. I guess a good long sleep and whatever you did helped to do that.” Tod looked at Zoe’s wrist and saw a jagged, fresh, red scar. He then realized he felt something similar on his own wrist; he thought better of asking.

“We are going somewhere, aren’t we? But where?” 

“Not sure where,” said Zoe, looking about.

Below them, they suddenly sensed a rushing movement, like a passing carpet of energy. It wasn’t clear if they were moving or the energy.

Tod dipped his arms into it.

“Easy on that,” they heard two voices say.

Zoe immediately recognized them. “Rubbery Man and Woman, you’re still here with us!”

“Yes, we’re trying to help to launch you. We have some energy left after the event.” 

Tod greeted them, remembering. “I’m glad you’re both here. It’s been a long time since we saw you in our childhood.... Sorry, I missed the start of life. That must have been something and unexpected—what’s the chance of that happening!”

“Chance worlds? We think of it as more probable that they might birth life,” considered the Rubbery Man. “I mean, there are trillions of them, aren’t there? And many of them are evolving, coming ever closer, stacking the odds in favor of chance. So when we come, it tips the scale somewhat. Still, we usually have to work hard to help life come to be.” 

“Even when we do that, chance still has its role,” the Rubbery Woman added.

Wondering about this, Tod shared with Zoe. “It’s not the usual perspective, this mix of the physical universe and personal beings,” 

“Yes, so far it’s all been a mix—afterlife, pre-life, and new life,” she reflected. “I mean, if our world birthed the unexpected, what do you expect from an afterworld?”

“We’re going to let go soon,” the two voices informed . 

“Where are we going?” asked Tod and Zoe at once.

“It’s more when you are going.”

“It’s a time tunnel you’ll be entering. Where time compresses and expands at the same time.”

“How can that be?” Tod and Zoe both asked.

“You need to experience it? It will get a bit bumpy.”

“Are you saying it’s not safe?” asked Tod.

“You must have figured that out by now,” chided the Rubbery Woman. “The universe is not a safe place.”

“Seriously. Whatever happened to ‘Rest in Peace?’” asked Tod. “Actually, I don’t mind adventure... but lately, this has been a lot.”

“Haven’t you done enough resting already?” asked the Rubbery Man. 

“I don’t think this is the point you want to end the journey,” the Rubbery Woman encouraged.

“No,” acknowledged Zoe. “It’s unfinished, whatever needs to happen.”

“Yes,” Tod said firmly. “We’ll go on.” 

The couple approached the start of the time tunnel. For a moment they were still and suspended. Around them, glassy black lines like a curved grid floated in the soft glow of distant light, like hydra tentacles leading to the dark mouth of the time tunnel.

“I have no idea what lies beyond this...but somehow, I feel I should know,” said Tod, who still hesitated. “I can’t see any light at the end of this tunnel.”

Zoe tried to reassure him. “I have a feeling whatever happens will be totally unexpected, but when it does happen, it will be totally predictable.”

“You’re becoming a mystic, Zoe. I have a feeling of the beyond too, that once we enter, we can never return.”   

For a moment, they both sensed a presence beyond the door. Shapes were mixing and merging, shifting from geometric abstraction to reality, bundling in a sequence that made things and time.

“It feels like the immense beyond,” Tod intuited.

“It is,” answered the Rubbery Man. “Some four billion years' worth.”

“Again?” exclaimed Zoe. ”We’ll be sleeping?”

“No, you’ll be waking,” said the Rubbery Woman. “You will experience the nodes of time, each halving the distance.” 

“What do you mean?” Zoe and Tod asked together.

The Rubbery Man's arm extended as if to embrace the whole matrix. “It’s when you halve the linear time and double the consciousness, and your consciousness of time expands! You will be makers of time.”

Tod and Zoe did not reply, trying to absorb the meaning of this.

Then the Rubbery Man and Woman spoke together. “Are you ready? We are going to launch you, then leave.”

Zoe waved her second goodbye. Tod nodded, his expression serious. The Rubbery Man and Woman shook the energy carpet that was their presence, ejecting them. 

They were hurling again, feeling like they were moving in all directions at once. It was different this time, however, the sensation of what lay ahead. They felt a pull like gravity, but mostly it was wonder pulling them. It was the realization that wherever they were going was the place where time was made. Where more would happen...

“Who will we become now?” asked Zoe.

Their sense of movement shifted, and they hurled ahead, entering the time tunnel.  
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Changing Shapes






Zoe and Tod entered the time tunnel, past the boundary from which nothing returned. The geometric matrix around them suddenly narrowed, and colors inverted. The geometric designs became white, while the outer area beyond them became dark. In-between them, a warm, gel-like substance glowed like golden amber and felt friendly to their being. These substances, Zoe and Tod realized, were other life forms, extensive in the matrix and connected to them in some way. 

Tod’s thought sounded out loud, “I’m becoming properly rubbery now,” and he became a membrane. “Well, sphere and rubbery all at once.” 

Tod and Zoe were metamorphosing into a primal life form. 

Zoe, for her part, was in the center, where she became an ever-shifting dynamic of filamentous extensions, taking elongated shapes and unwinding, partnering with other entities that would transfer chains in coded form. She was making life, and Tod was the boundary, allowing in needed substances and discarding unnecessary ones . He, too, was constantly forming and reforming. 

“We’re making a good team,” Zoe relayed. “Without you, I would dissipate into the nether.” 

“And without you, I wouldn’t have energy and be able to be repaired as needed. I’m glad, too, that we have friends all around us. Quite a number of other spheres are in this gel. We seem to be special though, like we’re the main one from which others spawn.”

“We are different,” Zoe seconded. “An extra layer of energy, drawing others around us, like we’re the mother of things.”

Tod tautened, then relaxed his form. “We’re like a map, or a Platonic form which others copy.”  

“Whatever we are, real life is birthing around us.”

The time design suddenly expanded, opening to a new and greater immensity. As warping shapes rushed past them, their shape seemed to become a teardrop.

“I’m sensing a head is wanting to form,” cried Tod. 

“Not yet,” said Zoe. 

An immense distance in time passed by—the halving the Rubbery Man had spoken of.

Then the time compressed and narrowed, and they slowed to undergo a second transformation—two billion years further into the universe’s future. Tod became looser and more fluid as he responded to the outside, bringing in batches of things and releasing more in streams. Zoe developed an inner envelope to contain her processes. In the dynamic that was now them, they became several times larger, with several times more energy. The interior of them was a rich matrix of energy—green-gold, iridescent silver-pearl patches streaked with opalescent ripples.

“We’re in a soap bubbly world,” thought-shouted Zoe.

“Yes, and have you noticed?” asked Tod. “We have lots of helpers between you and me.” 

“Somehow these tiny capsules snuck in. I suppose that as we got bigger, you let down your guard. It’s working out, though. These flickering orange-red energy buds, I’m harnessing. It seems they’ve promised to be cooperative, as long as we provide a good home for them.”

“Yes, that will work,” Tod agreed. “Sounds like a decent arrangement.” Tod felt the warmth and power radiating from her inner being.

“It’s all about exchange, isn’t it?” asked Zoe.

“Yes, and I think we’ll have to keep exchanging to make it to where we’re going.”

“Oh, you’ve said it! We’re expanding again and moving to the next halving!”

“What’s next?” asked Tod.






In nearly an instant, it seemed they had crossed an immensity, and as the surrounding shapes narrowed, time expanded, as if moving in slow motion. Then the two settled into a new shape... at the next halving, a billion years further. 

“We’ve multiplied, yet are still one being!” Tod exclaimed. “You and I are still together.”

“It must have happened in that in-between space. I can see you now. You’re layered all around me like a sphere of cells. And you are able to look into me?” 

“I see a mesh of cells joined and looking pretty happy together.”

“It does feel that way; a cooperative bunch we are. Can’t say I don’t have to work to keep them tamed.... I’m glad we have each other here,” added Zoe. “I mean, I’m glad I have you and you have me. We wouldn’t be able to see what we’ve become.”

“And what have we become? It’s definitely more complex now,” Tod observed. “You have to manage many of us. I wish we had a head. I am feeling something, a bit of polarization, a bump of sorts, a little more directionality. Maybe...”

“Oops! We’re off again, Tod. Our shape is distending more toward one end. A teardrop with a front and back? What will we become?”
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