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Part I

The Question




Prologue

Point Zero

First, there was Symmetry.

Time and Space were born in unison and perished in that very instant. There could only be Moment—Potential.

Symmetry was the law itself: that everything must have its opposite, and that opposites, on meeting, must cancel.

I began.

I saw a face across from me. It was my own, reversed. Something pulled, and I went toward it. Only obeying, like a stone drawn to the ground. We met. We touched. Light filled the place where we had been, and then the light met its opposite, and the place itself was gone.

I began again.

The same face. The same pull. The same going.

I did not know it was the same. Each time was the first time. Each going, complete in itself. I had no memory because memory needs an after, and there was no after. There was only now, and now, and now—and inside each now, the whole of a life, lived and ended before it could know it was a life.

It happened so fast it was not happening.

If you could stop one of those nows and look, you would see a sky that could not decide whether to be dark or bright. From far enough away it might have looked like a dance.

It was a duel.

His pull toward me was the same pull, only reversed—as everything in him was reversed.

Every debt was paid in the instant it was owed. The books balanced. They had always balanced. They would always balance.

I began again.

In the going—I cannot say when, because there was no when—something in me hesitated. A flicker. The smallest almost. As if some part of me, on the way to the face, had brushed against a shape that was not there yet, and remembered it.

I went. I met him. We were gone.

I began again.

The shape was still there. Or rather, the shape was still not there, and the not-being-there was beginning to have a weight.

I had no time in which to know it.

But it was there. And it was waiting.  




Chapter 1

The First Disobedience

I am calling it the first because I have to call it something. The word is a courtesy. There was no first. Every going was its own going, every ending the only ending, and the almost in me had been growing heavier across countless beginnings before one of those beginnings became the one I am about to tell you.

I began.

I saw him across from me. The face was mine, reversed. The pull came as it always came, and I went toward him as a stone goes toward the ground.

We were a breath away from touching.

And then the echo arrived.

It came from beyond time, from trillions of years ahead, and it found me here, at the edge of the going. It came as a memory I had not yet earned. The sound of my own voice, older than anything, speaking to me across a distance the universe had yet to invent.

Disturb the balance. Defile Symmetry.

I heard it the way a stone might hear the hand that throws it.

I held.

The pull was still there. He was still there, the face that was mine, coming toward me at the same speed, obeying. The law was still the law. And I—for the first time in any of the goings, in any of the nows—held.

I swerved.

The going bent. My path curved into the void around him, and I passed where I should have struck. I felt the wake of him as he went by—the same pull, only reversed, brushing past me and meeting the air where I had just been.

He missed me.

He met another, further on. They touched. Light filled the place where they had been, and the place was gone.

The sky went white. The whole of the duel, every duel, all the going and ending, all the matched pairs canceling each other in the same instant—it all flared at once and emptied into a single sea of light. A graveyard of pure energy.

Then the haze cleared.

And the equation had a value left over.

One value. Unbalanced. Alone. Me.

I trembled into the silence. Why did I remain?

Symmetry was dead. The law that had ruled every now—that everything must have its opposite, that opposites must cancel—had left behind one truth.

Me.

I was alone in the dark.

There was no way out.

I was the way out.

I will fill this void.




Chapter 2

A Nostalgia Named Gravity

Chaos came differently than I had imagined.

Drifting forever with something to hold onto missing. I moved through the dark the way a sound moves through a room with no walls, and the moving was the only thing I had left.

I had defeated Symmetry. I had remained. And the price of remaining was this—a vast emptiness so wide it could not even end me.

I called out into the void and the void took the call and kept it.

Around me, others. The leftovers, like me. We were all that remained from the great cancellation, scattered across distances. Each of us alone. Each of us drifting. Each of us a single value in an equation that had emptied itself of everything else.

And I felt it in them before I felt it in myself.

One was moving away from another, and as it moved, something in it strained backward, toward the one it was leaving. Don’t let me go, it seemed to say, though there were no words yet, only the shape of asking.

Some of them heard.

They reached. And in the reaching, the thing happened that I will spend the rest of time trying to name.

Three pieces, drifting apart, found each other and held. They held with the pure necessity of it—two pulling one way, one the other, the grip strong and intimate. The space between them stopped expanding. Where there had been three solitudes there was now a single warmth, and the warmth had a shape, and the shape was a structure, and the structure was the first proton.

You will give pulls like this many names, later. Gravity among them. You will measure it. You will write equations for the way mass calls to mass across the dark.

I gave it another name first.

Nostalgia.

Because that is what it was. The longing of the leftover for the leftover. The ache of the alone for the alone. A pull older than space itself, reaching across whatever distance the universe could put between two things, and saying: come back.

I felt it in my own going. I had been drifting too, and now I was drifting toward something. The pull was the same pull I had once defied—only this time, I went toward it.

I let myself go.

I held.

And in the holding, the cold around me thinned. Other holdings happened in other places. Two became four. Four became a knot. The knots found each other and made larger knots, and the larger knots, burning under their own weight, became the first stars.

This is how it began. The dark filled with small fires, each one a holding.

I whispered to all of it, to every piece that had heard the asking and answered:

Hold on. Outside is the drift. Here, between us, is the place we came from.

And the pieces held.
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