| Top | Home | Guideto Books | Meet the Author | The Writing Life | Writing Advice |
| Must Read | Worksin Progress | Short Stories | Bookstore | TV Show | Exit Portd |

Reality School: In the Entropy Zone

by
Jeffrey A. Carver

First published in SCIENCE FICTION AGE, Mar ch 1995.
Copyright © 1995 Jeffrey A. Carver

All rightsreserved. Thiswork isthe literary property of the author and a part of hislivelihood. You are
free to download this story for your own enjoyment. Y ou may print acopy, if you like, for your own use,
including sharing it with friends. Y ou may not post it el sewhere on the web. Permission to distribute for
any except persond useisexplicitly denied.

Reality School: In the Entropy Zone

As we walk through the entropic boundary, | expect to fedl...I don't know what...some startling
physical sensation. Instead, it's more like walking into the shadow of a towering building. A draft
of cooler air passes through my blouse.

Then everything changes...

*

Looking back, it seems amost impossible to believe. Redlity School, from matriculation to retirement,
was supposed to fill seven of my best years--years of learning and challenge, and perhaps even
occasiondly danger. Thetime | actually spent cannot be measured; it was atime in which theworld
amost changed beyond recognition--and | changed into something, someone, | hardly know.

*

For my first day at school, my parents had gotten us up at dawn and piled me and my older Sster into
our ancient station wagon, Woodie. We drove for along time, before turning into the entrance to the
schooal. | remember this clearly, even though | wasagirl only six and ahdf at thetime. My parentstold
me later that 1'd complained so much about the length of the trip that they very nearly turned around and
drove me back home. They wouldn't have, of course; they knew how important the redlity school
was--not just to us, but to the whole world. Why € se would they have put me through all that testing,
and cried when | was accepted?

| remember this, too: my complaints vanished the instant we passed through the redity school's
continuum-bubble. A great shock wave hit the hood of the car and flashed past the windowsin rainbow
colors, and suddenly everything around us changed. Everything--including Woodie. Our station wagon
was transformed from a sagging road-barge into ashining fuselage, powered by glowing fuson thrusters
and floating on amagnetic cushion. | screamed with joy and amazement, deafening my mom and dad.
Marie was screaming just asloudly. At the same moment, the school grounds changed from scorched
desert grassto afairyland setting of whipped cream lawns, cotton candy trees, and gingerbread buildings.
| hopped up and down with ddlight.
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It was al window-dressing, of course--not just for the kids, but for the parents, who were preparing to
leave their children with aschool that few of them could redlly hope to understand. The parents believed
in the school's mission, or they wouldn't have been there; but it probably helped to have the specid
effectsto ease the trangtion. The effects had little to do with the real function of the school, of course,
but it would take us awhile to understand that.

Daddy drove up to the parking area, where a centaur with an armband directed him to a space that
looked asif it had been saved just for us. We dl piled out, Daddy warning me not to touch the fusion
thrusters, whose glow was dowly fading to chrome silver. We had agood laugh, walking around our
gleaming spaceship-car. Then ateam of whinnying ponies drew up, pulling acart for my bags. We
loaded the cart and headed into the administration building.

*

| have no memory of regigtration, but | vividly recal the "redity-view" postersthat glowed inthewalls,
and the clots of strange kids gathered around gawking at them. The posters|looked like moving
holograms, and &t firgt | thought they were just pictures made by artigts. It turned out they were actud
images of redlity-threads that "shapers,” as graduates of the school were caled, had encountered and
safely sealed off from our timeline. Marie and | gaped at aworld where everyone lived in clouds, where
the whole world seemed to be clouds, and nothing looked quite solid, including the people. "Wow," |
sad, feding thekind of thrill thet | got from my favorite Sories.

Then we turned to an image filled with stalactites and stalagmites that flickered and dowly changed color
asif under ablack light. That one sstumped us, until an older boy stepped up and explained that it was
microscopic metal crystals: aworld where everything was solid-state, and dl life took the form of
electrons and photons. Phew, | thought. Why bother?

The boy, though, seemed to actualy like the idea, the way 1'd liked the clouds. He grinned, and told me
his name was Ashok. And | began to wonder if kids like him were about to become my friends.

*

It was only alittle later, at the dorm, that Mom and Dad and Marie had to say good-bye to me. | flashed
from giddy pleasureto tears, and starting bawling, "I don't want to stay! | don't want to! | want to go
home!"

"Alexandra, we've been planning thisalong time," my dad started to say, dl rationdly. Only he couldntt
get it out; he sarted crying, too, and turned away so | wouldn't see. Y ou'd think it would have been
Mom crying, but she was the one who tried to cam me down, "Honey, the tests said you wereonein a
million. Now, you go show them how you can do thidl It's so important--"

No nonol don't care...!

That was when the school's departure routine kicked in. My dorm room suddenly blossomed out into a
beautiful little sun porch, where some of my favorite characters-Peter Rabbit and Eeyore and Maxine
the bunny and Berlioz the bear were al having teatogether, and one after another, they beckoned meto
jointhem. That broke the cycle of tears, for the moment; it was enough to make me let my parents go.

And from then on, life was never to be the same...not even in the ways we'd expected.

*

| am utterly alone--in a steaming jungle. Animals shriek in the distance. Where has everyone
gone? "Rober-r-r-ta?" | cry, shivering. "Lisa? Danny?" | stumble back the way | came, searching
for them. But where the entropic boundary stretched a moment ago, a jungle now goes on
forever.



| teeter on the edge of panic. If I'mto find my world again, | can only plunge ahead. | have a job
to do. An adult'sjob, even if | amonly six and a half. | have already grown beyond my calendar

age.

But | seem to have forgotten what exactly I am supposed to do.

*

LisaHoopner, my roommate, became my best friend right from day one. She was just afew months
older than me, and one of the things| liked about her was her laugh, which was akind of whoop that
cameout a the funniest times. Another thing | liked was her Bahhston accent. We didn't talk with
accentsin Cdlifornia, | said; and every time said it, she gave awhoop and talked to mein abubbling
upbeat voice that was supposed to sound like people from around here. | didn't think it sounded much
like me, but it made me laugh anyway.

Lisaand | were both pretty homesick, but it helped having each other to be friends with. For one thing,
we both liked Berlioz and Maxine, and we both thought Mr. Playstead, the head teacher, was nice but
kind of stuffy, and we both liked Mrs. Randol ph because she made us laugh, and we both thought the
cafeteriawas awvesomely yucky. Once wed agreed on all that, everything else seemed pretty minor. Oh,
and we both liked Danny Hutton, aboy from lowawho we could tell was putting on a brave front, even
though he was obvioudy even more homesick than we were.

Most of the kids were pretty nice. We had alot of counsdling sessions, some by ourselves, and somein
groups where we talked about the things that we liked, and the things that scared us. That helped us get
to know each other, | guess. | understand now that they'd selected us not just for our imaginations, but
for acertain sociability and a certain toughness of mind, not that | would have put it that way then. They
didn't want any wild-eyed or sdlfish individuaists getting hold of thereins of redity. It wasrisky enough
with the people they did choose.

The teachers had lots of activities to help us get to know each other--games and stories and plays. But
the main activity waslearning to shape reality.

*

In the beginning we shaped storybook landscapes and scenes. Try to imagine aroomful of six-, seven-,
and eight-year-olds bubbling with imagination, perched under strange helmets of silver and glass, with
visons of soriestaking form right before their eyes. (None of our crestions were permanent, of
course--and they were grictly confined within the shielded training rooms. But if aleakage had occurred,
the continuum- barriers around the school grounds would have kept anything we did from reaching the
world outside.)

We learned right away that our mind's eye views of such magic places as Oz, Middle Earth, Peter
Rabhit's forest, and Barsoom differed wildly from one another. Sometimes that caused arguments, which
we were supposed to settle among oursalves. But other timeswe just had fun building one vision upon
another, castle upon cloud upon ocean upon desert--until our landscapes grew into something that was
asmuch us asit wasthe stories that had inspired us. We were learning to creste. Later, we would learn
to choose redities from the crazy chaosthat the universe offered up to us. But in those days, we were
consumed with building.

Wewere ds0 learning to share...

Oneday Lisaand | worked together on aspecid play cottage made of clouds. It was ddlicate, puffy, and
ethered--and it had lightning bolts flashing across the doorways, and only Lisaand | could makethe
lightning go away to let usin. Even so, we made sure the point got across by patrolling the areain our



helmets, telling everyone elseto stay out. Mr. Playstead came upon us and planted himself in my path
with ascowl. "Alexandra," he said sernly, "this spaceisfor everyone, not just for people who appoint
themselves queen for aday."

| was stunned, and suddenly ashamed. | didn't know quite what he meant by "queen for aday,” but |
knew we were supposed to share our creations with everyone, and not keep them to ourselves. | felt my
face get hot as| looked at Lisa. Mr. Playstead hadn't said anything to her yet. Shelooked away guiltily. |
knew we were both in for aspecia counseling session later, after Mr. Playstead reported this.

| was ready to let the cottage dissolve back into a cloud of smoke, taking mewith it. But Lisawas
quicker. She caught Tommy Harte's eye, and with alook invited him into the cottage. When Mr.
Playstead saw that, he nodded approvingly. Lisacheered up right away. Before | knew what was
happening, she'd opened the cottage into abig pavillion and told everyone to comein. | stood there,
burning with humiliation, as Mr. Playstead watched Lisabeing so generous.

| stalked away, refusing to look at her. Finally, | sat down in afar corner of the room to make shapings
by mysdf. The only trouble was, no ideas came. Nothing at al. | was getting madder by the minute. |
heard Lisacome up behind me, and | glanced her way sullenly, ready to say something nasty.

"Meow."

Shewas holding apair of little grey tiger kittens, offering oneto me. | glowered. But | took one of the
kittens anyway, and after Lisahad gone back to play, | hugged it carefully. It purred and strutted in my
lap, and as | petted it, | began to fed better.

When the counselor asked me about it later (in my regular sesson--Mr. Playstead didn't send mein for a
gpecid vigt, after dl), | told her that | knew | shouldn't have done that with the private cottage-making,
and | wouldn't do it again. She peered at me through her big, wide glasses and said, "'Y ou mean you've
learned something about not being sdfish?!

| shrugged, uncomfortable under her stare. "'l guess s0."

Dr. Shelby nodded carefully. "Have you forgiven Lisafor being quicker, and cleverer about changing
what she was doing when you both got caught?”

The question surprised me. | didn't think Lisa had been caught. But yes, the kitten had hel ped meforgive
her.

| nodded.

"Y ou know, it'sapretty tall order to learn not to think just of yourself,” Dr. Shelby observed. "But this
thing between you and Lisa could be avauable lesson. If the time ever comes when you haveto reach
deep ingde yoursdf for strength, deeper than you think you can reach, | hopeit will help you to
remember this

| stared back at her in darm. Although she said it nicely, | could fedl the weight of seriousness behind her
words. Anything that would make me remember this in agood way, | thought, was something | didn't
want to face. But | didn't say that; | just nodded.

Dr. Shelby peered at me. Thelight glinted off her glasses as shelooked at the clock and said our session
was ove.

*

| walk, alone and lonely, through the pellucid green light of the jungle. After atime, | step through



a hedge...and my surroundings change utterly, to a world of astonishing precipices and ravines,
illumined by lightning flashes. Another reality, joined to mine like a soap bubble? Or isthis my
world, after entropy has ravaged it like a marauding beast?

With a shiver, | back away from a terrifying precipice. "Where have you all gone?" | whisper to
my missing friends. "What am | supposed to do here, all alone?" Even as| ask, | know the
answer: Find the reality-thread that belongs to us, and bring it back to our world.

Thereisno one here--just a few winged creatures, soaring off the cliffs, pterodactyllike. Sill, |
feel--1 cannot say how--that Lisa is out there, not in this place of cliffs and ravines, maybe, but
somewhere, across some gulf that | cannot even see. | cry out to her inatiny voice, barely a
whisper.

| struggle to think. It is not just the world gone mad; it is me, too. | am no longer the person | was,
not a six-year-old girl, or even a twelve-year-old. | look down at my lanky, bony body and flex my
leathery wings. What have | turned into?

| peer down into a ravine. Lights twinkle in the darkness below. Cities? | feel a surge of hope.
Perhaps down there are people, some connection...

| launch myself from the cliff.

*

We grew up fast in the redlity school, and not just fast, but differently from our sisters and brothers on
the outside. | guess our parents knew that could happen, and thought it worth the risk. What we had to
do was 0 dreadfully important, and it could only be done by people who started very, very young.
People with plastic minds, who could learn to visudize (discern, they caled it) different levels of redlity
without blocking out what they saw with denid. People with blazing imaginations, without the layers of
preconceptions that adults have, who could be trained to pick out entropic changes at a distance, and
visudize appropriate responses.

That's adult-talk. Sorry; what they needed was young people with unbridled hope. Peoplelike us.

We learned about this gradually, over time, absorbing our mission not so much through our heads as
through our pores. When we graduated, it would be up to usto "maintain the order.” Even now that
sounds ponderous to me--almost pretentious. A few years ago, it would have been preposterous. But of
course that was before the entropic rift opened, before the Earth became a place where redlity "fluttered”
from day to day, and moment to moment.

*

Thefirst time we got to see red shapers at work was, undoubtedly, the turning point when | redlly began
to fed in my boneswhat we were doing. The teachersled us single-file into a shielded observation room
that overlooked the actua Reality Shaping Center. This was where the best of uswould work, after
graduation. It wasthe only such center in America, one of threein the world. We were dectrified with
excitement, and whispered and hissed to each other while our teachers frowned over the group. | sat
between Lisaand Roberta Kisnet, and we held each other's hands tightly, trying to keep from bursting
with anticipation.

The shaperswere four or five years older than us, which seemed alifetime. They wore silver helmets
which, surprisingly, were smdler and smpler-looking than our training hdmets. A few of them walked
around, but mostly they stayed seated, their gloved hands waving in the air asthey gestured and probed
at whatever redlitiesthey were viewing in their closed universes.



They were not actudly journeying in other redlities, we were told--but viewing them through tiny
windows opened in the continuum by the shaping amplifiers. They were watching for redity-threads that
threatened to intrude upon our own...like radar watching for enemy airplanes.

We saw the other redlities on monitors, ong with the adult supervisors. About haf the center wasfilled
with consoles, where the supervisors coordinated everything that was happening here with the centers at
CERN and Kyoto--alot of frowning adults with headsets studying computer consoles. But the other
Sde, where the shapers were working...wow.

We saw a dramatic episode amost right away. On one of the shapers monitors, astrange scene came
into focus. a mountain range melting under abig red sun. | stared open mouthed, as ateacher explained.
It was our sun, diseased and swollen, devouring our Earth--in another redlity. | sat frozen, not sure
whether to be fascinated or terrified. We heard the voices of the supervisors caling additiona shapers
into the circuit, and explaining exactly what waswrong. "...\We've got to calm that sun down, give us a
nice cool breeze...that'sit...and hold the mountains together with your hands...." And we saw the
shapers ftirring in their seets, turning to one another and working together with murmurs of agreement.
We saw the mountains being held in place by ghostly, virtual hands--and we saw icy breaths cooling the
un.

| scarcely understood what | was seeing; but the image- crafting of three or four shapers, working in
harmony, was pushing away that dangerous redity-thread. There was something almost mysticd, and
very persond, about the shapers joined struggle against the forces of entropy. The scientific staff didn't
explainit that way; they talked of synergistic field- configurations and Lang-Lawrence contractions.
But asfar as the shapers were concerned, there was an enemy out there. And by creating their imagesin
concert, they were able to defeat the enemy, or at least to push it back out of range.

Werethey actudly cooling that bloated sun in the other redlity, changing what existed in another thread,
or were they just weaving a spdl to prevent the thread from intruding on our own? In apractical sensg, it
didn't matter. What mattered was that they were closing off the danger from our own world, keeping the
enemy at bay however they could. It waslike virtual reality--except that any one of those threads could
have come swirling up out of the netherrealms of chaos to overwhelm our world, if the shapers had not
been there with their fingersin the dike, manning the ramparts, battening down the hatches of redlity.

| didn't know then that the really dramatic perils were the easiest to detect at a distance, and the easiest
to defend against. Most of the dangers were more ingdious--shiftsin climate, or in ecologica baances,
or even changesin human history. The shapers often sensed a change--and then had to wait, like
bloodhounds on leashes, while the supervisors conferred about what courses of action to follow, or even
about which redlity-thread was the right one. There, we learned, lay the subtlest perilsto our world.

We beginning students were far more interested in the vivid dangers. To our satisfaction, before we left
the center that day, we saw spidery aiens marching through the streets of St. Louis, enclosing buildingsin
strange cocoons. Asone, we felt agreat, gasping pulse of fear before the diensfaded in ashimmer of
heat--as agroup of shapers focused their thoughts together and wove aweb of protection that banished
the diensfrom our redlity.

When our observation sesson was over, | could hardly move. | wastrembling in my seat, and my fingers
were white from clenching Lisa's hand so hard. | looked at Lisaand she looked wide-eyed back at me.

| had never in my life been so scared. Or so excited.

*

| soar, spiraling down into the darkness of the ravine, praying that the twinkling jewels below me



arecivilization. | am breathless with fear. What have | turned into, that | soar on leathery wings?
Am | not still human?

"Yes, | am!" | cry, and with that, my wings are gone, and | am falling. The sparkling points below
me are not cities but...stars. My heart pounds. | want to scream, but my breath will not leave my
chest.

Isanyone else alive in the great void of stars wheeling around me? "Lisa?" | whisper. "Roberta?
Danny? Ashok?" For a heartstopping moment | see their facesin the stars, luminous faces. |
imagine that they are calling out to me. But | am helplessto answer. Thereis a power blocking
me, a darkness called Chaos. | imagine the entire population of the Earth, all of humanity,
floating out there, calling to me.

| am supposed to save them.

Weightless, | fall...

*

We continued to spend alot of time with the counsgors, doing group exercises and | etting off steam and
trying to understand the meaning to us of what we weretraining for. But | don't think, redlly, that there
was any way they could truly prepare usfor ajob that was, essentidly, to hold the world in our hands.

Eventualy the gravity of our teachers words began to reverberate like bass drum beats--not so much in
the classrooms asin our minds:

"...the sorting of entropic redlities demands the talents of children your age...”
"...must do what older people, even experts, cant..."

"...when adultstry to focus through these windows, it turnsto mud...adultsresst...we're never sure, the
layers of ambiguity aretoo grest..."

"...asyou learnto fed the difference between redities... must learn wisdom, yet through alens of
innocence..."

"...might last until you're thirteen...only one has worked past fourteen, by the caendar...."

By the calendar. We were already aware that we were growing older at an accelerated rate, our
intellects and emotions veering ahead in an aarming, zigzag fashion. It al had to do with entropy.

| never redlly understood entropy, not the way the scientists talked about it. We learned about disorder,
of course, and something called "the laws of thermodynamics,” which were undergoing somelate
revison. It might have been the work of theorists that had brought usto this plight in thefirst place. Not
that they'd meant to; they were just fooling around with fusion implosions and micro-sngularities, and
trying to learn how to control entropic foldsin space-time...not on aworld-wide scale, but on aquantum
level, asubatomic level. What harm could there possibly be in that? But somehow there was harminit;
somehow they caused, or at least allowed entry to, therift that put us where we are now.

Many of them denied that. It was entropic drift, they theorized--a natural phenomenon, swirling just
below the gpparent calm of our spacetime continuum. It may have been chance that it intruded into our
world when it did; and without the devel opments that made the shaping amplifiers possible, we would
have been defensdess againgt it. But whether it was anatura phenomenon or an artificial onewas
irrelevant now. Either way, it threatened to destroy our world aswe knew it. Not that it meant to; it
wasn't living; it didn't know us, didn't care about us oneway or another. It just followed the laws of



physics. But the laws of physics changed, from oneredlity thread to the next.

What the shapers had to know was how to sort through the many possible reditiesthat floated like
tangled seaweed in the ocean of entropy, and how to follow the one strand that bel onged to our timeline
and our lives. Not just our lives persondly, but the life of theworld. The job of the shaperswasto
preserve redity, guided by the supervison staff, according to guidelines agreed upon by the joint policy
committees...

"...what you will be doing isaprivilege, and aresponsbility. Y ou will be honored for doing what no one
elseon Earth can do...”

*

Not everyone honored what we were doing, not at al. Many people were only vaguely aware of the
reality schools at all, and didn't much care about us one way or another--except maybe to object to the
government funding that kept us going. They thought--I don't know, that we were doing nothing redl at
dl--cadtingillusonsin theair, mirages, New Age miracles, who knew what for, maybe just for our own
entertainment.

How could they believe that, when we dl knew--despite the best efforts of the shaping centers--that
changes were inevitably cregping into our continuum?

Were peoplejust stupid? At first | thought so. Later, | understood better. It's called variable
persistence of memory. Simply put: different people remember the past differently...for awhile. Every
time our redlity-thread changes, thereis a collective adjustment of memory. But not dl a once, or at the
sametime. An extreme example: If | wake up one morning, remembering that Unimerica hasfifty-saven
dates, and the capita isin Toronto, and you remember that it's only forty- seven States, and the capitd is
in Washington--and the history books at the library disagree with each other--that's variable persstence
of memory. A few weeks later, well al remember the same thing. But which way will it be? And which
was the origind? The staffs at the shaping centers are supposed to know, but their memories change, too.
So whom do we believe?

What alot of people believed was: nothing has changed.

My example may have been apoor one. Nothing that dramatic had happened, that we knew of. A more
redigtic example might have been something like this asubtle shift in globa dimate, or in population
patterns of the tsetse fly. Then you have the supervisory staffs arguing over what was, or what should be

And it'sthose questions that set off the people who opposed us. They were in the minority, we were
told--but they were everywhere. We were opposed by eements of the religious right, the humanist | eft,
the Idamic center, the Russian capitaist resurgency, the South African whoknowswhats, and awhole lot
morethat I've mercifully forgotten. Some of them opposed us because they didn't have shaping centers of
their own, and they felt disadvantaged; others opposed us because we were "treading where mankind
wasn't meant to tread.”

Wewere just kids. We were too young to understand--thank God, or Allah, or our lucky stars, take
your pick--that there were groups that would have liked nothing better than to close us down, or even kill
usif necessary. The extremists were asmall minority, and we were well insulated from them.

The plain truth was, most people didn't understand what it was that we did--or why. Some thought that
we ddiberately changed redity, abunch of meddlers atering the natural order of things according to our
own whims. Early on, before the U.N. committee was formed and guiddines established, there might
have been those who tried that; but those people were stopped after they tried to eradicate the mosquito,



and changed a hundred ecologies by accident. No, we at the redlity school were closdaly supervised; and
the coordination with the Euro and Japanese groups was intense, with several mgjor universitiesinvolved.
There were the occasiona policy disagreements, but those were minor. Or so we weretold.

At thetime, they didn't say too much to us about the rumors of other nations hurrying to build their own
shaping centers, outside the control of the U.N. committee. Or about the bombing in Baghdad of what
was supposed to have been a munitions plant, but nobody redly believed it...

The hardest opponentsfor us to hear about were the oneslike Reverend Patwell and his church, right in
the next county, who claimed, not that we were favoring American interests over others, but that we
were defying God'swill by imposing our order onto His.

That was nonsense, of course. Asfar as| was concerned, we were helping God hold Hisworld together.
Okay, maybe humans had caused thismessin thefirst place. But without us--or people like us--who
knew what might have become of our world, our redlity?

| can talk about it with acertain clarity now, because I've seen what happened when it went wrong. I've
seen what happened when the school, the neighborhood, the whole fix on the redlity that was our world
began to dissolve.

*

The voices and faces have faded. | sense a planetary surface beneath me, and the hazy glow of an
atmosphere. | have come to rest, pressed against a rocky surface, stars twinkling overhead.

Wheream | what am| whoam|...?
| live |l breathel think | fedl...

In the gloom of an unearthly dawn, | curl my fingersin front of me, and | can just make out their
webbed, bony shape.

Terrified, | shut my eyes, and imagine a place of darkness where Chaos lives and reaches out to
destroy this universe...and | begin to feel that this Chaos has needs and wants of itsown, and it is
insatiable. And somehow it is testing me.

| hear a rumbling groan...of something living, something in pain. | stand and look around. | amon
atiny island in the midst of a green sea.

| am halfway up a small, rocky knoll, and | climb it on my webbed hands and feet. | peer over a
ledge and see a bloated, toadlike monster, bellowing to the sky, bellowing...

*

It was May, and out on the playground some girls were practicing unamplified "makings'--little cloud
castlesfloating along the hedgerow separating our school from a convent on the grounds behind us.
There wasn't much that could happen with unamped makings; it was more like projecting little holograms,
using the outdoor landscape programs. Except thistime something did happen--something terrible.

| wasin the cafeteriawith Lisaand Roberta. We heard the yelling and ran outside. Acrossthe playing
field, kids and teachers were gathered around someone on the ground. Some of the kids were
screaming.

"Whoisit?Whoisit?' Someone was running beside us-- Tommy Harte, | think.

"Y ou children stay clear!" shouted Mr. Playstead, turning to wave us back. We crept close enough to see



that they were al gathered around the ill form of achild. At first we couldn't ssewho it was. Then Lisa
cried, "It's Judy Keller! It's Judy! Isshe dead?'

Of course sheisn't dead, | thought. But then | took agood look at Mr. Playstead's face--and | knew at
once that she was dead. For along, bresthless moment, | wasn't so much scared as curious: Why was
Judy dead? What could she have done that made her dead?

And then | fdt fear and grief rush over me, in agreat crashing wave.

It soon became obvious that the teachers were wondering the samething | had wondered. Mr. Playstead
raised hisvoice through the yelling and confusion. "Kids, listen up! Thisisimportant. | want you dl to
stop any shapings right now--even little ones. And | want to know, did anyone think, or imagine--even
for asecond, even in play--that Judy might die?'

"No!" "No!" Weadl frantically proclaimed our innocence, terrified of being blamed for Judy's desth. All,
that is, except poor Ellie Cottman, who burst into tears.

"Ellie?" Mr. Playstead asked, straining to make his voice gentle when you could tell he wanted to scream.
"Did you...think about Judy dying? Or have some sort of feeling about it?"

Ellie nodded, sobbing. "Playing, we were only playing--" she babbled, and | looked at Lisaand she
looked at me, agreeing with our eyesthat we would never have done something so awful, and at the
same time knowing that we could just as easily have doneit. Then we all had to get out of the way,
because the school infirmary people were there with stiretchers and emergency gear, and they were trying
to resuscitate Judy and they wanted us out of the way now.

| had afleeting thought that maybe | could do something to help Judy--maybe some sort of ashaping that
would restore her to life. It wasn't that | wanted to be ahero or anything; but | was so scared at this new
thing, death, that had invaded our school that | would have done anything to drive it out. | was about to
raise my hand and tell Mr. Playstead, when he seemed to sense my thought--or maybe what alot of us
were thinking. He suddenly barked, "Whatever happens, | don't want any of you trying to think Judy
back dive! Isthat understood?"

Heturned, glaring, and that was when | saw the ground shifting and bubbling around the stretcher that
Judy was lying on, and | realized that someone had aready tried to do just what | was thinking. |
followed Lisa's gaze and saw that it was Danny Hutton--you could tell by the crestfallen ook on his
freckled face--and Mr. Playstead probably saw it, too, but he didn't say anything. He began herding us
forcefully toward the buildings, saying over and over, "We have to find out what happened...my God,
what could have happened...?"

*

The beast looks up at me with fiery eyes, its breath hissing like a great steam engine. Behind it,
something is thrashing in the water. The beast roars in anguish and scrabbles helplessly at the
edge of the cliff overlooking the sea. The water erupts. A second creature burstsinto the air,
struggling...and crashes under again. The first beast claws helplessly at the ledge, and glares up at
me with eyes that are not threatening, but pleading.

| look at my webbed hand, and shudder with understanding. No no no no...I'mterrified of deep
water ...the thing is huge, how could | possibly...?

The creature'sroar shatters my thoughts. | don't know this creature, don't want to know it, don't
know the rules here, don't know what is happening.



Through my cowardly shame | see, or imagine, a squirming patch of darknessin the sky. Entropy.
Chaos. Feeding on my fear, my inaction.

| climb awkwardly over the stones, scuttling past the creature, burned by the paininits eyes. |
gaze down and see its mate, a blotch deep in the green water, sinking.

| hesitate a long moment before | leap.

*

By thetimethey got usdl gathered for ameeting in the school auditorium, | knew that the world had
been atered in some new and terrible way, that something had torn usloose from redlity's moorings. The
meeting was hopeless, just alot of whispered conferences among the teachers and school officias. Once
in awhile they turned to the kids to comfort us, or ask something, or sometimesjust to gaze helplesdy
over the room. They admonished us not to use our powers until they learned what was going on. We
could sméll their fear. They didn't know what had gone wrong, but the implications clearly went beyond
the desth of one student, however awful and shocking that might have been.

| sat in my seet, cloaked in astrange, foggy cam. Oncein awhile, the numbing fog swirled, and |
trembled in helplessterror. But whatever had happened, the older shapers would take care of it; they had
to. We should just St tight until they found out what had gone wrong, and fixed it. That'swhat the
teachers kept saying, and wetried to bdlieveit. Lisa, beside me, chewed her knuckles, and cried softly
over and over, "Judy's dead, Alexandri...she's dead...Alexandri, what are we going to do...what are we
goingto do...?" | don't think she actudly looked a me once the whole time; she didn't look at anybody.

Despite the warnings, alot of kidswere having trouble keeping their imaginationsin check. The
auditorium kept trembling with little quakes of suppressed shapings, imaginary beings and objects
flickering inthe air, then vanishing. The teachers must have announced a dozen times that we were about
to move into the shielded training rooms, where even our random shapings could have no permanent
effect. Thefirgt few times, | felt reassured-- something was being done--but there was aways some
delay, and we stayed in the auditorium while maintenance peopl e rushed about trying to put up temporary
shieds

The teachers themselves were looking more and more panicky, and we all wished that we could hear
them talking among themsdves--and | guess someone finally wished hard enough to make it happen. We
suddenly heard Mr. Tedls voice boom out into the auditorium as he whispered to Miss Jennings. "--A
NEW ENTROPIC FOLD--THE SHAPING CENTER IS GONE! IT'SVANISHED
COMPLETELY! CERN AND KYOTO, TOO. WE HAVE NO ONE LEFT BUT THE STUDENTS.
GOD HELPUS"

And that was when Mr. Tearedized that everyone was hearing him. He closed his mouth and turned
pale, asthe auditorium fell dead Slent.

*

The sea crashes around my ears. | am breathing water. | blink, and my vision clears. Thisisthe
element my body was made for, not the harsh rocks of the island.

| cry out, and hear my voice booming out in great echoes over the seafloor. Rolling, | peer
downward and see the base of the atoll slanting into the shadowy depths, and far below, the
drowning creature. | plummet in pursuit. By thetime | come alongside it, | am swimming in a
twilight world. I hook the being's arm, circle around it, and find myself squarely before its
eyes--dark and sightless. | have come too late...| waited too long, too fearful...

| release her body to sink into the abyss. And the grey of the undersea world closes in around me.



*

No need to belabor the bedlam, the near breakdown of order in the school, the disappearance of the
counselors and most of the teachers.

No need to belabor our panic, when four of us vanished, swallowed by awall of fog that materidlized in
the courtyard, neatly dividing us as we were walking back, in exhaustion, to our dorms.

No need to belabor our helplessness.

Had one of us somehow caused this? There was no reason to think so. And yet... Judy had died, and |
could think of many timeswhen I'd thought mean things about one or ancther of my classmates, or
teachers-—-and any one of those times might have caused the same thing to happen.

Outside the schooal, it took afew days for the world to catch up with what had happened. What Mr. Tea
had said was true, but, as we soon learned, only part of the truth. Apparently a new shaping center had
come on line, somewhere in China, without any coordination with our center or the onesat CERN or
Japan. The result was some sort of conflict--disharmony, they caled it--in the shapings from one center
to the next. No one knew exactly what the conflict was, but the result wasthat al four centers vanished,
shapersand dl, into anewly created entropic fold. And our school hovered right at the brink of thefold.
The continuum-bubble provided some protection for the outside, but ripple effects were being felt al
over theworld: fresk storms, unexplained computer failures, bridges collgpsing...and al being blamed on
us

The palitical uproar wasincredible.

A lot of people caled for usto be shut down at once. We weren't redlly doing anything at that point,
snceit wasjust the sudents and a handful of teachers|eft, and no shaping amplifiers; but that didn't stop
them from calling for our heads. The school perimeter was physicaly seded off, though we il had
€lectronic communication, and we were dependent upon supplies and e ectric power from the outside.
Security for the power lineswas beefed up right away. The integrity of the continuum- barrier was
essentid; it wasthe only way to keep whatever terrible thing had swallowed our people from swallowing
the rest of the world, too.

The scientists said that the new fold in the entropic zone appeared to have produced a strange doubling
over of the continuum-bubble that enclosed our redlity school. Something smilar must have happened in
Chinaand Japan and at CERN, but there the folds had closed in upon themsalves and vanished,
swallowing the shaping centers whole. Thetraining school at CERN had vanished, too; the onein Japan,
located farther from the shaping center, was reportedly safe, but isolated from the fold. Only we were
poised at the very edge of the entropic boundary.

There were rumors that amanmade singularity floated somewhere deep in the entropy zone, wreaking
havoc, but our scientists said there was no evidence for that. To uskids, it was ameaningless question;
we just knew that what was happening was bad. And there seemed nothing to be done about it. We
were the only ones|eft. But what could we do--especially without the amps and our hemets?

Someone pointed out that Judy's death had happened just after the disappearance of our shapers--the
result of astray thought on the part of a student. So whatever had gone wrong, it meant that we students
could exert more power than before. And that meant...bad things could happen even without the amps.
But perhaps good things could happen without them, too.

That thought gave us hope. Not much, but it was something.

*



The daysthat followed brought ever more frightening news from the outside world: earthquakes, civil
unrest, solar flares, threats of war. There was little doubt now that it was connected to the entropic
folding. At least people believed now that what we did here at the school wasred. And it was some
consolation that the rest of the world gtill existed. One of my nightmares was that the entropic bubble
would just swalow the Earth whole, the way it had swallowed the shapers, like a serpent devouring its
tail.

Like everyone dse, | phoned my parents and sister, and afterward cried for hours. My parents wished
they'd never enrolled me at the school, and they wanted to take me home. But that was impossible, of
course--and not just because of the continuum-bubble that enclosed us. Outside our perimeter, we were
now effectively quarantined--not by the civil authorities, but by agrowing army of protesters.

Wefirgt learned about it on the TV news. The Robert Patwell church had gotten to usfirst and formed a
human blockade around the school property. They were praying and singing, and Reverend Patwell
himsdlf was out there with a microphone calling on usto give up our pact with the devil. Never before
had | seen such naked hatred directed at me. Other groups were out there, too, maneuvering for
position. Environmenta groups were cheek-by-jowl with foreign agents, claiming we were destroying the
world in the name of protecting the American way of life. Some were making noises about cutting off our
power and water. Fortunately for our sanity, the school grounds were wooded inside the perimeter, and
that kept the protesters mostly out of sight. We could just see one clot of them, way down at the end of
our driveway.

We watched a big argument on TV between Reverend Patwell's people and some nuns from the
Catholic convent over the hill from us. Apparently the nuns thought we were ahazard to God's Kingdom,
too; but they thought we were victims, not perpetrators. They didn't go around using names like "servants
of the darkness." And they didn't take too kindly to Patwell leading histhrongs over the convent grounds
like an army invasion, setting up their human chain. Once Patwell had doneit, al the othersfollowed suit.
The sheriff's department was out there, and the National Guard, and we were grateful to see men with
rifles standing watch under the high-tension power linesthat fed our bubble.

"Jesus,” said Harvey Snowden in disgust. He was one of the older boys, but he'd gotten too close to the
wall of fog, and it had changed him. He now looked like a scrawny twenty-year-old woman. It scared
therest of usjust to look a him. "Isn't it bad enough, without adl these religious nuts going at it with each
other?' Harvey was an athelst who wished they'd all go away.

That set off Danny Hutton, whose dad was a Congregationa minister. Reverend Hutton had visited the
school chapel once and preached to us about how the redlity school was a specid kind of serviceto
God--and if the scientists who had gotten usinto thiswere guilty of meddling pride, so were certain
church organizations. | tried to take comfort in those words now, but it wasn't easy. "Not everyone who
believes iscrazy like them! " Danny snarled. He stormed away from the TV--mad at Harvey, mad at
Reverend Patwell, and mad at the gnawing zone of entropy that was esting our world dive.

"Youdthink," said Lisa, quivering in front of the TV, "that people would try to behave alittle better, what
with the gpocalypse on usand dl." She got up to try again to call her parents; she hadn't been able to get
through to them yet. She was worried that they'd already disappeared. Physically, Lisalooked to be
about ten now, but something was happening; she was becoming ayoung woman. She was even starting
to gravitate toward the boys for comfort, especidly Danny Hutton. It was three days since the entropic
fold had taken Judy and the shapers.

Apocalypse? | thought stupidly, and realized with ashock that dl thisreally did have serious
echatological overtonesto it.



Eschatol ogical? Where the hdll had | learned to use words like that? And know what they meant?

*

What is happening to me? | amin a desolate wasteland of ash-choked craters and volcanic
eruptions. Isit punishment for my failure to save the creature in the sea? Isthiswhat it all turns
into, when we fail, each one of us, to save the other? | hack for breath in the smoky air, and
stagger forward.

| can feel the flux of entropy burning around me like an electrical discharge, threatening to
destroy not just the world but my own mind and soul. If | don't keep moving, | will die here. And |
will have helped no one.

| trudge among vol canic vents that steam and smolder. What could my puny thoughts do to
change this? Somewhere there must be a toehold on reality, a leverage point. It is what we came
here, all of us, to find. "Give me a place to stand, and | will move the Earth,” Archimedes said.
That is what we must do, to push back the tide of entropy. And yet, flames of doubt lick at me.

The ground shudders, a low rumble in the earth. A moment later, a peak in front of me explodes. |
fall to the ground as a column of smoke towers into the sky. Blazing lava rains down onto the
earth. Ariver of blood-red magma streams toward me.

Am | about to be incinerated, buried in final failure? As my mind seethes, the tide of burning earth
drives toward me. And a thought slowly comes into focus: it was my own doubt that brought the
volcano into being. My own fears. If | allow them to, my fearswill swallow and destroy me.

| remember the creature who died in the sea because of my hesitation. And yet | know: | am not
powerless. | still have my being, my spirit, my will. | ama shaper. | blink, remembering that, as
the lava sweeps toward me like a tidal wave of flame.

*

"They're at the power lines! They'retrying to cut the power lines! Tell Mr. Playstead!" Robertatore out
the door of the TV room, running to find someone in charge.

| stood open-mouthed, watching her disappear around the corner. | ran into the TV room, where afew
of the kids were watching the special report. On camera, autilities truck was pulled up to an electric
tower, and aman was maneuvering himsdf in the cherry picker toward the power lines. The camera
switched to Reverend Patwell, who was rgjoicing loudly. It looked to be protesters, not the ectric
utility, doing the deed. Where were the security forces? "My God," | croaked. "If they cut off the
power--"

"There goes the continuum-bubble," Harvey rattled hoarsely. He was trembling with rage.
"But don't we have some kind of....backup?' whispered Lottie Gerns. "A generator? Something?"

Harvey laughed like aman about to commit mayhem. It made me shiver, coming from someone who
looked like awoman. "For the lights, yeah--but not the bubble. It takes too much power. Why do you
think we have those high tenson linescoming in?"

| swallowed, watching the man in the cherry picker. He was peering down, and the camerashifted to a
knot of people gathered around some sort of control station. The man on the truck was waiting for the
power to be shut off, so he could cut the line down.

"Then--" | said "--there won't be any containment at al." Whatever effects had leaked out till now, the



worst of the entropic influence was contained within our bubble.
"Yougotit," said Harvey. "Mr. Playstead--you see these jerks?

Mr. Playstead was breathless as he ran into the room. "I just talked to the sheriff," he gasped. "He said
they'd stop it. They don't know what happened to the security people--they seem to have vanished.”

We watched, petrified, asthe cameras panned to the flashing lights of the sheriff's cars pulling up. There
wasalot of shouting. Findly the crowd gave way, and a couple of tough- looking deputies with
high-powered riflestook up guard posts. After ashort argument, the utility truck drove away.

| nearly collapsed with relief, my heart pounding. Where was Lisa? She hadn't seen this; | had to go tell
her. | ran from the room, looking for her.

Shewasn't in the cafeteria, or inthe dorm. | finally found her outside behind the main building, huddled on
the grass under some trees. Not done. With Danny Hutton. | ran up, ydling, "Lisal Danny! Y ouwon't
believe what--" before | saw what they were doing. They were kissing. No, more than kissing. They
were groping. Frantically.

| staggered to a hdlt, the words gtill tumbling out of my mouth. Lisashrank, glaring at me with murderous
fury. "Would you get the hell out of here?" she snapped.

| stood there, dumbfounded and humiliated. "But--" | choked, not knowing what to say next. | was
appalled--but was it because she was doing this when the whole world was at stake, or because | was
jedous? And who was| jedous of--Lisaor Danny?

Lisaseemed unable to say anything el se; she just glared. Danny looked away from both of us, in acute
embarrassment. Inthe end, | fled back to our room, hardly remembering why 1'd been looking for her in
thefirst place.

*

That night, aloud concussion woke us al up and sent usrunning to the TV. It took afew minutes for the
backup generator to come on.

Someone had managed to blow up the power lines, after dl.

*

Thelava parts like the Red Sea, ariver of fire on either side. | watch, stunned, as walls of glowing
earth rise around me. Can my own belief have such power? | descend into the earth, flaming
magma cocooning me.

Volcanic heat rages against my skin. | feel chaos plucking at me, magnetic fields streaming
through me. | amfloating in a firestorm of magma, like a spirit swimming in the fires of creation.
It all beginsto blur, then comes back into focus. It is not the Earth | am floating in, but a lake of
luminous red, with a flame burning brightly at its center. It is an enormous candle, a sunken lake
of wax, the light of the flame glowing through its translucent walls. It seems impossible.

But not asimpossible as the voices.

The human voices, all around me.

"Alexandri!"



| heard my name called, and didn't want to answer. | was holed up in my room, weeping into my blanket.
| was no longer six years old, but--what? Thirteen? Thirty? My breasts hurt, and 1'd gotten my
period--just after the miserable cold breakfast we'd dl had together, after the loss of the
continuum-bubble, after anighttime vigil waiting for protestersto invade us, protesters who never came.
I'd complained to Lisaabout my cramps--we'd sort of made up, because with the whole world faling
gpart, what was the point of staying mad?--and she'd grunted, "Well, about time it happened to you, too!
| don't know how much moretimewell have! Enjoy it while you can.”

I'd stared at her, bewildered. | wasn't even sure exactly what she meant. After seeing her with Danny, |
figured she meant sex. But it was all so dlien to me, so unred. It wasn't bad enough what was happening
to the world--did we have to grow old in these great, uneven jags?

Wewerejust kids, damnit!

| heard my name caled again. But | didn't want to talk to anyone. If theréd been any counsdlorsleft in
this place, | wouldn't have talked to them, ether. | especialy didn't want to hear about Lisaand Danny
Hutton.

"Alexandri, come see what's happened outside! " It was Lottie Gern, and she was frantic. She ran back
out of my room, and on to Roberta's room, shouting.

| cursed and went outside. | found Lisaand Danny and most of the kids, plus Mr. Playstead and Miss
Jennings, standing on the front lawn. Wed kept sentriesthere al night, ready to cal out at the first sign of
intruders.

Theforest had rolled up like an army, right to the front of the administration building. All the
desert-grass-covered mountain dopes, acrossthelittle valley from the school property, were thick with
dense woods.

Therewas no sign of any of the picket lines, or of any human life out there at dl.

*

Faces begin appearing in the candle rim...faces like luminous glass, to match the voices. Danny...?
Roberta...?

*

Later that day, Harvey Snowden came running in yelling that the woods were dying. That wasthefirst we
knew that atota ecologicd catastrophe had set in.

"What do you mean, dying?' | yelled back from the rec roomvbattle center. A group of us had been
trying to will reality back to normal, without effect. Wed just been listening to the TV for any mention at
all of protesters, or of us. But al of our opponents, including Reverend Patwell, ssemed to have vanished
from the face of the Earth.

"Dying!" Heglared a measif | wereanidiot. "Don't you know what that means?'

"I know, and you don't haveto ydI!" | shouted. But hiswild, reddened face scared me. Clearly
something had scared him, and badly. "What did you see?" | asked, asthe others gathered around.

"Dead trees--a lot of them--all dried out, like it was winter or something."

"It'snot winter. It'sMay. Or June, maybe," said Lottie Gerns, sneezing for the hundredth time that hour.
Poor kid had come down with dlergies, bad, and the infirmary had no more medicine.



"Nofoolin'," said Harvey. "But look down in the valey, and you'll seealot of treesthat don't know that.”
Hewaved hisddicate feminine handsin theair. "It'sweird. Way down inthe valey, it lookslike
fal--everything'sal red and yellow and brown. But closer up to us, everything'sjust dead. Shriveled.”

"What'sit mean?' asked Lottie.

"How the hdll do | know what it means? But it isn't right. And whatever it is, it's coming from here” He
looked a each one of usin turn. "And it's spreading out into the rest of the world.”

*

We learned more about it on the one Staticky channel that remained on the television. The forestswere
indeed dying, and the effect was spreading rapidly. A wave of forest and plant death wasrippling
outward from our location. Thetreesfirst turned fall colors-and then, instead of going into hibernation,
they died.

It had something to do with their chloroplasts. Plants everywhere were losing their ability to
photosynthesize. It was spreading like avirus, or aplague, but much faster. No one knew what was
causing it or how to stop it; but if it wasn't stopped, it would spread over the whole planet. And if
photosynthesis stopped, well, that wasit. Not just for humanity, but for everything that lived on the Earth.
Except maybe for some bacteria that lived on the bottom of the ocean and lived off nothing but chemicas
from volcanic vents. Except for them, nothing. Not even the cockroaches would survive.

*

Our world was fast disappearing. We could no longer reach anyone by telephone, because the phone
lineswere gone. I'd last talked to my parentstwo days before, and | felt aterrible emptinessinside; |
wondered if they were even il diveinthisredity. Mr. Teaand Mrs. Randolph took a car to venture
down the mountain into town, to try to buy food and learn what was happening. They didn't return.

The rest of us met to decide what to do.

Mr. Playstead suggested, and we all finally agreed, that we had no choice but to go out into it, Straight
into the heart of the entropic fold. The disturbance seemed to emanate from a bank of fog that kept
advancing and retreating within the woods flanking the school. We had been afraid to venture neer it,
wary of its unpredictable effects, fearful of dying for nothing. Without the shaping amplifiers, we had only
our own powers, and those not fully developed. But everything wed tried from outside the entropy zone
had been futile. Perhaps from within, we could do more.

It was aterrifying prospect--but as Ashok pointed out in his quiet voice, if we didn't take the risk now,
while the world was gtill recognizable, then our own redity-thread would just move farther and farther
away. Soon it would betoo late for usto have any chance at al of regaining it. Whatever therisks, this
was our only hope.

Mr. Playstead stood before us, tugging at the frizzy grey beard held sprouted in the last three days. " For
what it'sworth, I'm going to go with you. | don't have your skills, but | can't just stay out here waiting for
you to return. Perhaps...my experience will be useful, somehow." He hesitated and glanced at Miss
Jennings, who nodded silently and stepped up beside him. She was not about to be left behind, either.

Mr. Playstead cleared histhroat. "I want to emphasize one thing to you al. When the shapers were logt,
we think it was because of aconflict with the other shaper teams. That must not happen again. Do you
understand what I'm saying?'

There were some murmurs of assent, and some of impatience.



"I'm saying, we have to work in harmony. Whatever wefind in there--and | don't know what it will be,
but people--" and his voice was strained as he searched for words "--if we're going to defeat thisthing,
we haveto do it together. Any one of you aone might not be strong. But the combined strength of a
dozen shapers, in the fold--" He paused for breath, but then he seemed to run out of words, and he
shrugged. He looked very old to me, and tired.

| turned to look at Lisa, and her eyes met mine for just amoment. She was scared, but soberly so. | was
stunned by the maturity | saw therein her gaze, and wondered what was wrong with methat | wasn't so
grown up mysdlf. | was il petrified a the thought of not being akid anymore. And terrified of what we
had to do. | felt an impulse to grab her hand and hold it, the way we had that first time we'd seen the
graduate shapers at work. But dmost asif something in her had sensed my urge, | saw her reach out and
find Danny's hand, on the other side of her. | saw Danny squeeze back. Stung, | looked away.

The decison to go was unanimous. We began joining up to go out in pairs. Wewould fan out in force,
but each of uswould have one primary buddy to watch out for. | looked at Lisa, and saw her eyes
searching Danny's, their hands gripping each other'stightly. Humiliated al over again, | turned to seewho
€lse needed a partner.

Roberta, eyesfull of fear behind her glasses, looked at me questioningly. | took a breath and nodded
back.

*

Weadl walked into the dying forest together, abreast in aline. Therewas very littletalk, just the rustle of
leaves and the snapping of twigs beneath our feet. When we came to the wall of fog that marked the
boundary, Robertaand | exchanged final glances.

Mr. Playstead raised his hand, surveying our lineup. "Godspeed,” he said.
Asone, we stepped through...

And | stepped, done, into the steaming jungle.

*

We are gathered in the circle of the candle now...like svimmersfacing inward from the edge of a
pool. Some of my classmates|ook like fire dementals, rising from the molten lake, while othersare
extrusions of thewalls, their waxen faces bulging. Danny, Roberta, Judy...(isn't Judy dead? | wondey)...
Dzaou, Ashok...not everyone has madeit here, but alot of them have. | don't see Lisa. Or Harvey, or
Mr. Playstead, or Miss Jennings. Those who are herelook human, but clearly al have been through
wrenching changes. Some look like children, gtill; otherslike adults tempered by experience; and afew
look...indescribable. Children's faces with ancient eyes... or eyes bright with youth surrounded by
wrinkled and weary skin. | wonder what | ook like.

Itisastrange reunion: al of us gazing across the glowing lake at each other, but no one speaking. My
fedingsareindescribable. | know, without asking, that each of them has been through aterrifying
journey--nine faces, nine harrowing trips through the corridors of chaos, struggling againgt...what? A dark
measter, on the throne of entropy? Or the meaninglessness of random decay? | know that we all meant to
do something, but I'm not surewhat. | wonder if any of the others know.

Someone begins singing, softly. It's Judy, | think. She'sdive, and | wonder if it's because she never redly
died, or because we somehow brought her back to life. | don't quite recognize the song, but it hasthe
sound of alullaby. Then someone ese, Danny, starts humming ahymn from church--afamiliar tune,
though | don't know the name. It's beautiful, and moving in away it never wasfor me before. On thefar
sde of thecircle, hdf-hidden by the flame, | see the movements of someone dancing. | think it'sEllie, but



can't be sure. But | imaginethat Ellie, who thought Judy into desth, has more reason than anyone to
rgoice a her being aive and among us now.

The flame beginsflickering brighter, hissng. It seemsto be gathering power from the songs and the
dance. Theflame, | suddenly redlize, is our expression, not entropy's. It isakind of shaping, away of
reaffirming who we are--of saying, yes, we are till here, still human. I'm not sure what to do, but | fed
memories bubbling up within me,

A bunny named Maxine appearsin the air before me, and a donkey named Eeyore, and a bear named
Berlioz. These are my friends who played with mein my first days at the redlity school, when | wasjust a
child. But there are other memories that want to come up, too--painful memoriesthat ring with
disharmony in my mind. My sdfishnesswith a shaping...my rgjection by Lisa..my cowardice... | don't
want to let them come, don't want my failures and shame brought into the light. | struggle to hold themiin,
but | cannot. My shame begins to bubble out.

Thefaces of my friends are turning trangparent. They take no notice of my shame. They begin moving
about the circle, passing through one another; three or four of them are singing, their song swelling the
flame. | see other people's memoriestaking form like ghostly photographsin theair, and | redizethat |
am not the only one who has experienced falure. It comforts me alittle.

But now everyone seemsto belooking up.

*

New faces, overhead, gaze down from the haze of the outer nothingness...faces peering like ghosts of
haunted pasts.

It takes me a moment to recogni ze those faces...even Lisas. Sheistrapped, they are dl trapped, ina
nothingness outside the warmth of the candle flame. They seem to be prisoners of the devouring entropy,
while we somehow are regenerating our redlity herein the shelter of the candle. Thereisagulf dividing
us, and they cannot crossit. They cannot join us.

"Lisa?" | whigper.

Her eyesturn dowly to meet mine.

Help me--!
| can hear the plea, unspoken. And | cannot answer it. If they cannot cross that gulf, how can | help?

| want to call out to her, to tell her to do it hersdlf, to come to this place where we are gathered, singing. |
want to tell her to come out of the darknessinto thefire.

Help me--!

Lisaseyes, pae and frightened in the sky, will not release mine. But | don't know how to escape from
that darkness any more than she does.

Ordol?

My mind reverberates with memories: of our play together at the schoal, the excitement and fear we
shared, learning to be shapers. Shapers. The memoriesflash in my mind, fiery with the flux of entropy.
Something in that entropy does not wish me to remember. We are shapers. | remember her choosing
Danny over me; and even now, | tremble with anger and hurt. So much time has passed. Must | ill be



angry? | tremble with the memory of my aoneness, of thetimes| sensed her presence acrossthe infinity
of space and time, and could not speak to her.

Weasit that | could not, or would not?
We are human. We are shapers.

Out there in the darkness beyond the fire, my friend is trapped. Perhaps she could come here, into the
light of thefire, if there were aspace for her. | am aware of Danny gazing up a her in desire and anguish,
and | wonder, Can he not help her? And without quite knowing why, | know he cannot. Itisnot his
anger that keeps her out. A space must be made in the circlefor her, and it isnot Danny who must make
it.

The flame of the candle beats hot with the Singing, with cries of, We are shapers! We are! coming from

the others herewith me...and | dmost imaginethat | hear the voice of God Himsdlf saying, | amwho |
am fromtheflame.

| am suddenly certain that there isno room for any other here, unless | makeit myself. And how can |
possibly make room, unless| take Lisas place out there, in the void and the darkness, in the chaos?

*

The songs quicken with urgency. A hundred memories shimmer and danceintheair. | am not donein my
anguish. The othersface smilar choices. But only | face my choice.

A memory looms before me: amonstrous-looking being dying in the depths of the sea, because | was
afraid to saveit. Because | was afraid.

| am a shaper.
Help me! whispers agaze from across the gulf of darkness. Last time, you let me die.

Electrified with fear, | make the decison. | begin to move away from the light...rising to challenge the
hissing chaos. To trade placeswith Lisa

*

The transformation takes forever, hurting hurting hurting. The candldight recedesin the darkness, but not
quietly. | fed the darkness and light shuddering, clashing; and | am caught between them, the dark fires of
entropy flashing around me, charging me with despair. Will | die here? Or livein the darkness forever?

*

| fed Lisas presence passng me, on itsway into the light. My anger burnsdl over again. Why have |
given my life, when it was Danny she wanted? Why?

The chaos swirls around me. | am being swallowed by the anger. | havetried again to forgive, and failed.
| wail into the darkness, "Help me, please!™ and my cry iswrapped in silence.

Andyet...

| sense Lisa's presence, not fleeing to the candle and safety, but returning for me. "Go!" | scream. "Goto
him beforeit'stoo late! Damn you, go!" And suddenly my anger disintegrates, and | find myself
shuddering with pain, and crying to Lisato save hersdf, and thistime | mean it without any anger at dl.
Lisa, go! Why do you think | did this?

In that moment, the distant light flares brighter, reclaiming power from the darkness. Light and darkness



clashinafury. The energies of chaosflail about me, defying the light's power to reclaim me. But | have
made my peace. My anger isgone, my battleiswon...and it isthe chaosfighting the rearguard battle. The
darkness beginsto shrink, hissng.

And | hear Lisas voice whispering, "Come back to the light, Alexandri, come back to the light. Y ou are
ashaper...we can shape together..."

And the light blooms around us both.

*

It isabreathtaking sight, the flattening out of the entropic fold like an enormous soap bubble. | can see
the candle, withitslight and dl of itsfaces, dowly distorting with the refraction, transmuting into acrazy,
sretched-taffy image. The Snging changes, brightening into strange and beautiful harmonies.

And around me, | hear the hiss of Chaosfading...and | hear Lisacalling me, and Danny.

Whatever | have done, | am not the only one. | hear other voices of gratitude...other victories clamed
aongside mine. | watch asthe memories clustered in the air above the candle dowly come together, like
abackwards explosion. And the entropic fold flattens and vanishes...

*

"Lisa?" | murmured, blinking, feeing the grass under me. | looked around, stunned by the bright sunlight
on the playground, the sky so blue it made my eyes ache, the whisper of abreeze cooling my face.

"Alexandral" shecried. "You're safe! Thank God!" | gazed a her in wonderment, but before | could ask
what she remembered happening, she threw hersdf into my arms, and we hugged and cried like grown
women, like best friends who had not seen each other in years. And then we turned and wept with
Danny, and Roberta, and Judy...and we al ran laughing across the school yard to seewho else had
returned.

*

Most of us made it back, but not al. We never saw Ashok again, or Lottie, or Harvey, or Mr. Playstead,
or Miss Jennings. Mr. Teaand Mrs. Randol ph were here when we returned, and a couple of the
counsglors. But none of the graduate shapers.

Why?We have no idea.

I'm sometimes asked if that isfair. And | ask in return, what does fair have to do with war? We waged
war against Chaos and we won. But those people were casudties. And there will undoubtedly be more
casudlties, the next time we have to wage thiswar. And we will: we have not eiminated entropy from the
universe, though we seem to have closed thisrift. Isthere still amicro-singularity floating out there
somewhere, waiting to cause more mischief? No one knows. And so we vow to maintain our watch.

How many others vanished from the Earth that we don't know of ? | can't even guess. | find mysdlf
wondering sometimes: didn't | have ayounger brother once, in another reality? Marie doesn't remember,
nor do my parents; but they don't have my perspective, either. Everything to them isasthey think it was.

How much hasthe Earth itself changed? The sun seemsalittle cooler. | know that the palitica climateis
different; | remember living in anation called "the United States of..." | cannot seem to remember the rest
of thename. | dream sometimes of orbiting space stations glinting in the night sky, and | think perhapsitis
more than just adream. But we have not yet gone into space, and the sky isfull of stars, and the two
moons, but no spaceships.



Variable persistence of memory. | fed my own memoriesdowly dipping and blurring, and |
wonder--will these words, tomorrow, accurately reflect redity asit isthen?

| can only guessa my parents fedlings at seeing their child agrown adult--and not just an adult, but an
adult tempered by fire. A soldier. | am physically and emotionally amost their age, perhaps even older in
someways, and they don't quite understand why. But with Lisaand some of the others, | Sit on the
oversght committee of the Redlity Schooal, training those who will follow usin maintaining theintegrity of
our existence.

And | ask mysdf: What qudifies me for thisjob? What quaifies any of usto decide what redity isthe
red, or right, one?

| wonder who | have become, and | think of alittle girl who rode afusion-powered turbocruiser into the
school yard not so long ago, jumping up and down with glee.

That was only afew months ago, wasn't it?
A few months ago...by the calendar.

An eernity.
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