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pirate blouse and lifted him off his feet with one hand. “What you wen’ do
dat for, brah?” he asked the boy in angry pidgin. Dirk had made no reply, and
the large Hawai’ian, with a look of disgust, put him down and ordered him
to sit in front so Donnie would have the rest of the van to himself.

That arrangement satisfied Dirk, because now there’d be less of a chance
of Donnie attempting one of his bizarre and lethal acts of retribution. Dur-
ing the eleven years of their tormented relationship, Donnie had openly de-
fied Dirk only once—today, on the lava field. That was why Dirk had been
more cruel than usual: Donnie had broken the rules, and that frightened
Dirk. Over the years, Donnie had frequently and vehemently attacked him,
but always surreptitiously. Three times Donnie had almost killed him.

Once, when Donnie had rigged the toilet to mix explosive chemicals
when it flushed, Dirk had escaped because he’d seen vapors fuming from
the swirling water. He dived out of the stall a moment before the toilet bowl
burst apart with a stunning boom. No one believed his story about the ex-
plosive chemicals, and he was punished for flushing fireworks.

Another time, Donnie had concocted his own curare, tipped a bent nee-
dle with it, and taped it to his shoulder under his shirt. After Dirk slugged
him there in his daily endeavor to strike the righteous nerveblow that would
numb Donnie’s whole arm, his hand swelled up black and rubbery as an
eggplant. He spent two days in the hospital sweating a possible amputation,
and Donnie claimed it was purely accidental. The poison-tipped needle he
claimed as an invention for numbing lab animals for vivisection in biology,
and he carried it in a specially tailored shoulder pocket so he would never
accidentally misplace it. Dirk wailed when he learned that the counselors
actually believed Donnie.

The gimp had a genius for designing fatal accidents. Like God, there
remained no trace of him in his best creations. Most recently, shortly after
Paawa hit upon the vicious idea of rooming Dirk with Donnie in an effort
at bringing Dirk’s cruelties out in the open and so collect sufficient cause to
have him transferred to the Correctional Facility, Donnie acquired a pet rat.
Dirk slept restlessly for six weeks, waiting for Donnie to slip the thing in his
pajamas while he slumbered. Then one lazy Sunday morning he got up as
usual in the last half hour before the kitchen closed and went into the shower
room to Ais shower, the one with the forceful spray away from any drafts.
When he turned the water on, a sizzling torrent of army ants rushed up
his arm and began to eat his brain. He was being electrocuted. He couldn’t
scream. He couldn’t even breathe. Another kid saw him and used a mop to
break his hold on the metal spiggot, and he writhed on the tiles for minutes
with flurries of insects scurrying through his body. Later he learned that he
had almost died in a freak accident. An electrical line inside the wall had
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come into contact with the shower’s metal pipe when its insulation had been
eaten away by a rat.

Dirk, certain Donnie would try something after the incident on the Big
Island, would have to stay alert once this ride ended, but for now he could
afford to ignore him.

Donnie didn’tlook thatbad—his clothes were hardly ripped, and he wasn’t
bleeding, only bruised. Donnie knew how to fall if he knew anything.

During the ride to the Home, Mr. Paawa lectured Dirk on Christian
tellowship, but Dirk’s gaze got lost in the traffic on Kalanianaole Highway
as he pondered the strange dreams he had endured on the flight back from
the Big Island.

The vivid dreams made no sense to Dirk except as a fallout of anxi-
ety from the threat of Ipo and Chud. His tongue throbbed with swollen
hurt from having bitten it during his encounter with the two hoods, and
he massaged the cut reflexively with his teeth while he considered his op-
tions. After a moment, he realized there were no options. The ice he had sold
the Judas Boys had been good. He figured that their accusation of its poor
quality served as a lame excuse for shaking him down. He had a hundred
fifty dollars left from his drug sale to the Judas Boys, and he had a hot car
stereo tucked away in Donnie’s locker, though he wouldn’t get much for that
since he had damaged one of the speakers when he had ripped it out of an
unlocked car in Waikiki. He also had a couple of watches that he had stolen
trom beach blankets, almost worthless black plastic digitals. He could return
the clothes he’d bought with the Judas Boys’ money, but his wardrobe was
already impoverished. Watching the sea glimmer under serifs of red cloud,
he knew he couldn’t get a grand together, even if he had a week to do it.
His only realistic option was to stay in the Home, find a way to get the two
hundred fifty dollars back to the Judas Boys, and beg them to withdraw their
seven hundred fifty dollar penalty.

The thought of begging the Judas Boys galled Dirk, and by the time
the sea cliffs near the Home appeared he had schemed up bold ways to get
the money. For some years, he had toyed with the idea of a ski mask bank
robbery, though he had never been desperate enough until now to consider
it seriously. This would be the last year that he could pull off such a stunt
with his juvenile status as insurance in the event that he fumbled and got
caught. He designed a handgun of balsa and shoe polish in his mind when
the van turned off the highway and the caldera of Koko Crater overlooking
the Home swung into view.

Mr. Paawa dropped Donnie off at the dorm entrance at the side of the
building, but he held Dirk back with a firm hand on his elbow. “Lissen up,
Mistah Tough Guy,” the counselor said. “Roughin’ up cripples stay easy. But

wot you t'ink you wen’ do you come leave dis place—eh?”
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“Survive,” Dirk said and hopped out of the van. He watched Paawa drive
off, and he lingered on the driveway, staring west through a stand of leaning
palms at the flame-horned crater. The bronzed sky returned to him some-
thing of the autumnal feeling that he had experienced when he had held the
silver disc. That feeling had been strong, and if he had not been terrified of
Ipo and Chud, he might have paid it more heed. An arc his dream-father
had called the disc, and he smiled at the absurdity of that. By now he had
completely convinced himself that the encounter with Mitch’s ghost was
indeed a dream and that the weirdly dizzying trance that had momentarily
disoriented him outside the lava tube must have been nothing more than a
reaction to the shock Ipo and Chud had so expertly induced. He reached into
his pocket and took out the arc (that was as good a name as any, he figured).
In the crepuscular light, it appeared almost blue and again grained with rain-
bows. It looked quite beautiful, and he wondered what it really was.

A hideous scream pierced the twilight. It had come from the dorm wing,
and Dirk rushed in to gawk. The scream shrieked again, this time more
strangled and grievous, and he followed it swiftly up the metal stairs that
smelled of chewing gum to the room he shared with Donnie where a gaggle
of younger kids crowded outside the door.

Dirk shoved his way through the blanch-faced kids and found Donnie
pressed up against the wall with his back to Dirk’s color poster of a hydrogen
cloud, the handle of his aluminum cane held to his tragically downcurved
mouth, eyes startled and watery. Dirk looked to where he stared, and a gag
of horror throttled him. Lying on Dirk’s cot a Scot terrier and a black cat—
Hunza and Peppercorn, the Home pets—lay with their bellies sliced open
and slithery ropings of viscera unraveled around them.

Dirk knew who had done this. The Judas Boys meant to do more than
punish him. They intended to torture him. Now it became terrifyingly clear
to Dirk that they never intended for him to pay them the grand, and Dirk
was mulling that over when Mr. Paawa, grunting with revulsion at the sight
of the carnage, grounded Dirk for the rest of the spring break. The Home
offered no sanctuary. It was his trap.

Dirk carried a shovel and the animal corpses wrapped in the bloodied
bedsheets out into the back field by the pond, but Donnie, who had been the
animals’ caretaker, insisted on burying them himself. With his weak leg, he
had difficulty digging up the weed-matted Earth. When Dirk tried to help,
the gimp shoved him away. In the darkness, lit only by distant lights from
the Home, Donnie’s slippery face had the sheen of a blister. “Get out of here!”
he shouted. He raised the shovel. “Get out or I'll kill you!”

Dirk plucked the shovel from Donnie’s hands and pushed him to the
ground. “You're not killing anybody, gimp.”
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“You killed the animals,” Donnie said bitterly. “The people you steal for
killed the animals. And now I'm not helping you anymore. I'll go to the
police and give them what you stole.”

Dirk raised the shovel like a spear and heaved it. Donnie screamed, and
the shovel dug into the Earth next to his ear. “Look, gimp, I didn’t kill those
tucking animals. The people who did are crazy, and if you turn me in, I'll see
they get you.” He stooped over Donnie and snarled, “Understand?”

Hoisting Donnie up, Dirk placed the cane firmly into boy’s hands and
pushed him toward the Home. “You get out of here,” he ordered. “I'll take
care of this.”

Donnie stared furiously at him, and Dirk could see a hideous vendetta
forming in him, eyes twitching as the rat of his brain shivered with rage. He
turned abruptly and limped off.

Dirk dug furiously, attacking the Earth with furor. He made the hole
deeper than necessary, because he couldn’t stop the maniac strength volt-
ing through his limbs. He threw the linen-wrapped carcasses into the pit
and heaved earth over them. As he stamped the dirt of the finished mound,
grunting lopsided cries of anger and hurt, a voice swooped over him from
beside the pond: “You shouldn’t be here, Dirk.”

Dirk whirled about in a horrific spurt of recognition. His father stood at
the lip of the pond, dressed in jungle fatigues and combat boots, dusk light
stretching through him ice green and smoky red, though the night was black
as space. Dirk screamed and reflexively threw the shovel at the ghost. His
father caught it with one hand and stuck it upright in the mud. “Don’t break
down on me now, boy,” his father admonished. The luminiferous haze mist-
ing through him slimmed away, and he stepped forward solid as a policeman.

“Hold on.”

Waves of fright tumbled through Dirk, and it took all his strength to
keep from collapsing under the impact of his fear. Blood whistled in his ears
as the coil of another scream began to unwind.

“Calm down, Dirk. I'm not going to hurt you.” The ghost stepped for-
ward, tasseled grass bending under his boots, and the drum-music in the
boy’s head boomed louder. “I'm here to warn you. The arc has to be returned.
Now. Or you are doomed—and a lot of other people with you.”

“Who are you?” his lungs squeaked.

“I'm your father—back from the dead to warn you. Return the arc. Right
now.”

“How?” Dirk’s breath leaked out of him.

“Find a way.”

'The pallid, trembling boy waved his arms before him. “No,” he moaned.

“How have you come back?”
“The arc brought me back, son—to warn you.”
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“How do you know about the arc?”

“The arc is using you, Dirk. Your body’s an antenna. The arc is using you
to receive me.”

“From where? What’re you talking about?”

“I'm all around you, Dirk. So are all the dead.”

A shout jumped from behind Dirk, and he glanced over his shoulder to
see a flashlight star-webbed in tarry darkness. When he looked back to his
father, the ghost was gone.

“Mitch?”

“I never hit no boy in this Home,” Mr. Paawa’s voice grumbled from
behind the glare of the approaching flashlight. “But if you don’t get your ass
inside from now, I'm goin buss you up.”

“Mister Paawa,” Dirk pleaded in a mournful tone, “youve got to help
me.

“Foah shuah.” The large man stepped up to Dirk with quick, long strides
and grabbed him by the collar of his shirt. “If you wen hurt Donnie gen, if I
even see ‘em runnin from off you, you fine beeg trouble, boy.”

“Mister Paawa, I'm already in big trouble. You've got to help me.” Dirk’s
face bleached with fear and his hands trembling, he stepped away.

“What stay wrong wit you?” the big man gruffed.

“I don’t know.” Dirk covered his face with his quivering hands. “I think
P'm cracking up.”

“You tell one doctah.” Mr. Paawa thrust Dirk toward the Home. “ ‘Ey,
move! Moah trubble from you an you outta heah. You tink you so radical,
eh? Da fock. Bumbye you make one home in da JD cage den. Dass where
you gone stay. See you preshuh out dere.”

“I don’t want to pressure out there or here, man. I'm telling you some-
thing’s wrong with my head.”

“Dat de troot.”

Dirk shuffled back toward the Home, head hung. Mr. Paawa thought
him contrite, scared of the older man’s size and brusqueness, and the coun-
selor felt he had done his duty. Dirk went straight to his room, ignored Don-
nie, who sat hunched over his desk, and clambered into the upper bunk. He
lay there with his clothes on and no bedsheets. He ignored the revulsion that
he lay where Hunza and Peppercorn had died. Donnie had opened a window
to air out the stink of the gutted animals, and the draft slinking through the
room carried the hallway’s scents of ammonia and dried chewing gum. The
familiarity of the odors mixed poorly with the vertiginous horror that had
opened in him beside the pond. He stared at the hairline fractures in the
ceiling, wondering what had brought this madness upon him and to what
hell it led.

“Dirk,” Donnie’s voice whined from beside him.
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Dirk whirled about and was halfway to a crouch when he saw that Don-
nie wasn’t armed.

“Don’t be mad, okay?” Donnie pleaded. “I didn’t tell Paawa anything.
Your stuft is safe in my locker. I was talking hot before. You know, I loved
Hunza. I always thought Peppercorn was a little weird. The way all cats are,
I guess. But I never wanted anything bad to happen to him.”

Dirk slumped backward on the bed, exhaled his relief, and rolled his
head to the side. He looked into the red filaments of Donnie’s wet eyes. “For-
get the animals,” he said. “There’ll be others.”

“You're not mad at me anymore?” he asked in a voice burred with anxiety.
'The sight of his twitchy face only heightened the thundering terror in Dirk.
What was the gimp setting him up for?

“Go to the game room and watch some TV,” Dirk ordered. His heart felt
like a fist banging to get out.

“You're not going to scare me tonight when I'm sleeping, are you?”

“What about you scaring me?”

Donnie stared into Dirk’s pale face and realized that he was scared.
“You're really shook up,” he said with a tinge of amazement.

Dirk shut his eyes, and the darkness there gleamed, nerved with a bead-
ed light like the skin of a reptile that breathed brighter and darker with the
mad cadence of his heart. “Forget about me, Donnie. Just get lost.”

“You want me to get you some new bedsheets?”

“No.” Dirk sat up, his head in his hands. He could feel madness buzzing
in him, angry for a way out. “Get lost—now, gimp!”

Donnie spun away, swiveling on his cane, and was at the door when Dirk
called out: “Hey, hold on.” The bully dug into his pocket and took out the
silver disc that he had taken for himself on the Big Island. “You want this
back?”

Donnie frowned at him, puzzled. “What is it?”

“Aw, forget it.” He waved Donnie oft, and the boy hurriedly limped
away. “Fuck,” Dirk said softly, as though praying. “What the hell are you?”
He looked closely at the arc, studying it for a seam or a pin bolt, anything
that would hint at its construction. The metallic surface appeared flawlessly
smooth. An opalescent whorl gleamed like a fingerprint as the electric light
from the desk lamp reflected off it.

Dirk returned it to his pocket and rolled about to lie down again, but
what he saw on his pillow skewered him with fright. Bleary with anguish,
glistening with a shiny force that swirled like hot oil, a face pushed out of his
pillow. Terror cramped his heart, and he recognized the greasy features of
his father, his lineaments straining for breath.

Howling, Dirk fell from the bunk and bounced oft the floor and out the
door. Whimpering incoherently, he dashed down the hall. Donnie, stepping
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out of the game room with his face in a comic book, collided with him, and
the two tumbled to the floor. Dirk frenzied, hysterical with alarm, and he
thrashed to his feet, boosting Donnie out of his way and bolting down the
hallway and into Mr. Paawa.

With one glance at Donnie sprawled on the floor, groping for his cane
and Dirk feverish to get away, Mr. Paawa saw enough. “You ass fo eet, bully
boy!” he roared and slammed Dirk against the wall.

“There’s a face on my bed!” Dirk screamed.

“Wat you tink? I gone lolo-in-da-head or wat? Less see how you
like cut em up wit someone no cripple kine.” Mr. Paawa feinted with
his left, and Dirk instinctively dodged and caught the counselor’s right
jab with his jaw. His head snapped back, eyeballs rolling white, and
Mr. Paawa grabbed his body as he slumped. He draped the boy over
his shoulder and carried him back to his room. “He no nevah touch you
again,” he told Donnie as he strode past.

Mr. Paawa lay Dirk on the top bunk and lifted the pillow off the bed. It
looked glossy with something like snail slime, and he threw it to the floor.
He shook his head at the unconscious youth. “You one sick kine kid.”

+

'The big rocks danced, and Jiang rang with life. Afternoon sunlight slant-
ed through the tall trees and lay calm and still among moss-shawled boul-
ders. Two of the boulders danced in the brassy sunlight—huge, gray-green
bulks of rock pranced, swayed, and pivoted around each other, coughing like
an earthquake and filling the air with the damp, cold scent of the soil they
had hidden, a fragrance like the breath of a glacier. Jiang breathed deeply of
the loamy redolence, his withered visage gleaming with pride. One of the
boulders grazed a gnarled pine, splintering the tree and sending the old man
flopping to his belly to avoid flying shards. The breath whooshed out of him,
and the dancing boulders boomed back to stillness, one of them cracking
open with a rale like dynamite.

Jiang peered up timidly from where he had dropped. This power was
new in him, and though he exulted in it, he hardly understood it and had no
idea what to expect. He rose slowly, dusting off his baggy gray trousers and
gray Mao jacket. Where the boulder had split, a fossil lay visible in the grain
of the rock. Jiang approached it and touched the fern-shaped skeleton of the
broad-headed fish very gently. What had become of him that he could open
the hearts of rocks?

Until a few hours ago, when he had awoken from his dream of moving
stones at will and had discovered that he cou/d move stones at will and had
shocked himself into a watchful reverie by building a pyramid of poised
stones only to alarm the old widow and the militiaman she had brought as
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a witness, Jiang had felt doomed. He was old, already a teen when the last
dynasty collapsed and China’s first republic was established at the beginning
of the Christians’ twentieth century, and he had been enfeebled by a long
life of manual labor and tragedies. He himself had felt like a rock melting
among roots.

The dream changed everything. For the last few hours, Jiang had been
teeling stout and spry, centered between sky and sod, burgeoning with power
the way a flower fills with sun. The power had lifted him to his feet and
marched him sprightly away from his village and down the dusty road, east,
to here, where thrusts of rock leaned against each other like drunks.

And the power wasn’t through with him yet. Demon or god, the power
lifted him like a feather. His legs and feet filled with vigorous strength and
gusted him over the earth. He waved farewell to the fossil fish, the ocean of
time between them like an unfocused stare. A wind-teased mist blurred his
sight, and he wiped his eyes with his thumbs so he could see where he was
going. Not that it mattered: The power muscling through his legs seemed to
know precisely where each footfall belonged. Old pines swung past like gib-
bets, the stony path smeared under his black slippers, and his body felt awake
and lively with seething joy.

Jiang placed his mind ahead, contemplating where it was that his new
strength was carrying him. Behind him was everything he wanted to forget:
'The village where he had been born, where he had lost his parents to famine,
where he had lost his children to war, where he had lost himself to the debts
of the past. Wherever he was going was better. Even death was better.

Beyond the rock-staggered hillside at the edge of the village, the land
leveled and unrolled to the horizon in fields shimmering with young rice.
Jiang laughed to see the green distances polished by the wind, and his laugh
chimed like a bell. Workers looked up with their fates muddy in their hands
and watched Jiang rushing by. No one had ever seen anyone moving so swift-
ly, let alone a wizen-faced old man whose wispy beard and smoke-thin hair
streaked backward with speed. Water buffalo stopped their dolorous trudg-
ing, and farmers shouted and pointed until the galloping old man rushed out
of sight.

With his heart in the weather, Jiang felt like a cloud in the streaming
sky, drugged on the pollen scents of the fields, mindless for the first time
in recent memory of the many years that had sped from him so airily. The
paddies bounded away behind, and orchard trees bristled along the roadside.
He pointed his mind into the red jeweled tree haunts, and an apple swooped
toward him like a bird. He snatched it out of the air and took a crisp bite in
midstride.

Demon, you cannot drive me crazy! He munched the apple, grinning.
Lewd with incredulity, sexually stoked with the amazement of his demonic
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possession, he announced, Carry me to the ends of the Earth if you will. As long
as you feed me, I will laugh!

Strength shouted in him, and his heart gulped, not with fatigue, but
with ecstasy. When he looked up at the clouds, they were the skywriting
of the gods, waiting for his editing. He could will a cloud to vanish, and it
puffed away before his eyes—until he pulled it back together in a lathery
tumult of thunder-blue. Lightning stabbed the cloud, and rain streaked from
the sunny sky. But he didn’t get wet. The rain peeled around him, fuming
away like the wake of a fast ship.

When he glanced to either side, the world got tangled in itself like good
and bad luck: A pond and its rocks like a sunken city, a rare hillock of wood-
land tatty with dead leaves, bamboo, and shrubs, rocky fields where the
farmers lived too entranced by five thousand years of hunger to look up. The
land was the same China he had always known, a rag of stones and mud and
tattered green. Yet, the land shone, rubbed bright by his speed.

A truck laden with woven baskets filled with cabbages appeared around
the bend in the road, traveling east and trawling a balloon of dust behind
it. In moments, Jiang swung alongside it, dust whirling around him but not
touching him. He waved to the lazy-eyed driver as he came up beside the
cab, and the man hung out the window in mute amazement. The truck ac-
celerated to catch up with the old man, and Jiang surged forward in a blur of
speed that left the rackety vehicle clattering far behind on the rutted road.

Untainted by weariness, Jiang would have continued devouring miles un-
til he reached the sea, but eventually the power dimmed in him. He slowed
to a stroll and soon thereafter found himself plodding down the dirt road by
his own weary strength. He stopped and sat beneath a shabby tree. Over the
western hills, the sun closed its wings, and the minutes of twilight gathered
in purple clouds.

Jiang felt wrung, older than he had ever felt. The marvelous power that
had carried him so far from his village was utterly gone, and momentarily
he experienced a spasm of horror at the unnatural force that possessed him.
'The absence of facts gaped like a wound, and he waited for the pain of his
ignorance to overcome him. Instead, he slept.

+

'The dawn sun quivered like a gong, and Reena sat up straighter on the
stone bench under the chestnut tree. Her bones felt like old plumbing, knock-
ing in her with a pressure that wanted out. Voices gurgled from inside, grow-
ing louder with the blue morning. Her hands went to her head as if to feel out
the damage there. It was happening again. She was going mad. Within the
impenetrable crucible of her skull, bubbling voices burst into words.
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'The oddity was, she understood these voices. They weren't speaking the
glossolalia she had sometimes heard before, which had sounded to her like
gibberish. These new voices in her head spoke French—some as clearly as
Yannick and some as garbled as the other patients.

A terrible revelation unfolded in her as the chapels, chimneys, and roof-
tops of Avignon vanished in the brightening and the trees rose from the hills
younger and the clouds began their silent conversations—a new day, a new
life: She was hearing the thoughts of the people around her!

At first, she thought her revelation meant a resumption of her insanity.
Birds jabbered their matin songs in the courtyard, and the childhood of the
day filled with the lively clatter of dishware and the murmur of the cooks in
the kitchen behind the courtyard. Yet—beyond the moist voices of the birds
and within the muffled kitchen noises—she heard people thinking. There
seemed to be basically two strains of loud thoughts, both incredibly clear,
unnaturally clear, as if distance could not intervene on their clarity. The first
thoughts she identified were jaunty, like the birds throwing themselves on
the wind: She distinguished the sound and feel of the cooks in the hot weave
of breakfast fragrances, and she sensed Yannick and the matron, feeling
awkward with what they had just seen of her: “Her life has been locked up
until now,” Yannick said while thinking, No# just incommunicado but somehow
bound in the roots of her blood. “What could have freed her?”

The other strain of thoughts seemed sad, desolate, and pervasive, like
the gloomily purple color of twilight when the radioactive energies of space
become briefly visible. That expressed the duende of this place. That was the
depraved, crazy, embittered energy of this place, disconnected from the out-
er world—a hellishly interior energy jumping about in her nerves so fast it
could never be controlled. She thanked God that wretchedness had ended.
‘That was not her anymore. She had gotten free of that—for now.

“T'll bring her down to the lab right away,” the matron said, and her
voice sounded so distinct that Reena looked over her shoulder for her. Of
course, she sat alone in the courtyard. The upturned face of the circular walk
gleamed sweaty with dew, while the banks of flowers remained unlit.

She stood, and the deadfall rhythm of her steps on the cobbles mimed
the futility of her own thoughts. What had brought her to this? Wasn't it
better to have been the way she was, asleep in her flesh, her mind held still
by the magnet power of the Earth, all thoughts dragged from her the way
the body was dragged at the end of a life? What good was her mind awake if
she was forced to be lidlessly alert to the tortured soul of this maimed planet?
She concluded that she served as the Devil’s pawn.

Hearing redundant, torpid mutterings escaping from the hospice like
heat, the dark breathing, the goblin chatterings, and occasionally the breezy
clarity of the thoughts of the cooks, she felt like a ghost looking for its head,
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wanting its skull to shut out these astral noises. The furious, uncontainable
lightning of the hospice crackled its ceaseless static in waves of intensity. Af-
ter a while, she realized that she could dim the noise for a giddy moment by
placing her attention outside of herself. She had never had attention before,
and that felt as eerily new to her as the telepathic gnatterings.

Reena returned her concentration to the trance of light widening over
the city. The sun-daubed hills outside the iron fence glowed with exhaled
mists from the city. Staring at industrial froth lifting with the solar tide,
the cacophony of voices in her head hived oftf. Her mind went clear again —
though, deeper within, echoes turned in the wells of her ears.

“Reena,” the matron called from the doorway to the hospice. “Will you
come with me, please?” The poor dear looks troubled. I hope Yannick didn’t alarm
her.

“It’s not Yannick,” Reena said, turning away from the factory plumes.
“It’s the newness of all this that’s troubling me.

The matron’s face wobbled, and Reena realized that the older woman
hadn’t spoken aloud her thought about Yannick. The matron crossed herself,
and Reena felt unholy. “Come with me, Reena,” the large woman said in a
small voice.

Reena concentrated on the sherbet-green walls of the corridor so as not
to hear the matron’s reaction. Inside the building, numerous voices of hurt
minds moiled in the dark holes of her head, and she was glad to be able to
shut them out.

'The sharp radiance of the lab with its medicinal odors, chrome fixtures,
and old, white marble countertops made concentration oddly more difficult,
and she frowned with her effort to keep out the voices like a tree struggling
to hold back its buds. She looks like she’s in pain, Yannick’s voice bloomed
loudest. Maybe skipping her medication this morning is not a good idea after all.

“I'm okay,” Reena announced in the doorway. “It’s not just a lapse in my
medication.”

“What's that?” Yannick said. He sat on a stool at a counter with a micro-
scope, a rack of syrettes, and stoppered flasks with cider-bright samples of
urine.

Reena entered, and Yannick noted the self-awareness in the poise of her
stare. The green, sacklike hospice dress she wore seemed incongruous with
the clear, direct feeling in her face. “I do feel clearer,” she admitted. “And
this dress does look ridiculous, doesn’t it?” She looked at herself in the shiny
surface of a thermoclave and plucked a chestnut blossom from her yellow
hair.

“I haven’t said anything to you,” Yannick told her and glanced at the ma-
tron, who stood in the doorway looking troubled.

46



ARC OF THE DRFAM

“Doctor—" Reena said, facing him and then stalling at the sight of his
puzzlement. The dark voices surrounded her like the muted pealings of a
sunken bell.

“Call me Yannick, please,” he insisted. “We’ve known each other long
enough.” Though now I hardly think I know you at all.

“That’s just it, Yannick.” She stepped closer. “I hardly think I know my-
self at all.”

Yannick sat up taller. He stared haplessly at Reena, then dismissed the
matron with an urgent wave. I# isn’t possible that you'’re reading my mind. Te-
lepathy is a fantasy.

“I am hearing you in my mind, Yannick.” She stared at him with the
timidity of a squirrel. “I don’t believe this is a fantasy.”

A mishmash of wonder, fear, and disbelief filled Yannick and yanked the
strings of his face. “Hold on now!” he cried to himself and rested his head
in the gap between his thumb and forefinger. He struggled to control the
hysteria toiling in him. If you can really hear my thoughts, Reena, I want you to
say to me, “The moon is blue once every three years. ’

Reena experienced a flash of excitement so sharp it hurt, as though
somehow a match had been struck in her heart. She heard his voice ringing
in her mind with his stupendous awe—but behind that furious wonder, she
felt something else in him. That something was smooth, cool, and shatter-
able as porcelain. It was his sanity. It was the bowl of his mind, as tangible
and forgotten in its usefulness as the pan of the brain. The words he wanted
her to speak rolled heavily in her like dense ball bearings. If she spoke those
words, they would leap out of her fast as bullets, and their impact would blast
him to bits. “I can’t!” she said in a flogged breath and covered her face with
her hands.

Yannick slumped. What'’s really happening here? he wondered. Hadn’t she
just read his mind? Of course not, you bumpkin. You're projecting your fantasies
again. A twinge of foolishness forked him. A shrink’s nightmare, he laughed
to himself and reached out for Reena. “It’s okay,” he said with his soothingly
familiar patience. “Just calm down. I'm impressed enough that youre even
talking with me. You don’t have to read my mind.” He gently pulled her
hands from her face and peered into her tear-gleaming eyes with a grin. “I'm
the one who's supposed to be reading your mind. Come on, let’s take that
blood sample.”

She smiled back. Listening to him think had been like budging open the
fire door to Hell one raging inch, enough to hear the mind’s cringing torment
with her bones. She was the Devil’s pawn. But now that he was safe from
her, she became as calm with him as though the world around her had never
opened. She didn’t want to hear thoughts. She focused on his dark, clear eyes
with their steady knowing that now, she knew, knew nothing at all.

47



A. A. ATTANASIO

+

On the ride out to the airport, Cora hardly believed their luck. Night ex-
tended through the dark miles to Chicago, too familiar, too bleak with used
car lots lit by strings of silver bulbs and all-night supermarkets in their haze
of halogen spotlights to be anything special. Their old credit card, which
had died months before in the pit of their poverty, had come alive again, and
Howard used it to buy two first-class airplane tickets. The jangling telephone
back home unplugged, the reporters left behind, reduced to interviewing
the neighbors, the car ride was silent, both of them too numb with disbelief
to do more than drive and listen to country and western on the radio. Even
the announcement on the news of their big win—ten million dollars big—
sounded like someone else’s luck. Only after they’d grinned their way past
another gauntlet of reporters at the airport and the jet had taken off, lofting
them deeper into the night, did their fortune seem real.

With the help of the airline’s personnel, they had deceived the reporters
into believing that they were bound for a getaway holiday in Miami Beach.
At the gate, they had been secretly taken to a jet scheduled instead for Las
Vegas. That had been Howard’s idea. He was on a roll—a feeling that she
for the first time acceded was justified—and what better place to keep a roll
going?

Cora stared down at midnight America. Ember lights of cities and towns
scattered in the darkness glimmered like the dropped sparks from a comet’s
tail. A few hours ago, they had been down there, as hopelessly fixed in their
fate as those tiny lights locked in darkness. Like everyone else, they had been
dropped out of nowhere to burn their lives out where they found themselves.
Now—and so suddenly—they floated above all that. What was happening
to them? Where were they going?

In the black reflection of the window, she met her face. She had never
considered herself beautiful, though she knew she was attractive. Or at least
once she had been attractive, twelve years before when she had worked as a
hostess in a fine restaurant on the north shore of Chicago. There had been no
end to the compliments and passes from men in those days, and she laughed
to herself now to remember how it had annoyed her.

She took out a small makeup mirror from her bag and regarded herself.
Fifteen years of marriage to Howard and her job as a diner waitress glared
at her from the fatigued flesh around her eyes—brown eyes, brown hair,
brown age blotches that had once been freckles. She snapped the mirror shut
and put it away. She was older than she could ever have admitted until now.
Funny, she thought, how one has to afford to be honest.

Howard dozed beside her, and the well-recognized sight of his long face
open-mouthed with sleep brought a smile up out of her. She wondered for
the first time since the frenzied miracle of winning the lottery how he had

48



ARC OF THE DRFAM

been so sure that they had won before the news had come on. Howard’s
wild hunches had always been wrong before. She shook her head and closed
her eyes. Maybe that’s why he was right this time. Even bad luck goes bad
eventually.

Howard knew it wasn’t luck. He had seen the lottery number drawn.
He had actually been there, minutes before the actual event occurred. The
numbered styrofoam balls had been a cloud of motion in the hopper. One
by one, with wincing eagerness, he had watched his numbers pop into the
plexiglass display tray. He grew convinced that somehow he had seen the
future—somehow he had gone past the fabric of his skin and the seeps of
seconds into minutes and had lived briefly in the future. Is that possible? he
had asked himself continually since.

Nothing had happened during the frenetic events after winning the lot-
tery to explain his weird experience. The real world closed in fast as a bear
trap, and the only escape seemed up. But once airborne and bound for the
world’s gaudiest laboratory of chance, he began to ponder his future vision.

His thoughts skittered across the surface of his mind as wild as that
crumb of phosphorus he had once seen dancing on water in high school
chemistry. Nothing connected, and he dozed. Retinal pastels under his
closed lids trembled to a view of white waves shrugging toward shore, daz-
zling with sunlight on the sands. Diamond Head cut its distinct silhouette
trom a sky of towering, tropical clouds.

Hawai’i? he puzzled, gawking through his sleepiness at the tangy sun-
light on the green water. He willed himself away from that unexpected scene
and imagined himself in Las Vegas.

Chattering neon appeared at once. A roulette wheel whinnied before
him, dice galloped, cards snorted their shuffles. This was the dream he want-
ed. The voltage of images crackled brighter in the vacuum of the dream.

<+

Donnie Lopes juddered awake. A milk-blue light filled the room, and
the bunk above him, where Dirk Heiser had been laid out by Mr. Paawa,
bucked. Donnie groggily sat up. The air quivered as if refrigerated, and he
realized that this iciness had awoken him. He pulled his blanket off the
cot, wrapped it around himself, gripped his cane from beside the headboard,
tapped it to be sure Dirk hadn’t rigged it, and stood up.

Something was happening. Dirk lay shrouded in his blanket, hunched
over like he was heaving. Gray-blue light, similar to the static channel of a
TV, squinted from under the blanket.

“Dirk?” Donnie called, softly. “You okay?”

'The shambling shape under the blanket trembled violently, and the icy
light winked brighter. An arctic chill swelled through the room.
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“Dirk, what’s happening?” Donnie said, louder. “Come on—you’re scar-
ing me.” He reached out and pulled back the blanket.

The room blared with lightning, and Donnie’s heart stopped. Dirk
writhed under gruesome tendrils of gooey fire. His face, eyes open and bald,
beamed glossy and just discernible beneath leech gills of viscous flames. The
hot ichor pulsed and swelled and bulged like the ruffled skirts of a day-
glow jellyfish, casting a blue shadow into the darkness around it. A scream
twittered in Donnie’s throat when the whole wriggling mess reared up with
Dirk’s limp body hung in its mucilaginous webs.

Donnie’s brain thought to flee, but his muscles, soaked with terror’s
gravity, moved too slow. A napalm coil unwound from the abomination and
whip-clutched him around the throat. Frosty pain made his viscera jump in
his rib-basket, choking oft his scream, and plummeting him into a blackout.

'The luminous tentacle gently lowered Donnie to the floor and covered
him with his blanket. Then, hunched over, with a blanket hooding it, the
fiery cold being lurched out of the room dragging Dirk in its fibrillose grip
and leaving a slime trail that whirled away in silvery tufts like tiny, vaporous
ballerinas.

On the roof of the Home, the monstrosity collapsed, and Dirk spewed
onto the tarpaper. The glop wrinkled into a puddle and began immediately
to percolate to a new shape.

Dirk stirred. His muscles fluttered helpless, stringy and slack, and his
head felt like an empty butane lighter snapping sparks but not lighting up.
The last thing he remembered was the horrible apparition of his father’s face
rising out from his pillow. A jolt of panic shook him—and then he remem-
bered running, his fright galloping with him inside his heart, his whole body
humming like a grenade—and finally, Mr. Paawa.

Dirk touched his jaw where he had been hit. It felt tender, but he could
tell from the superficial sting that the flesh was hardly bruised. He sat up and
noticed he was on the roof. An electric shine salted the darkness, and when
he looked to see where it came from, a grimace of panic stretched his face
flesh tight against his skull.

Dirk’s father stood before him steaming blue radiance. “Don’t be afraid,
son,” the ghost said in a voice from the far end of a tunnel. “You’re not crack-
ing up. I'm real.”

“Youre dead.” The words spoke themselves again, flung out of him by an
appalling upwelling of dread.

“That’s what I've been trying to tell you, Dirk.” The ghost seemed sad, at
the trembly brink of tears, and that softened Dirk’s alarm. “I've been brought
back to warn you. The arc has to be returned. And soon. You've seen enough
signs now. You must believe me.”

“Mitch . . 7 Dirk swayed to his feet groggily and reached for his father.
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