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Seven Good Reasons to Read
DEUS-X

1. Named one of the
"113 Best Books of Modern Horror" by critic Stanley Wiater.

2. Reviewer Don Kaye:
"…a supercharged cross between The X-Files and The Exorcist."

3. Fangoria:
"For those of you who are tired of vampires, serial killers and
angst-ridden, deteriorating artists, DEUS-X will be welcome
relief.

4. Emmy Award winner
Anne MacLeod: "Why it hasn't yet been turned into a movie is beyond
me."

5. T. B. Estabrook:
"Lucy—dear, sweet Lucy—she's easily the scariest anti-heroine I've
ever encountered. Even though my skin crawls every time I think of
her (and what eventually happens to her), I'm glad I met the creepy
little being."

6. Amazon reviewer:
"…will spook you in ways you've never been spooked before."

7. Artist Stephen R.
Bissette: "DEUS-X
culminates in one of the most chilling finales in modern
fiction."

One Good Reason NOT to read
DEUS-X

1. It might scare the
sap out of you!

******************

Scare-master Richard
Laymon: "Citro's stuff
is as good as it gets."

Acclaimed author Dan
Simmons: "…the work of Joseph A. Citro could make a vampire fear the dark."
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"The only thing I will
say with complete confidence about the mystic and invisible power
is that it tells lies."

— G. K. Chesterton
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X Marks the
Spot: A Foreword

Let us begin by noting
that there are, in and about us, "bad places." If you visit a "bad
place," deliberately or inadvertently, you may see "bad
things."

Unlike the novel you
are about to read, I'll begin by putting all my cards on the
table:

Joseph A. Citro is a friend of mine. In fact,
he's one of my best friends in the world. So you see, I already
have a stake in this volume.

I also have a stake in this book because I
made my own mark in here—or, rather, my marks. Joe's DEUS-X
was originally published in 1994. It was his fifth and, as it
turned out, final novel to date. It was also our first published
book project together, as I illustrated the signed-and-limited
edition hardcover first printing.

I have a personal philosophy as an
illustrator: give nothing away. (Damn near every copy of
Moby Dick I've ever seen gives away Moby Dick's smashing of
the whaleship Pequod—oops, sorry. Spoiled that for you, I
reckon. Apologies. PS: Ishmael alone survives.)

I make sure my illustrations are eye-catching
and fit the text, but to keep them free of "spoilers" some
illustrations will seem downright eccentric and enigmatic until
you've absorbed the narrative, which is as it should be.

The same goes for intros and forewords: I'll
give nothing away here, either, about what you're about to
read.

DEUS-X was also, as Joe details in his
appendix to this edition, a "cursed book," in and of itself. I was
privy to every nuanced emergence, twist, turn, and element of that
curse, but found myself left strangely untouched by it. If
anything, the only manifestation of the curse I personally
experienced was the world's seeming indifference to its
publication. Neither the world at large nor the world in miniature
blinked an eye or cared a whit.

Mind you, while I might have expected the
lack of attention to my own humble contribution (the
illustrations), I was gob-smacked that even the so-called "horror
community" seemed oblivious to Joe's newest work, and its
considerable significance.

That is the greatest curse of all I've seen
attached to DEUS-X: the curse of apathy and neglect.

In this, there's not much of a surprise. As
with the Devil himself (as upstanding Catholic youths such as Joe
and I were told again and again), the forces at work in
DEUS-X count upon our apathy, myopia, ignorance, and
neglect; our lack of attention spans, of noticing when things go
awry, or of comprehending anything once they do.

So, a suggestion:

Pay attention. Remember what you read and see
and hear in the following pages. There are forces greater than you
or me or the Devil or the Deep Blue Sea counting on the fact you
don't, and won't.

I dare say that much,
much more than merely your state of mind or comparative comfort
level with the following novel is at risk.

Pay.

Close.

Attention.

I fear I've said too much, though really I've
told you nothing at all.

Oh, and, please, one more thing—

Turn the page.

And—ahem—enjoy…

Stephen R. Bissette, Mountains of Madness,
VT

February 2012

 



PART ONE

In the
Beginning

"God laughed, and
begat the Son. Together they laughed, and begat the Holy Spirit.
And from the laughter of the three, the universe was born."

—Meister Eckhart

"Then we who are
alive, who are left, shall be caught up together with them in the
clouds to meet the Lord in the air; and so we shall always be with
the Lord."

—Thessalonians 4:17
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Excerpt from

The Reality Conspiracy:

An Anecdotal
Reconstruction of the Events at Hobston, Vermont

We are born into a tiny room without windows
and doors. Docilely, through unspoken consensus, we name the six
planes that surround us; we call them reality.

Four walls, the floor, the ceiling, they
define our limits and our aspirations.

Yet, there are some among us who say there
is more. They place an ear against the wall and swear they hear a
whisper on the other side. Some hear footsteps. A scratch. A
gentle, rhythmic tap.

Others say they hear a chorus of voices
chanting the unfamiliar words to an unfamiliar song.

While all the time our priests and
politicians, our cynics and our scientists, testify that we are
alone in the room, that its sturdy walls, infinitely thick, extend
into eternity.

But wait! Now, from the far side of the
wall, the gentle scratch becomes a tap.

And the tapper starts to pound.

Our wall trembles, begins to split. And
now—oh God—something is coming through!
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Tribulation

Boston,
Massachusetts

Thursday, November
12

08:05 hours

Dr. Ian "Skipp"
McCurdy led the man from the Pentagon along the narrow, neon-lit
corridor.

The man, who had introduced himself only as
Rex, carried a small leather attaché case and wore dark glasses,
even in the basement rooms. His suit was obviously expensive, cut
to complement his health-club physique. It seemed perfectly
pressed, brand-new. McCurdy couldn't figure it: the man had flown
in from Washington much earlier that morning; he had no doubt been
jostled at the airport, bumped on the streets, and cramped in the
cabs, yet he looked as if his suit had just come freshly from the
closet.

For a moment McCurdy thought perhaps he
himself should have dressed better for the occasion. Maybe his
corduroys and sweater vest were not the most well-chosen attire.
After all, there was a lot of money hanging on this demonstration,
almost a billion dollars, another two years of generous research
funding. McCurdy thought how horrible it would be if the whole
project were shot down because there was no dress code at the
Academy.

Absently, McCurdy clicked his tongue, "Tch,
tch, tch."

"What's that. Doctor?" Rex asked.

"Oh, ah . . . nothing."

McCurdy stopped before a locked metal door.
"Right in here, sir," he said as he punched in a numerical code
that released the lock. He pulled the door open. The man nodded and
preceded McCurdy into the dim, indirectly lighted chamber. The door
locked behind them with a metallic thud.

The room was nearly bare. At its center, two
canvas director's chairs faced two forty-five-inch Mitsubishi
television screens about ten feet away. Without waiting for
formalities, the man took a seat, placed the attaché case on his
lap, as McCurdy walked over to an electronic control panel on the
wall by the television screens.

"Are you satisfied with the briefing to this
point?" McCurdy asked. "If I can answer any more questions . . . ?"
His voice seemed weak and hollow to his own ears. He hoped his
nervousness didn't show.

"Quite satisfied, Dr. McCurdy. I'm not here
for more explanations. I'm here for a demonstration. If you'd be
good enough to proceed."

McCurdy clicked his tongue. It was hard for
him to come to grips with the fact that the entire demonstration
was for the benefit of a single individual. He had expected some
kind of committee. Three people, at least. He was uncomfortable
that so much seemed to rest on the opinion of just one man. But as
Rex had explained in military jargon, the fewer people who were
"cognizant" of this, the better for all of us.

Well, if this was how it had to be, then so
be it.

McCurdy turned the switches. The screen on
the left began to glow red. A golden circle formed at its center.
The circle expanded until it nearly filled the screen. White lines
began to intersect the circle.

McCurdy said, "I'll turn up the volume so you
can hear the sounds that accompany this. They'll continue
throughout the demonstration, but we won't have to listen to them.
I just want to give you the idea . . . ."

The man nodded impatiently.

McCurdy pressed the volume control and a
guttural, synthetically produced dirge filled the room. McCurdy
could pick out a word now and then, but his mastery of Latin had
never been what it should be, and the electronically articulated
syllables were really not that easy to understand, anyway.

For a moment he stared, almost hypnotized by
the flowing, shifting patterns on the huge screen,

"Dr. McCurdy . . . ?" Rex urged.

McCurdy turned down the volume, and the dirge
faded slowly into silence. Here goes, McCurdy thought.

He flicked on the second TV.

The video image was in black and white. The
background was featureless, just a flat, white, nondescript
wall.

In the foreground stood an empty chair. It
was wooden. Square and solid-looking. McCurdy knew it was bolted to
the floor. He had seen such chairs in Vietnam. No one sat in them
willingly; they were for interrogation.

At the bottom of the screen electronic
letters flashed on and off, reading: November 12 / 05:18 hrs.

McCurdy picked up a microphone and spoke into
it. "Please stand by," he said. "We're almost ready to begin."

McCurdy turned to Rex. "This picture is
coming to us via satellite all the way from California. The signal
is thoroughly scrambled, indecipherable. That's all I know. Your
people picked the location. It is unknown to anyone at this
facility. You and I will see everything in real-time, exactly as it
happens. We'll hear everything just as it is being said. The
important thing to remember is that what we'll watch is happening
four thousand miles away at an undisclosed location. And the only
thing connecting us with them is the television signal."

"Yes, yes, I understand, Dr. McCurdy. Now if
we could begin . . ." McCurdy picked up the microphone again.
"You're on," he said. This time his voice cracked like fragile
ice.

On the screen two men in black suits, with
ski masks over their heads, led a third man into the frame. The man
was naked. He didn't struggle. There was a vapid glaze to his eyes.
His mouth hung open.

McCurdy noted how skinny he was, took in the
filthy, dark hair tied back in a ponytail. A ring in his left ear
caught the light; a homemade tattoo blemished his left shoulder.
Some kind of scar was visible on his abdomen. Surgery or knife
wound, McCurdy couldn't tell.

The men in black worked like a well-practiced
team. They pushed the naked man into the wooden chair and
efficiently bound his arms at the wrists and elbows with nearly
invisible monofilament ties. Then they bound each of his legs at
the ankle and at the knee. One of them tied a final loop around his
throat. It held his spine tightly against the chair.

With a terrified expression on his face, the
seated man watched the men in black. When he made as if to say
something, the man to his left jerked a flattened hand to chest
level, poised for a karate blow. The naked man fell silent, eyes
downward. There was no further struggle or protest. No further
attempt to communicate.

The monofilament held his legs so that they
were slightly apart, butted against the frame of the chair. McCurdy
could see the man's penis, a hairy gray knob of putty between
skinny thighs.

Without taking his eyes from the screen,
McCurdy sat in the director's chair beside Rex.

He watched the two men in black leave the
frame, abandoning the tethered man to the TV camera. The man looked
imploringly into the lens, then looked away. McCurdy looked away,
too.

A fourth man, dressed in a white smock,
entered the frame. He wore a surgeon's mask and a tied cap that
covered his face and hair. He taped sensors on thin wires to the
man's skin. McCurdy could hear him muttering to the man, "This
won't hurt at all. We're just going to track your vital signs. It's
no more painful than a lie detector test."

The man nodded. Tried to smile.

The doctor worked rapidly, then left the
screen.

In a monotone, an electronically altered
voice spoke clearly through the speaker between the two TV screens,
"Can you hear us, gentlemen?"

McCurdy cleared his throat, "Perfectly."

"Then we'll begin. I'd like to introduce you
to Mr. Denton Rene LaChance, age forty-seven. Denny, his friends
call him."

Denny's eyes flicked back and forth. He
shifted his weight in the wooden chair. A light rime of sweat
glistened on his forehead. McCurdy could see how the invisible
monofilament made grooves in his arms and legs.

The voice continued, "Denny's in excellent
health for a smoker and frequent drug-user, our medical assures us.
But Denny's not a very nice guy. Got kicked out of the Army for
playing with heroin. It was planted on him, he says. Might be true,
I might add. Like everybody else, the Army was anxious to get rid
of him. Overwhelming evidence suggests he put a bullet through his
lieutenant's head. We had enough trouble with the Cong without
Denny blowing our officers away."

"Tch, tch, tch," McCurdy said.

"Stateside, he's got an arrest record that
oughtta go platinum. Armed robbery, assault, rape, kidnapping, drug
trafficking. All low personal risk occupations, 'cause that's the
way Denny likes it. Not enough convictions, though; he's been
lucky. In fact, he likes to brag that his name, LaChance, means
'luck'. But his luck ran out the day he picked up a ten-year-old on
Ventura Boulevard, brought her out to the canyon, where he had some
fun with her. Then, to keep her from identifying him, he punctured
both her eyes with a screwdriver. To make sure she wouldn't talk,
he cut out her tongue with tin snips. And so nobody could identify
her, he sliced the skin off her hands and face, using a knife for
the rough work and sandpaper for the finish. When a couple of
campers found her they discovered the worst crime of all: the poor
kid was still alive. The police got him though; someone saw him
pick her up. The D.A. proved he took her all right, but couldn't
prove he did her. He got off. Nice guy, Denny LaChance."

"Soulless," McCurdy whispered. His stomach
heaved. Acrid gas bubbled into his mouth. He blew it out silently
and looked over at Rex who stared stone-faced at the screen.

"So, gentlemen," the electronic voice said,
"if you're tempted to feel badly about anything that follows, save
your pity for someone who needs it. Our friend Denny's a real
scum-bag . . . a perfect candidate for the garbage disposal. That's
it for us, I guess. Your move, gentlemen."

McCurdy moved to the control panel and turned
a button. "I've just activated the computer link," he told Rex.
Again he sat in the director's chair facing the twin screens. He
crossed his legs, trying to look comfortable.

The patterns on the left-hand screen began to
undulate and twirl. The background flashed red, neon green,
blaze-orange. White spark-images jumped and danced.

What seemed to be a length of white cord,
almost like an animated drawing, appeared, crossed and uncrossed,
looped about itself, changing patterns as it seemed to tie itself
in knots. It became a square, a star, a rectangle. When it turned
into a circle, a 3-D computer graphic replication of Denny's face
materialized in its center. The circle blinked like an eye and the
face was gone.

On the other screen Denny fidgeted a bit. He
pressed his lips together. His eyes darted back and forth. The
wires taped to his skin swayed slightly.

Numbers at the bottom of the screen blinked
and vanished: 05:29 hrs.

Nervously, McCurdy clicked his tongue. He
wanted to watch; he wanted to look away. He had a pretty good idea
what was coming.

He detected a faint smell, like incense, in
the room. Everything was working perfectly.

05:30 hrs.

All of a sudden Denny's eyes widened. His
surprised expression was almost comic, as if he'd been goosed or
shocked. Then his spine stiffened. He sat up ramrod-straight. He
bucked once, again. His arms and legs strained against their
invisible bonds. The fetters seemed like deep black furrows in his
skin.

He let out a startled cry. "Uuh—!" It was
clipped short as his tongue squirmed from between his lips, sealing
his mouth like a cork in a bottle. McCurdy could see perspiration
pouring from the man.

Denny began to jump and twitch as if he were
being jolted by electrical current.

The monitoring wires moved like a spider web
with a fly trapped in it.

"The wires are just for monitoring
equipment," McCurdy whispered. "There's no juice hitting the
subject."

Rex said nothing.

Pellets of sweat shot from Denny's forehead.
He bucked and heaved. Black blood spread from the grooves in his
arms and legs. The embedded monofilament tie made his neck look as
if an invisible knife were pushing deeper and deeper into its
flesh.

A magnificent seizure jerked him forward. His
jaw clamped. Teeth broke. A good three inches of severed tongue
dropped from his mouth and plopped onto his throbbing erection.

His skin seemed to shine. Black blood from
his wounds looked like motor oil. His mouth was a bloody black
hole. Garbled, blunted syllables barked from his slick lips. His
eyes bulged like overripe fruit about to burst.

He ejaculated.

He puked.

Somehow, he screamed.

McCurdy averted his eyes, then thought better
of it. This was no time to appear squeamish.

He looked back at the screen in time to see
Denny LaChance in the midst of a violent convulsion. He bucked and
bounded like a prisoner in the throes of electrocution. The
monofilament sliced the flesh from his arms and legs. White bone
peeked from meaty folds of skin.

Denny jerked toward the camera again. His
eyes exploded. Viscous liquid flowed down his cheeks.

His body sagged. Convulsed again.

A huge gaping mouth opened in his neck. No
blood gushed from the wound.
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Rapture

Hobston, Vermont

Thursday, November
12

7:30 A.M.

Alton Barnes
followed his friend Stuart Dubois across the snow-covered meadow,
making toward the woods. The men kicked tides of powdery whiteness
from their path as their Sorrel boots sliced through patches of the
brown brittle grasses.

Again Alton slowed down, allowing Stuart to
remain in the lead. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw their
meandering four-footed trail that marked their route all the way
back to the Dubois farmhouse.

Alton looked at his own footprints: their
line was so much straighter than Stu's. And Stu's stride wasn't as
long, though the men were approximately the same height. Stu's
trail was punctuated by frequent rest stops where he'd stood, deep
breathing, shifting his weight from foot to foot, pretending to
look around.

He's getting old, Alton thought,
he's slowing down.

Facing forward again, an undisturbed carpet
of white offered the men a royal welcome to the wilderness.

"Couldn't've got a more perfect day for
trackin'," said Alton.

Stu stopped, turned around, spat a black wad
of tobacco juice into the snow. "Praise the Lord," he agreed with
an emphatic nod.

Alton wrinkled his nose at the black blemish
on the pure white snow. "You back to that creosote chewin' gum
again, are you?"

"You betcha." Stu spat again. "This blessed
Red Man's the secret of my success. I buys me a two-week supply
every year same time I pick up my huntin' license."

Normally, Al knew, Stu didn't chew tobacco.
But today was special; it was the first day of hunting season. Stu
made a point never to smoke his pipe in the woods. Pipe smoke, the
old man explained year after year, would scare the deer away. One
whiff of Prince Albert and they'd head for the high country,
thinking a forest fire was chasing them.

Maybe Stu was on to something with the
chewing tobacco; he got his buck every season, no arguing that.

When the men stopped again they had reached
the top of the rise. They leaned their rifles against the stone
wall and waited a moment before entering the forest.

"You want high or low ground?" Alton asked.
He spat, too, but his colorless saliva left no stain on the virgin
ground cover.

Stu looked up, then down at the earth between
his boots, giving the question ample consideration. "You take the
high ground, Al," he said. "Anything I can do to get you closer to
the Heavenly Land is gonna work to my credit when I get the
Call."

Alton laughed. "You're gonna get 'the Call'
all right, and sooner than you think if you don't stop harpin' at
me with all your high holy rollin'."

Stu smiled toothlessly and chuckled as he
always did. "Heh, heh, heh-heh-heh." He took off a buckskin glove
and massaged his craggy cheeks. Al could hear the scratch of chin
whiskers beneath Stu's arthritic fingers. "I'm doin' it for your
own good, Alton. I just hate the idea of havin' to talk to you long
distance when I'm up there on the righteous side of them Pearly
Gates."

Al held up his hands in resignation. "I
surrender. I'll mend my ways, just lay off this Oral Roberts
stuff."

"Zat mean you'll come to church with Daisy
and me on Sundee?"

"Well, I don't want to get fanatical about
this—"

"It's settled then. Let's shake on it." Stu
held out his gloveless hand. Alton pushed a silver flask into
it.

Stu drank, smacked his lips, then passed the
flask back. "'Nothin'll cement a bargain better'n a bit of
ay-pricot brandy."

"Nothin'll shut you up faster'n a bottle in
your mouth."

"Praise the Lord," Stu
said.

The fading crunch of
Alton's boots vanished into the distance. Stuart was alone.

To his right a short row of evergreen trees,
their branches heavy with snow, bent toward—sometimes touched—the
ground.

The snow weighed on Stuart, too. He was
winded. His heart thumped. He could hear the muted roar of blood
pulsing past his ears as he stood sweating in the cold wind. That
climb from the house to the forest got steeper every year.

Now, with Al out of sight, Stu permitted
himself to stop and rest for a while. After placing his rifle
against a hickory tree, he reached into his coat pocket and pulled
out the plug of Red Man. He chomped some off between his gums. A
stinging sweetness bit back at him and he smacked his lips.

"Lordy," he whispered, "Lordy, Lordy."

Not far away he saw evidence that a rabbit
had passed by, and not long ago. As sunlight found each cluster of
four tiny paw prints, they were transformed by the melting snow.
They blended, ran together, formed the strange tracks of some
large, unfamiliar animal. Stuart smiled. The woods'll play
tricks on you if you let it, he chuckled. Yessir, Mother
Nature can be a great deceiver.

He rested his hand against the peeling bark
of a white birch trunk, gently, as if touching a lover who would
soon depart.

He closed his eyes, the rubbery smile still
broad on his face. How grand it would be if a man could grow tall
and old like the trees. He could keep an eye on everything from
above, he could study the mysterious shifting of seasons, look down
upon the beautiful ever-changing patterns of sunshine and shadow on
the Green Mountains. And at night he could fall asleep to the
lullaby of the stream and the soft secret whisper of the wind.

Stuart opened his eyes and looked around.

A cloud must have passed the sun for suddenly
it was colder. Trees rustled slightly, depositing tiny falls of
snow that scattered in the breeze. Something was nearby.

Snatching up his pa's ancient 32-40
Winchester, Stu tuned his ears to the forest sounds.

Reflexes ready, he scanned the snowy ground,
the black tree trunks, the roll of earth where it dipped sharply
before angling upward to become the eastern slope of Stattler
Mountain.

Lord God it was all so beautiful.

His mind drifted from the thought of game to
the wilderness itself. From where he stood, he could see no
reminder of civilization: not a road, not a telephone line, not
even a church steeple in the distance. The silence was unpolluted
by chainsaws or automobiles, or even the barking of dogs.

He breathed deeply and tipped his head back.
No jet exhaust discolored the crystal-blue winter sky.

This is the way the forest was meant to be.
This is how it must have looked when the first white men came. And
this is how it had looked to the Indians, a thousand—or a thousand
thousand—years ago. The thought pleased him, made him feel as if he
were part of the ages. Whatever had caught his attention was gone
now.

Stuart lowered the barrel of the rifle.
Soundlessly he stepped up onto a little rise of moss-covered
bedrock, protected from the snow by a ledge. From there he could
look across a shallow depression, past a shelf of shale, and up at
the mountainside.

Then he saw it.

No more than twenty feet in front of him.

White light.

Stuart took an involuntary step backward.

Bright as a flashbulb.

He blinked several times, expecting the
strange vision to tighten into some recognizable focus.

The light, it doesn't go out!

The hovering circle of brilliance seemed to
pulse as it grew more intense. Stuart squinted, lifting his right
hand to shade his eyes. He let the rifle slip from his left.

And the angel of the Lord appeared to him in
aflame of fire out of the midst of a bush . . .

Part of his bewildered mind registered
something about the shadows. Juniper bushes. Thick tree trunks.
Their shadows should spread out around the glowing thing like the
spokes of a wheel. But—

". . . and lo, the bush was burning, yet it
was not consumed . . .!"

Stuart turned his head away, trying to
protect his eyes from the piercing white light.

When the Lord saw that he turned aside to
see, God called to him out of the bush . . .

"STUART, STUART!"

"Here I am, Lord," he whispered, taking a
cautious step forward.

"Do not come near: put off your shoes from
your feet, for the place on which you are standing is holy
ground."

Stuart dropped to his knees. He was closer to
the fire. But he felt no heat.

He sat down. Cold, wet snow darkened his
woolen pants. His frantic fingers worked numbly with the laces of
his boots. Before he could pull them free of his feet the brilliant
white circle began to rise from the ground.

Stuart followed it with his eyes as it
floated upward, passing like smoke through interwoven branches of
towering evergreens.

Somehow, he found he was standing. His arms
reached out, groping for the vision as it withdrew.

He took a step. "Oh my Lord, I have been a
sinner..,."

Another step.

It was above him now, like a white-hot sun
directly overhead. "Deliver us from evil, oh my Lord . . . ."

It was then that his feet left the
ground.

Stuart felt himself rising into the air. He
was weightless, a feather, a lost balloon.

Up. Faster and faster. Cold air streaming
past his face, sliding under his collar, chilling his back. He
looked down at his feet as they peddled for purchase in the empty
air. Clumps of packed snow fell from the soles of his boots,
vanishing far below.

Boot laces hung in midair like dead worms
dangling from a fishhook.

It's the Rapture, he thought. The
Rapture's come!
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Stuart continued to pray until fear seized
him. In a flash elation turned to terror. This wasn't right. None
of it was right. He didn't feel at peace, he wasn't—

"Hey leggo! Good God Awmighty, put me
down!"

His numb fingers clutched at frozen branches
as he drifted higher and faster into the air. Each time his hand
locked around a pine bow snow cascaded toward the receding earth
now so very far below.

A warm sensation crawled down his legs,
coiling around them like warm-blooded snakes. Christ, he
thought, disgust glaring through his terror.

He shot through the stiff covering of pine
branches, their needles sharp as miniature daggers. Face bleeding,
hands torn, Stuart floated above the treetops. Greedily, he sucked
in a lungful of air so he could . . .

Scream!

Alton Barnes froze.
Long unused military reflexes kicked in; his rifle jumped to the
alert position. Adrenaline surged. Standing absolutely still, his
eyes darted back and forth.

Another scream. The terror in that rising
call was almost tangible. "Stuart!" Alton cried. "STUART!"

Al ran through the woods, moving in the
direction of the cry. Bushes whipped at him, sharp green needles
clawed at his face.

A snow-covered root caught his Sorrel and he
pitched forward, somersaulting in the snow. He came up in a crouch,
soldier style.

Rising slowly, he looked around before
entering the little clearing ahead of him. He saw footprints in the
snow.

"Stuart!"

That was Stuart's weapon, half-covered with
snow. And that wasn't right. The antique rifle was Stuart's pride
and joy.

From there the footprints led off toward . .
.

Toward . . .

Alton traced the progress of the tracks as
they made their way uphill, to where they. . .

Stopped.

The tracks just ended.

Careful not to disturb the trail of
footprints, Alton walked along beside them.

There could be no doubt about what he was
seeing. It was crazy, but there it was, right in front of him like
an open book. The snow was packed down near the spot where Stuart
had dropped his rifle. Apparently he had fallen, or perhaps—for
some reason—he'd sat down in the snow.

Then, the tracks said, Stuart had stood up
and walked another eight feet, until his trail ended. Just ended.
As if Stuart had somehow . . .

Vanished!

Alton looked around at the shadow-filled
woodland.

Then—with a great effort of will—he dared to
look up.

 



 PART TWO

The Next Year
. . .

We inhabit a strange
cosmos where nothing is absolute, final, or conclusive. Truth is an
actor who dons one mask after another, and then vanishes through a
secret door in the stage scenery when we reach out to grab him. All
he leaves behind is a sardonic chuckle which we record, take away,
analyze and debate. Be we never see his face."

—Ted Holiday

The Goblin Universe
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3

Mr.
Splitfoot

Boston,
Massachusetts

Friday, June 17

Karen Bradley stood
at the Tremont and Park Street corner of Boston Common. Still
waiting for the light to change, she had watched it go through its
green, yellow, and red cycle three times already.

You gotta do it, she thought. But she
simply was not prepared to cross the busy intersection. To Karen it
was a moving barrier that separated her from State Street and from
Dr. Gudhausen's office.

"Come on, come on, move it, will ya!" an
exasperated driver shouted.

She hugged her briefcase to her chest, trying
to make herself as two-dimensional as possible as once again her
will warred with her timidity. Do it.

A man with an oversize artist's portfolio
scurried around her.

Now the light said "Go." She saw the green
WALK signal flashing insistently. Following a cautious step into
the street, she jumped back, almost tripping over the curb. She let
out a startled cry as a cab screeched to a halt just inches in
front of her.

Relax, she told herself. Relax,
relax.

She was hyperventilating. Her eyes burned.
Dizziness unsteadied her, making her legs feel like Jell-O.

This is stupid, she thought. I just
have to—

But she couldn't move. Couldn't risk another
step. Didn't dare go back.

"Move it or lose it, lady," a cabdriver
shouted, a trace of an oriental accent clinging to the L's. He
blasted his horn.

Karen squeezed her briefcase tighter. God,
now she was sweating. She couldn't force her feet to move. People
brushed against her, jostled her as they flooded the crosswalk. The
taxi's horn maintained its unrelenting blare. Others joined it. A
cacophonous symphony for horns sandpapered her nerves.

The cabby backed up, screeching rubber in
reverse. Then he floored it, executing a wide arc around her,
almost wiping out a young woman pushing twin toddlers in a tandem
stroller.

Paralyzed.

With eyes tightly closed, Karen bit her lower
lip and tried to force calming images into her mind: a warm
fragrant breeze; green sunlit grasses swaying, swaying.

"Here, let me help." It was a man's voice,
deep and confident.

A hand touched her upper arm. She felt a
gentle tug urging her toward the traffic.

"It's okay," the man whispered.

Her feet balked at first, but she allowed
herself to be led. As though she were blind, the stranger assisted
her all the way across the street.

Safe now on the opposite sidewalk, she
summoned the courage to look up at her rescuer. The man's smile was
disarming, wide and sincere. His black curly hair and meticulously
trimmed beard were graying a bit where they merged at the temples.
His brown cotton suit appeared tailor-made.

"Are you all right?" he asked. His voice was
gentle, caring.

Karen felt herself blushing. "Yes . . . sure
. . . I'm . . . Oh gosh, I feel so foolish,"

"No need on my account. I'm just happy I was
there to lend a hand." His unfaltering good nature went a long way
toward putting her at ease.

"Me, too." She giggled and hated herself for
it. "I"—clearing her throat—"I should remember my manners and thank
you . . . ."

"Not at all. No need." He raised a quizzical
eyebrow. "You're from out of town, aren't you?"

"Ah, yes . . . I mean, is it that
obvious?"

He tossed his head to the side, his eyes
twinkling. "Just a wild guess."

"I'm from Vermont. Burlington, Vermont."

"Vermont? Where's that? Up by the Arctic
Circle?"

She could tell he was kidding, and she was
grateful he didn't make any cracks about some naive farm girl's
first time in the big city. But she had no snappy comeback.
Instead, she felt compelled to explain. "Sometimes I freeze up. I
don't know why I do it. If something startles me, I . . . I just
freeze up."

"That's what you get for living in the Arctic
Circle." He was still grinning.

Still, she couldn't stop the rush of words.
"It's a neurological condition. Something like epilepsy. Something
like a panic disorder. They don't know exactly what—"

His smile softened. "It's okay. Really."

Karen grinned, too.

Then the man seemed unsure of himself for a
moment, as if he didn't know what to say next. "Listen," he said,
"how about letting me buy you a cup of coffee? You can thaw out
while you catch your breath."

Again he took her arm and stepped in the
direction of a Pewter Pot Restaurant. She felt herself holding
back. "I'd love a cup of coffee, really. It'd be just the thing
right now. But I'm late for an appointment." She looked at her
watch as if that would prove it to him.

"In town on business, eh? I bet you're with
the government?"

Karen laughed, she couldn't help it. "The
government? Why on earth would you say that?"

"Another wild guess. Government Center is
just down that way; the State House's up there. And you're dressed
so . . . professionally, with your gray suit and briefcase and all.
I just thought . . . Aw, it was just a guess."

She detected his embarrassment, identified
with it. Somehow it made her feel more at ease. "I've got to admit,
you got all the clues exactly right, you just came to the wrong
conclusion. Actually, I'm a . . ."—she faltered here, not wanting
to say it—"I'm a doctor."

Was he impressed? Men usually were when she
named her profession. It slowed them down, pushed them away. But
she didn't want to push this man away; she did it by reflex.

But he was raising his eyebrows in
mock-astonishment.

"Oh, are you now? Why, so am I!"

They both laughed and shook hands. "I'm Jeff
Chandler, Ph.D.," he said with exaggerated importance.

"And, I'm Karen Bradley."

"Listen, Karen, let me retract that coffee
offer. How about if I walk you to wherever you're going while I try
to talk you into having dinner with me tonight. What say?"

"Well, I'll take it under advisement." She
couldn't hold her pretend-frown. "I could go for some seafood."

"I know just the
place."

Karen found herself
alone in Dr. Gudhausen's waiting room.

Sure, she'd expected it to be a bit more
plush than her tiny office at Lakeview Health Center in Burlington,
but this was positively regal! Bright watercolors adorned white
plaster walls, cut flowers exploded from hand-painted vases,
green-leafed plants dangled from ceramic hooks in the fourteen-foot
ceiling. In the room's darkest corner, tiny tropical fish darted
and spun in a glowing aquarium.

Karen found she was clutching the handle of
her briefcase in a white-knuckled wrestler's grip. She was always
uncomfortable in the presence of conspicuous wealth, a throwback to
her childhood, when her nearly impoverished parents had worked so
hard to maintain a paying farm in Vermont's dying agricultural
economy.

Fighting the reaction, she tried to
concentrate on the unobtrusive classical music playing faintly in
the background. What was it? Sure. Easy. Beethoven's Seventh. The
beginning of the . . . second movement! Perhaps a bit melancholy
for a psychiatrist's office.

When Karen heard high heels tapping on the
hardwood floor, the enormity of her errand flashed into her mind
like a spotlight switched on in a dark room. She had to force
herself not to turn around to leave. She could head back to the
hotel, phone Dr. Gudhausen. Tell him she'd suddenly become ill,
that she'd—

No! Stop it! Hadn't she embarrassed herself
enough for one day? Meeting Jeff Chandler should have been a
pleasure, but instead she'd stood there like a dumb farm girl,
babbling and blushing.

A tall, trim woman in a dark, coldly
sophisticated suit entered the room, walking toward the mahogany
receptionist's desk. When she looked at Karen, a warm smile
brightened her entire aspect. Stepping forward, the woman offered
her hand: "Dr. Bradley, how good to see you. I'm Gloria Cook; we
spoke on the phone. Dr. Gudhausen is expecting you."

The women shook hands.

"Maybe 'expecting you' is too much of a
euphemism; I should say he's eager to see you." She raised her
eyebrows conspiratorially. "He'll be with you in a minute. He's on
the phone just now."

"Oh, okay, thanks."

"May I get you some coffee? Decaf? Or we have
tea or mineral water . . ."

"Oh, no thanks, I'm fine." Fine? No way! She
was perspiring like a lumberjack. "I'll just sit down. I want to
organize my notes."

"Surely. Make yourself comfortable. I'll let
Dr. G know you're here." Gloria left the room.

Alone again, Karen walked to the large
spotless window that offered a fantastic view of Quincy Markets and
Boston Harbor. Then she scanned the titles on a teak
floor-to-ceiling bookcase. The complete works of Freud,
leather-bound and embossed. Bass and Davis's The Courage to
Heal, The Handbook of Psychological Assessment—pretty
standard fare, she thought.

She perused the shelf above. Books on
gardening, a cookbook, Brooks and Evans's Thoughts That
Kill, a couple of novels.

Strange, Karen thought. Are these
just for show?

Then she noticed a curious title: Mania,
Magic and Religion by William J. Sullivan. She picked up the
book, flipped through it, examined the author's photo on the dust
jacket. She was surprised to see that the man was wearing a collar.
He was a Catholic priest!

A Catholic priest . . . ?

When she saw that the
book was inscribed to Dr. Gudhausen, she realized she was
trembling. Oh my goodness, she thought, what am I getting
myself into?

Jeffrey Chandler
pressed the seven-digit number sequence on the telephone. He waited
till he heard a single ring, then punched in his access code. The
line remained dead. No messages. He disconnected, then hit the
redial button. This time he let it ring four times. His own voice
answered, "Hi, this is Jeff. Please leave a message of any duration
right after the double beep."

Beep-beep.

"Casey? Hi, babe. I'm
just calling to let you know I won't be home for dinner. Sorry,
hon. Don't wait on me, okay? You go ahead and eat. I'll grab
something down here. I've got . . . well. I've got some things to
take care of . . . work-related stuff, you know? I'll try not to be
late. Love you. Bye."

"Dr. Bradley, how
very good to meet you! I must confess I've been wondering about the
mysterious woman behind so . . . enticing a letter."

Seeing Dr. Gudhausen again after more than a
year, Karen was reminded of how poorly his name matched his
appearance. Gudhausen: the name suggested some laid-back, balding
Freudian with horn-rimmed glasses and a pencil-sharp goatee.
Instead, Stanley Gudhausen looked like anything but a psychiatrist:
a dock worker, maybe, a bartender? Perhaps a retired catcher from a
baseball team? Mostly, Karen decided, he looked just like the
stereotypical Irish cop. His thick silver hair needed combing; his
beefy, florid-cheeked face crowded sharp blue eyes into wrinkly
little crevasses where they twinkled mischievously. One shirttail
had escaped his belt, emphasizing what may well have been an ample
beer belly. He had a tooth-pocked Bic pen behind his ear, and
looked as if he should be wearing a police revolver in his
belt.

"Y-yes, Dr. Gudhausen, thank you for seeing
me."

"For seeing you! Why, the pleasure's all
mine. Let me congratulate you on an effectively cryptic letter. My
curiosity has been aroused ever since I got it."

"Oh, I can write a mean letter. It's the
interpersonal stuff that slows me down."

"Nervous about seeing me? Come on now. You're
not in school anymore, Doctor. You and I are colleagues,
professionals, kith and kin and all that, for heaven's sake.
Please, relax, Dr. Bradley, come in and sit down."

As he led her into what must have been his
consulting room, Karen was surprised when she didn't see a desk.
Instead, two comfortable-looking leather chairs faced a brick
fireplace, two more stood on either side of an antique table.
Nearby, beneath a framed mirror, there was a six-foot couch.
Cheerful artwork was everywhere.

"Let's sit by the fire," said Dr. Gudhausen,
with a wink and a wave of the hand. "Oh! And may I get you
something to drink? Some tea? Or better, some white wine? I can
even offer you a beer."

"Oh, no. No thank you. Nothing." Karen sat
down, looking at the dark fireplace. Gudhausen crossed the room and
pressed a hidden button on the corner of the mantel. Logs appeared.
Sparks jumped up among them. By the time he took his seat next to
her, the fireplace was burning merrily.

Karen discovered she was smiling. "I've never
seen anything like that."

"It's an illusion, my dear. A hologram. No
need of a fire this time of year. But it's relaxing. The fire has a
calming effect, don't you agree."

"I'll let you know."

"What's all this? Nervous around an old man
with a boy's taste for gadgets? Honestly, Dr. Bradley."

"Please call me Karen." Smiling, she took a
deep, calming breath—in, one-two-three; out, one-two-three——it was
a relaxation technique she had suggested to many of her patients.
She hoped it would work for her.

Karen squared her shoulders. Here goes
nothing, she thought. This was the moment of truth. Hoping not
to make a fool of herself, she began, "Dr. Gudhausen, last year I
attended your lecture on Multiple Personality Disorder at the
conference in Toronto. Back then . . . at that time . . . well, I
was just starting out, I hadn't had any hands-on experience with
that particular disorder, and . . . and . . ."

"And now you have," he finished the sentence
for her.

She looked him in the eyes. "Yes, now I
have."

He leaned back, lifted a foot off the carpet,
took his knee in his hands. "I remember my first time," he said.
"There was nothing—I should say not much of anything—in the
literature back then. The disorder was still hovering somewhere
between witchcraft and scientific respectability. No one knew how
to diagnose it. Many thought the whole thing was a sham, didn't
believe it existed. And many still don't, I might add,
parenthetically. In fact, back then we didn't call it MPD.
Different therapists had different names for it. I recall how . . .
startled . . . I was. I'd never seen anything quite like it. It
was—what would be a good word?—eerie?"

Karen nodded. "Eerie is a perfect word."

"But you've come all the way from Burlington,
Vermont, to tell me about your patient, haven't you? You didn't
come to endure one of my interminable history lessons."

"Oh, but I did. At the conference you showed
us a videotape of"—Karen looked at her notes—"a Mr. Herbert
Gold."

"Yes, of course, Herb Gold. He's an
automobile mechanic from Andover, just a few miles north of here. A
good man, solid, a salt-of-the-earth type. Before he discontinued
therapy we had identified at least six separate and distinct
personalities."

"I remember. Some male, some female. One was
just a little kid, as I recall."

"Right, little Betsy Bottom, she called
herself."

"One of the things I remember, Dr. Gudhausen,
is that you had tested several—maybe all—of the personalities.
Correct me if I'm wrong, but didn't you say that the IQ tests you
administered showed one personality to be a dull-normal, and
another to test around 160? That's genius!"

"Yes, exactly. That particular pattern,
though not unusual among multiples, continues to fascinate me.
Whatever the test score, high or low, they all come from the same
brain."

"Dr. Gudhausen, I still have the photos of
Mr. Gold that you handed out. It's—I hope this doesn't sound
unprofessional—but it's just plain weird the way his face, the
actual features of his face, seems to change so very much."

"Weird? Yes it is." He chuckled, sat back in
his chair, and smiled at her. "I used to call that phenomenon
'personation,' meaning to temporarily take on another person's
physical characteristics, habits, symptoms of illness, whatever.
It's a term, I'm embarrassed to admit, I borrowed from
turn-of-the-century spiritualists. A decision I soon regretted. It
should be my job to demystify this vastly misunderstood illness. I
should be the last one to drive it further in the direction of
demon possession, returns from the dead, and all the other claptrap
and high-weirdness."

Karen passed the photocopied page to Dr.
Gudhausen. It showed five full-face photographs of Herbert Gold,
each very different from the one beside it. They were labeled
Homely Herbert, Betsy Bottom, Sasha, Thornton, and—

"This is the one that interests me, Dr.
Gudhausen." She pointed at a scowling face that looked darker and
far more ugly than the rest.

"Ah yes, that's Mr. Splitfoot. He was always
a bit of a mystery. Very bright. Very cagey. Totally sociopathic,
as far as I could tell. When he was 'onstage'— that was the term
used by all Gold's personalities. The displayed personality was
'onstage,' the rest were 'backstage.' I recall how difficult it was
to get Mr. Splitfoot onstage. He liked to hide in the wings, I
suppose you could say. But when he was out he was evasive,
insulting, and downright mean, just as you saw him on the
videotape."

"Yes. I remember. He was horrible, abusive. A
hard one to forget."

"I suspect Mr. Splitfoot was Herbert Gold's
raw libido, his carnal self, the sociopathic side that Gold himself
couldn't tolerate, wouldn't even admit to." Gudhausen stared at the
photograph and chuckled. "An ugly brute, isn't he?"

"Yes, ugly," Karen said absently. She
looked—perhaps for the hundredth time—at the photograph of smiling,
gap-toothed, crew-cut Herbert Gold. His good-natured face reminded
her of Uncle Benny, who used to drive a milk truck and who would
come to the farm almost every Sunday for dinner.

Below Gold's grinning portrait, she saw the
same face, twisted into the sneering countenance known as Mr.
Splitfoot. It was the "Hyde" part of Gold's "Dr. Jekyll." Here the
normally cherubic eyes were narrowed so much they appeared as black
horizontal slits beneath his furrowed forehead. The muscle tension
of Mr. Splitfoot's jaw stretched Gold's fleshy cheeks far too
tightly over his cheekbones. The jutting jaw made his chin oddly
shaped, almost pointed. The mouth stretched too widely, exposing
long teeth and a grossly protruding tongue.

At this point Karen knew she had tiptoed to
the end of the diving board and was about to take the plunge. She
cleared her throat. Here goes, she thought, determined not
to apologize for anything she was about to say, no matter how far
out it might sound. "Dr. Gudhausen, if I may, I'd like to talk
about my patient now."

"Of course, Doctor. Yes. Please, take your
time."

He assumed a practiced listening posture,
professional attending behavior that on Gudhausen looked perfectly
natural, totally sincere.

Karen reached into her briefcase and removed
a videotape. "Do you have a player, Doctor?"

"It just so happens . . ." said Dr.
Gudhausen, pushing against the arms of the chair to assist himself
to his feet. He took the cassette from Karen and pressed another
button on the mantel of the fireplace. A landscape painting rose in
its frame like a theater curtain, exposing the television screen
beneath it. Gudhausen pushed the tape into a hinged slot below the
screen. He handed Karen a remote control.

"Hit PLAY when you're ready," he said and he
took a seat beside her.

Karen pressed the button; a picture filled
the TV screen. It showed a young girl slouched in a recliner. She
wore jeans and a plaid blouse. With eyes closed and body relaxed,
she appeared to be sleeping. Karen was aware of the washed-out
quality of this third-generation video image. Too little light,
subject poorly centered, background dark, almost invisible.

"This is my office," she explained, perhaps
unnecessarily. Karen gave a little start when she heard her own
voice coming from the hidden speaker. "This is a portion of a
recorded interview with Lucine Washburn, known as Lucy. She is
twelve years of age, the daughter of Ed and Winona Washburn of St.
Albans, Vermont. She has a younger brother, Randy.

"This excerpt is taken from a videotaping of
our seventh session together. The recording was made with the
permission of the child and with the consent of both parents. In
the previous two sessions, using hypnosis, I have leaned toward a
diagnosis of MPD. However, I note for the record that the Washburns
seem to be a close, happy, well-functioning family. I can detect no
evidence of the parental abuse patterns that are almost invariably
present in cases of MPD."

"Hmmmm," said Dr. Gudhausen.

Karen's taped voice continued. "Today's
session is an attempt to record those personalities which have so
far made themselves known to me."

Karen hit the PAUSE button and said to Dr.
Gudhausen, "She has been in the trance for about thirty minutes at
this point. She has been resistant to showing her other
alters."

"Yes, of course, please go on." He was
leaning forward in his chair, watching the screen with great
concentration.

Karen tapped the PLAY button and the girl
began to squirm in the chair. On the tape's soundtrack, Karen's
voice said: "Okay, Lucy, are you ready, sweetie?"

"Mmmm. No. Afraid."

"There's no reason to be afraid, hon. You're
safe here. Your mom and dad are right in the next room, and I'm
right here with you. No one can hurt you. There's nothing to be
afraid of. I just want to take your picture, okay?"

"He doesn't want it."

"Who doesn't want it, Lucy? P-Man? Is it
P-Man who doesn't want it?"

"No. Mmmm. P-Man's asleep."

"Is everyone asleep now?"

"Yes, except not . . ."

"Except who, Lucy?"

"Except . . . except me."

"Can I talk to P-Man now?"

"No. Asleep."

"Is Noonie awake? Can I talk to Noonie?"

The little girl squirmed in the recliner. She
balled up her fists, brought them to her closed eyes. Vigorously,
she rubbed her eyes and yawned deeply.

From off-camera Karen's voice said, "Is that
Noonie waking up? Now can I talk to Noonie?"

Lucy said, "No, no. Noonie's not asleep,
Noonie's"—here Lucy's voice lowered; it sounded flat and
deep—"Noonie's not asleep. Noonie's dead." The child smirked and
giggled. Spit sprayed from her pursed lips.

Karen heard the discomfort, the startled
reaction in her own recorded voice. The tape would always remind
her how she had lost her composure. This is where it all started
to go bad, she thought, fighting the impulse to stop the tape
and offer excuses to Dr. Gudhausen. Yet, she couldn't help tensing,
gripping the leather arm of the chair, knowing the worst was still
to come.

She whispered to Dr. Gudhausen, "I' had never
heard that deep voice before."

"You're doing a fine job, Karen. Just fine,"
he whispered without taking his eyes from the screen. "Now,
ssshhh."

"Who am I talking to?" Karen's voice came
from the television.

The little girl's hands were on the collar of
her blouse. She pulled it away from her throat as if it were
choking her. The strange voice deepened more, almost to a growl,
"Noonie's dead, and P-Man's dead, and Brussel's dead. Now there's
me; there's just me. I'm in here all alone."

Again the coarse giggle came from the child's
throat, but her face was not smiling, her lips didn't move.

Karen saw herself enter the frame of the
video screen. She knelt down in front of the little girl, who was
now thrashing in the chair, pulling at her collar until the button
popped open at the top.

Karen tried to take Lucy's hand. "You're all
right, Lucy, you're all right. You can calm down now, honey,
you—"

Abruptly the child pulled her hand away.
"Lucy's dead; now I'm in her head."

"No, I don't want to talk to you. Let me talk
to Lucy!"

"Lucy's done and you're no fun." Again the
half-growl, half-giggle. Lucy's body thrashed and squirmed.

Karen watched herself on the screen; clearly
agitated, approaching panic. Now she had grabbed the little girl
and was shaking her, holding her by the upper arms! "Lucy, listen
to me: you're okay. You're fine and safe. It's me, Lucy, Dr. Karen.
Please come and see me."

The muscles of Lucy's face contorted,
rippled. It looked as if fat worms were crawling beneath her skin.
The flesh actually stretched. The lips rolled back over her teeth,
appearing to retract into her gums.

"Lucy, can you hear me?"

"Dr. Karen . . . ?"

"Yes, Lucy, It's me." Karen's voice was
eager, expectant. "Come out, honey. You'll be safe out here with
me."

Lucy straight-armed Karen, shoved her
mightily. She toppled backward and sat on the floor just outside
the video frame. Karen watched herself scrambling to get back up,
trying to stop Lucy from ripping open the front of her blouse.

Too late! The child's hands, now gnarled,
looking almost like claws, grabbed her small, newly developing
breasts, their tiny hard nipples tumid with bright blood.

"You want my tit," the child rasped, "you eat
my shit."

Lucy's talonlike hands scraped her chest and
stomach. Bright welts, some of them bleeding, crisscrossed her
torso.

Karen's image froze. Now red-faced, nearly
frantic, she had locked up. She sat there on the screen immobile
and useless.

Lucy stood up on the chair, her face out of
camera range, screaming.

The recording of Karen's speech was almost
inaudible. "Lucy, listen to me. I'm going to clap my hands three
times and you're going to wake up. Do you hear me Lucy? Do you
understand? Answer me."

The sweet, frightened voice of a child: "Yes,
I hear."

Karen clapped her hands, once, twice, three
times.

Lucy flopped back into the seat, again within
range of the camera. Now clapping her own hands as if applauding,
she laughed crazily. "Wake up. Lucy."

Her eyes were still closed.

Then more softly, "Wake up, honey."

"No, noooo, he won't let me. He's holding
me."

"Who is? Who's holding you?"

"He is, he won't let me wake up."

"Who, Lucy? P-Man?"

"No, it's . . ."

Again, Lucy began to squirm. Her fingernails
bit into the aims of the recliner, puncturing, tearing the
material. Then, alter a moment, her body became still. Only her
head moved. It roiled around as if her neck muscles had turned to
rubber. Slowly, deliberately, her slack mouth twisted into a
sneering grin. Her tongue squeezed from between taut lips like foul
organic waste extruding from a fleshy orifice. Her eyes widened,
then her pale cheeks seemed to shift upward as, impossibly, her
brow descended, pinching her eye sockets into narrow black
slits.

The cheeks flattened; the jaw thrust
forward.

Now the growling seemed to come from far
away, getting louder, as if some dreadful beast within her were
coming closer and closer, almost in view.

"Who are you?" Karen demanded, her voice
cracking. "Tell me your name."

"Nahumich."

"Who?"

"Estheruth."

"Darn it, what are you talking about? Let me
speak to Lucy. I want to speak to Lucy. Now."

With slow, precisely enunciated syllables,
the twisted, sneering face said in Lucy's faint voice, "Lucy is
dead. I'm here instead."
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