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			With Sebastian’s light pointed at the floor, the first thing they saw was a human foot. Then, as Sebastian lifted the beam, they saw the entire body.

			The man’s clothing was still intact and in fairly good condition. Inside it the body was mummified; the skin brown and hard and shrunken tightly against the bones.

			Sebastian raised the flashlight again and moved closer to the wall to see the face. Then his mouth came open and he stared…

			The face on the corpse was the face of someone – or something – who was still very much alive among them!
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			I

			The crack of thunder came almost simultaneously with the lightning flash. In the back seat of the taxi Dr. Amos Hamilton gasped for a moment, certain they had been hit. He twisted and looked out the rear window expecting to see a ball of fire, or at least a couple of the trees enveloped in flames.

			The driver swung the wheel hard, slithering out of control for an instant. “Holy Christ!” he muttered when the car was straightened. “You sure this is the right road?”

			Dr. Hamilton wasn’t sure of anything anymore. The deluge of rain battered mercilessly on the roof and the headlights were almost useless as they probed into the dark void ahead. The windshield wipers snapped from side to side and the driver gripped the wheel and strained for a glimpse of the road.

			“The woman said there weren’t any turnoffs,” Hamilton answered. “She said we couldn’t miss it.”

			“She say anything about bringing along a pair of oars?”

			Another bolt of lightning cracked into the trees fifty yards to the left, and another explosion of thunder rolled over them. Hamilton winced and then eased back as the darkness enveloped them again. From his inside coat pocket he drew out a silver flask, and for the third time since they had left the highway he took a long pull at the twelve-year-old Scotch. He held the burning liquid in his mouth for a minute, not swallowing as he returned the flask to his pocket. Then he rested his head back and tried to relax.

			Amos Hamilton was in his mid-fifties, a solid, dependable-looking man with a few strands of gray beginning to show in his well-brushed hair. He was a staff physician and forensic pathologist at the Fairview General Hospital in Boston, Massachusetts. He was also crazy, he told himself as the cab bumped and thumped and slithered over the muddy road.

			I need you.

			That was the entire text of the telegram he had received from William Sebastian twelve hours earlier. And without picking up a phone to find out why Sebastian needed him, he had made a reservation and caught the first plane leaving for San Jose, California. It was a foolish thing to have done, and as quickly as the plane took off, he regretted it.

			He regretted it even more after they had passed over the Rocky Mountains and the captain’s voice came onto the intercom. The man was very sorry to report that a heavy storm was hovering over the San Jose area and a hundred miles to the south. Unless there was a drastic change they would have to land at the San Francisco airport. Which, for Hamilton, meant a long taxi ride south through San Jose and down to a place called Big Sur, where Sebastian lived.

			Until five years ago Hamilton and Sebastian had worked together as private criminologists – a business that had been fairly successful during the eight years they were able to tolerate each other. And then Sebastian had gone out to California to work on his own, and with a sigh of relief Hamilton had returned to the quieter and far more stable work at the Fairview General.

			Hamilton wasn’t that crazy about working ten or twelve hours a day, six days a week, in a hospital. But it had its advantages over working with a thirty-year-old genius who was also a madman. Except Sebastian would now be thirty-five years old, and probably crazier yet.

			At one time he and Sebastian were considered the foremost criminologists in the country – and in a good part of the civilized world – usually being called in to work on cases that had been judged unsolvable by the regular police agencies. They hadn’t solved all the cases, but their batting average had been high enough that they commanded exorbitant fees, and now and then they performed a miracle to keep their reputation intact.

			Hamilton smiled now as he thought about it. Sebastian handled the miracle department, and as often as not Hamilton had no idea how the man came up with the obscure clues or the improbable suspect who turned out to be the guilty man. And just as often Sebastian would smile and explain the whole process as being a hunch or some kind of intuitive flash. Or, cryptically, he would say, “Science has its limits, Ham. It’s a good tool, but it serves us badly in dealing with phenomena beyond its known laws.” Hamilton didn’t believe that, nor was he even sure what it meant. He had practiced medicine and worked in laboratories for thirty years – far too long to discard his deeply ingrained scientific methodology. Sebastian, on the other hand, wouldn’t hesitate disputing the idea of two plus two equaling four, or that the sun set in the west, and he had all manner of incredible ideas about energy fields and third-eye perceptions and extrasensory forces.

			In the end, most of their quarrels had been over money. It seemed reasonable to Hamilton that a business should be run on a business-like basis, and to survive, there had to be more money coming in than went out for expenses. Apparently this concept was alien to Sebastian’s way of thinking, and with no money in their bank account, he would suddenly purchase a custom Rolls-Royce or take off for India to talk to a holy man who had some exotic new theory about achieving enlightenment through toenail contemplation. Such was life with a partner like William Sebastian.

			Thinking about it now, Hamilton had to admit those eight years had not been dull. Maybe that was why he hadn’t picked up the phone and asked about the cryptic telegram. In a lot of ways he missed those unpredictable times. On the other hand, if he had known there was a near-hurricane in California, or that Sebastian’s house was at the end of the world, he would have had some second thoughts about it.

			The weather had not undergone any drastic change, and the plane had landed in San Francisco. It took Hamilton an hour to find a taxi driver willing to drive to Big Sur, which was Sebastian’s post-office address, a hundred-and-thirty miles to the south. Then it was past two o’clock in the morning, and the rain was coming down in barrels when they finally got there, and Hamilton had to pound on the door of an old inn for ten minutes before he roused a sour-faced woman to ask for directions. She told him the Sebastian place was six miles farther along the highway, and then three more miles over a dirt road to the coast.

			It was typical of Sebastian to pick some remote and inaccessible place like that to live. If he could arrange it, he would probably build himself a chalet on the back side of the moon or have an underwater palace in Atlantis.

			Hamilton took out the flask and tipped it again, feeling the last few drops trickle down his throat. It was a pity he hadn’t gotten himself a larger flask, he reflected as he screwed the cap back on. Drinking was his one bad habit, and he certainly had the right to a little indulgence tonight.

			The driver was leaning farther forward now, squinting hard through the downpour. “I think I saw a light somewhere up ahead,” he said.

			Hamilton could make out nothing. Against the backdrop of lightning flashes he could see they were traveling along the edge of high cliffs – apparently several hundred feet above the ocean. Ahead of them was a higher bluff, thickly forested with pine trees and jutting far out over the ocean. Hamilton watched closely as they dropped into a shallow ravine and then started the long climb out toward the point.

			Hamilton was a little taken aback when the house finally came into sight. It was huge; a broad, modern structure of rock and glass, a good part of it cantilevered far out over the water. It was something Frank Lloyd Wright might have designed – with a budget provided by J Paul Getty or Howard Hughes.

			The house was visible for only a moment, and then they were back in a thick forest that continued until they were suddenly pulling up to the front door.

			In spite of the modern design, with all the rain and lightning, the house had a Gothic look to it. Hamilton could imagine monsters being manufactured in one of the wings, and all sorts of werewolf creatures roaming around the dark forests surrounding them.

			“You want me to wait?” the driver asked. By his tone he had no intention of waiting, no matter what Hamilton said.

			“It won’t be necessary.”

			Hamilton added a substantial tip to the amount on the meter. The man waited for a minute as if hoping the rain would let up. Then he put a newspaper over his head and ducked out, hurriedly getting the bags from the trunk. When they were deposited on the doorstep, Hamilton hurried across and rang the bell.

			“Good luck,” the driver shouted as he raced back to the car.

			There was no light over the door, nor any protection from the drenching rain. Hamilton rang the bell a second time and then banged the heavy knocker, stepping back to look at the windows above. Several were lighted, indicating somebody was certainly still awake.

			Damn! he thought, and rang the bell a third time. Then he banged the knocker, hammering it continuously against the thick redwood door.

			When he finally heard the bolts being drawn, he picked up his bags and pushed his way inside as quickly as the door opened.

			“Good Lord!” he said, and gave the woman only a glance. “You took your sweet time about getting here!”

			His bags and coat were soaked, and he could feel water trickling into his socks. After he put the bags down he shook the water from his hands and wiped his face with a handkerchief. Then he looked at the woman.

			He was a little startled by her appearance. Instead of a maid or cook or any other kind of servant one might expect in such a large house, she had the appearance of a gypsy or some kind of American Indian. She was about forty-five, Hamilton guessed, with blue-black hair pulled tightly back from her expressionless face. A small pair of gold scissors was clasped in her hand and she seemed to be studying him in a trance-like manner.

			“This is the Sebastian residence, is it not?” Hamilton said, and glanced around.

			The woman gave him an almost imperceptible nod. “This is the Sebastian residence, Doctor. I will take your coat.”

			Hamilton unfastened the buttons, feeling a little relief. He shouldn’t be surprised, he told himself. As with everything else, Sebastian’s taste in servants was bound to be a little eccentric. No doubt he had picked the woman up in a carnival sideshow or from an Indian reservation. “Is William still up?” he asked as he pulled the coat off.

			“Yes,” the woman said.

			At first Hamilton thought the coat had somehow caught the hair at the back of his head. There was a slight tug as the woman grasped the collar. But then the snip of the scissors was unmistakable. His hand went to his neck as he whirled and looked at her. “What the devil! You’ve snipped my hair!”

			“This way, Doctor. Mr. Sebastian has been expecting you.” The woman laid the coat across the arms of a chair and moved away, the tuft of hair clearly visible in her fingers.

			Hamilton stared after her, then followed. No doubt the whole thing was Sebastian’s doing, some asinine thing to demonstrate one of his outrageous theories. It was a side of Sebastian that Hamilton found extremely annoying. If he was working on a case or trying to prove some point, Sebastian submerged himself totally in the problem and showed no consideration or awareness whatsoever for other people’s rights.

			The woman opened a door and stood to the side, gazing evenly, almost mockingly at him. Hamilton ignored her and paused for a moment after he entered.

			A stone fireplace dominated one wall of the room. To the sides were low bookcases, and around the stark white walls were dozens of paintings – from glaringly contemporary geometrics to impressionists and old masters. The furniture appeared to be extremely modern, with bulky cushions scattered around the pegged-plank floor. Near the fireplace Hamilton could see the back of Sebastian’s head where he sat close to the fire. He seemed to be bent forward studying something on a low table.

			“Your tastes haven’t changed, William,” Hamilton said. “Too bad your manners haven’t.” He moved slowly into the room and circled to a position in front of the chair.

			Sebastian had not changed much. He was still trim and handsome, with the same touch of arrogance. He was dressed casually in slacks and sport shirt and deerskin shoes – no doubt at a cost of three or four hundred dollars. He was also ignoring Hamilton completely, frowning thoughtfully at a pattern of tarot cards spread on the table. ,

			“Will that be all, Mr. Sebastian?” the woman asked from the door.

			“Yes, thank you, Lilith.”

			The door closed and Hamilton waited, his annoyance growing as Sebastian gave him a glance and turned over a fresh card.

			“My God, Ham, where’d you get that tacky suit? You still going to rummage sales?”

			It was a new suit from one of Boston’s best haberdashers, and Hamilton had never bought anything at a rummage sale in his life. “I am still sensible enough to live within my means.”

			“I am happy to hear that, Ham. And I see you received my telegram.”

			“Yes, I received your telegram. It prompted me to travel three thousand miles across the country and into the worst rainstorm in San Francisco history. I think it is quite presumptuous of you to expect such a response from a three-word statement. Not a request, mind you, but a statement saying simply, ‘I need you.’”

			“You are quite right, Ham. It was presumptuous.”

			“I would go further and say it is condescending and insulting, and I was very foolish to come.”

			“But you came.”

			“I came because I know what an inordinately inflated ego you have. For you to say ‘I need you’ could only mean you are in desperate trouble.”

			Sebastian nodded, studying a new tarot card. “One can always trust the esteemed Dr. Amos Hamilton to be logical.”

			“And now, if I may be presumptuous and interrupt your card game, may I ask why I have been summoned by the great William Sebastian?”

			“Ahhh, now you are not being logical. That question has already been answered by the telegram.”

			Hamilton snorted and glanced once more over the room. “It doesn’t look like you’ve done too badly, On the other hand, I don’t suppose any of this is paid for. You simply wanted all of it, I suppose, and that was reason enough to go into debt.”

			“Neither of us has done too well in the last four or five years, Ham.”

			“I’ve done well enough.”

			Sebastian gave him a sly glance. “I presume you are aware that your hospital has scheduled a hearing next week on your… problem?”

			Hamilton stared, too surprised to speak for a minute. It had never occurred to him that Sebastian had the slightest knowledge or interest in his private life. Particularly he didn’t suspect it with three thousand miles separating them, and with Sebastian living in such a remote and secluded place. And Hamilton had only been informed of the hearing late yesterday afternoon. The hospital director had come around to his office and hemmed and hawed for ten minutes before he got it out. There had been some complaints, perhaps unwarranted, suggesting that Dr. Hamilton had on occasion been drinking while he was on duty. The board must investigate such charges, of course, and he was certain Dr. Hamilton would be exonerated when the facts were revealed.

			“If you’re talking about my taking a strictly social drink now and then, William, the whole affair is sheer nonsense.” 

			“And the nurses?”

			“What about the nurses?”

			“A very good question, Ham – what about the nurses?” Sebastian smiled and shook his head. “I can understand your making advances with the younger ones. But to propose to an old warhorse like Miss Hadley… My, my.”

			Hamilton felt his face redden, both from embarrassment and surprise. The director had said nothing about his relationships with the nurses. “I did not propose to Miss Hadley, William! The woman drew erroneous conclusions from what was no more than simple civility and kindness. Furthermore, there is no doubt in my mind that the whole affair has been blown out of proportion and was prompted by professional jealousy on the part of the director and the board.”

			Sebastian nodded. “No doubt you are right.”

			“You haven’t changed a bit, William. Your listening to such malicious gossip is as bad as the people at the hospital revealing such nonsense to you. I will not ask how you acquired the information, and it is beneath my dignity to even discuss it. I would, however, like to know why you have stooped to such a level, and why you have summoned me here.”

			Sebastian studied the tarot cards for another minute. “You have an interesting fortune, Ham. Would you care for a drink?”

			“I most certainly would.”

			Sebastian rose and moved to a small bar. “Scotch, isn’t it? As to the question of why you have been summoned here, the reason is very simple. I want you to go to London with me.”

			“London? What on earth for?”

			“To help me solve a case.”

			Hamilton stared at him. Was Sebastian suggesting they work together again? It was an odd way to make such a proposal. “What kind of a case?”

			“A very unusual one, Ham. Something I think you will find interesting. It involves a rather old and prominent English family. Are you familiar with the name Cyon? More specifically, Sir Geoffrey Cyon?”

			“Of course,” Hamilton answered. Anybody with the slightest knowledge of banking and high finance was well aware of the name Cyon. Sir Geoffrey Cyon was probably the most-talked-about British financier since Rothschild, and reputedly his fortune and the immense power that went along with it had all been amassed within a few years.

			Sebastian handed over Hamilton’s drink and returned to his chair. “The case involves Cyon and his family. It also involves murder. In fact, two rather brutal murders.”

			“You mean a member of the Cyon family has been killed?”

			Sebastian frowned and took a minute to answer. “I don’t know for sure. However, two other people have certainly been killed. And I think the Cyon family is involved.”

			“I don’t understand. You don’t suspect one of the family members of being a murderer, do you?”

			“I can’t answer that for certain either, Ham.”

			Hamilton took a long drink and sat down. “You’re not making any sense, William. You don’t know if any of the Cyons have been murdered, and you don’t know if any of them might be murderers? What do you know?”

			“The Cyon family now consists of three people, Ham: Sir Geoffrey, his younger brother, Mitri, and a sister, Anitra. Anitra has written to me several times, and she wants me to come to England. She feels something strange has been going on at Cyon House.”

			“And all three of them are alive and well?”

			Sebastian hesitated. “They appear to be.”

			“Do you have some doubts?”

			“As I mentioned, Ham, it’s an unusual case. From what Miss Cyon has written, and from what I have learned from another man in London, there may be some other factors involved. Sir Geoffrey Cyon may not be the man everyone thinks he is.”

			“You mean he may be an impostor?”

			“In a sense, yes.”

			“That’s ridiculous, William. Surely his brother and sister would know.”

			“Not if someone had taken over his body.”

			Hamilton was about to take a drink. Instead he lowered the glass and stared at Sebastian. With all Sebastian’s talk about an unusual case and not knowing for sure if a member of the Cyon family had been killed, he should have known it was one of Sebastian’s wild-goose chases. “William, why couldn’t you simply have called and told me about this on the telephone?”

			There was a faint smile on Sebastian’s face as he folded his hands and gazed over them. “Because if I had phoned, you very likely would have refused to come.”

			“I will very likely refuse anyway. And I resent the underhanded manner in which you have brought me here. I have no intention of traveling all the way to London to chase after ghosts and goblins and evil spirits.”

			“You’ve got to go, Ham. If we can solve this case, we’ll have answers to questions about criminal behavior that could revolutionize the field.”

			Hamilton eyed him coldly. “May I presume those answers have to do with some of your mysterious forces and inexplicable phenomena?”

			“Precisely.”

			Hamilton emptied his glass and rose. “Thank you for the hospitality, William, it has been interesting talking to you again. I will have your maid call me a cab.”

			“Ham!”

			“No,” Hamilton said, and continued for the door.

			“Ham, the message in the telegram is true. I need you!”

			It was the tone of urgency that brought Hamilton to a stop. William Sebastian seldom raised his voice. It was even more rare for him to admit in such an emphatic manner that he needed help. When Hamilton turned, Sebastian was gazing solemnly at him, the normally bemused look completely gone from his face.

			“Need me for what?” Hamilton asked.

			Sebastian slowly unbuttoned his shirt. When the buttons were all free, he spread the shirt wide, uncovering his chest and stomach.

			Hamilton blinked, not quite believing it at first. Then he moved closer, catching his breath as he stared.

			He had never seen anything like it. The three-inch circle of scar tissue was just to the left of the breastbone, an ugly mass of pulsing red flesh that looked like a brutal puncture wound. It was puffed and livid, almost as if it were infected.

			“Good Lord, man, how did it happen? Is it a wound?”

			Sebastian shook his head. “Not in the ordinary sense. It appeared very suddenly about a week ago. There was a seizure, and the heart was made to stop beating.”

			“Made to stop?”

			Sebastian nodded, then buttoned the shirt again. “I’ll explain that in time. Let me show you the medical records.” He moved to a wall cabinet and drew out a file folder and an X-ray negative. “My housekeeper, Lilith, pounded me black and blue to get the heart beating again. In the X rays you can see how badly it’s deformed – as if something had been shoved through it.”

			Hamilton held the negative against the light and winced at the twisted shape. “But there’s no object in the picture.”

			“No, because it’s not there. The object is in a doll somewhere.”

			Hamilton gave him a sharp look. “What do you mean, it’s in a doll?”

			“A doll made in my image.”

			Apparently Sebastian was serious. Hamilton glanced at the X ray again. “Are you suggesting some kind of a voodoo curse is the cause of this?”

			“Something like that. Unfortunately I don’t know where the doll is.”

			In the X ray the heart ventricles were twisted and stretched, almost knotted with each other in the distortion. Hamilton could hardly believe the organ would continue to function in such a tortured state.

			The EKG tapes reflected a wildly erratic rhythm – the pattern of someone in the throes of a heart attack. Hamilton skimmed the report and looked up. “There’s degeneration in the cardiac muscle.”

			“Yes.” Sebastian nodded. “I’ve been advised that I can get by for a few years if I sit quietly and take reasonable care of myself. No excitement, no projects, no women – nothing. On the other hand, if we win in London, the condition will disappear – so I’m told.”

			“You’ve been told? What does solving a criminal case in London have to do with the condition of your heart?”

			“It has everything to do with it. And that’s why I want you to go along. I need you to look after me, Ham. And to hold me back if it’s necessary.”

			Hamilton frowned, not sure he understood any of what the man was saying. Wounds like the one in Sebastian’s chest did not suddenly, appear without reason. Even more ridiculous was the notion that it was caused by somebody pushing pins into a voodoo doll. Hamilton, wondered if some kind of septic foreign body could have lodged itself in the organ, causing a severe infection. But such an occurrence would not account for the exterior wound. His reflections on the matter were suddenly interrupted by the soft ring of door chimes.

			“That will be the car for the airport,” Sebastian said.

			“The airport? You mean you intend to leave for London tonight?”

			Sebastian smiled. “As quickly as possible.”

			“My God, man, you’re in no condition to travel!”

			“Not unless I have a doctor along.”

			Hamilton studied Sebastian’s face, now seeing the signs of fatigue he had missed before. There was no question of his needing a doctor in constant attendance. If Hamilton had been shown the charts and X rays without knowing whose they were, he would have ordered the patient into intensive care with constant monitoring. More likely he would have asked the coroner to prepare for an autopsy any minute. As for Sebastian’s request that he go along to London, Hamilton wasn’t so sure he would be of any use to the man.

			“William, I think you are crazy not to go directly to bed. But if you insist on traveling to London, I’m afraid I am the last doctor in the world who would be much good to you.”

			“On the contrary, I think you are the best medical man in the country. You also know me well enough to judge when I am overdoing it.”

			“I appreciate the compliment. But there is something I should tell you. The fact is – to be quite frank about the matter – the hospital in Boston is justified in worrying about me.”

			“You mean the drinking problem?”

			“That’s right. I’m afraid you need better medical attention than a compulsive drinker can give you.”

			“It’s nothing to worry about, Ham. The problem is being handled by Lilith.”

			“By your housekeeper? I don’t understand.”

			Sebastian smiled, then looked up as the door opened. The housekeeper stepped to the side, the vacant look still on her face. “Miss Anitra Cyon,” she announced.

			Even Sebastian appeared to be startled as the young woman entered the room. “Miss Cyon!” he said, and came quickly to his feet. “What a delightful surprise! I had no idea you were coming.”

			Hamilton couldn’t help staring at the young woman. She was almost dazzling in her beauty. But the lush fullness of her breasts and hips, and the clinging, somewhat sensual fit of her dress did not fit the dignified image Hamilton expected from a prominent English family.

			“May I present Dr. Hamilton,” Sebastian was saying. “An old friend.”

			“Yes, of course,” she said, and turned a radiant smile on him. “I have heard of you, Dr. Hamilton. As I recall, you were once Mr. Sebastian’s associate.”

			“Yes,” Hamilton murmured. He still couldn’t quite adjust to the idea of the girl being a member of the Cyon family. Even her perfume had an earthy richness to it, like something one might expect to find in a brothel.

			“I had no idea you were coming over from London,” Sebastian said. “It was my understanding that the family jet would be flying over for me tonight.”

			The young lady suddenly looked distressed. “Yes, that is true, Mr. Sebastian. But I’m afraid there’s been a… a change in plans. In fact, I’m quite embarrassed about it. I thought it only proper to come over myself and explain.”

			Sebastian frowned. “I’m afraid I don’t understand. In your letter, you agreed that—”

			“Yes, and I’m afraid I must cancel those arrangements, Mr. Sebastian. You see, as it turns out, there is no need for you to meet my brother after all. My concerns, it seems, were all quite groundless.” She smiled sheepishly; “I’ll pay any expenses you may have incurred, of course, and I can’t tell you how sorry I am about this. I’ve been very foolish, and I felt I had to come and tell you in person.”

			Sebastian appeared speechless for a minute. “But the incidents you described in your letters were clearly paranormal, Miss Cyon. Are you now saying you didn’t see them?”

			“Well… the incidents did seem odd at the time. However, it is clear to me now that they were purely products of my own imagination, Mr. Sebastian. That is why I find myself in quite an awkward position in the whole affair.”

			“I see. And you now feel that your brother’s behavior is quite normal?”

			“Yes, I do.”

			Hamilton moved tactfully away, feeling embarrassed over the young lady’s predicament. He had no idea what they were talking about, but it seemed clear that Sebastian was extremely disturbed by it.

			“You know, of course,” he was saying, “that I have corresponded with Dr. Qualus about your suspicions. He was interested in Cyon House – in your whole family – long before you first wrote to me.”

			“I am very much aware of it, Mr. Sebastian, and I regret to say that it was Dr. Qualus who put most of the foolish ideas into my head to start with. That man is quite dishonest, and I think his intentions were malicious rather than helpful. Because my brother is different, he…”

			Hamilton glanced over as the woman suddenly began to sob. It was his impression that she was being extraordinarily theatrical over her dilemma, She was also moving close to Sebastian, as if expecting him to take her in his arms. Sebastian gazed coldly at her, showing no sympathy.

			“Of course my brother is different,” she said. “He’s had to be strong. Mitri and I were no more than children when our parents died. Geoff had to take care of us… everything he’s built he’s shared equally with us, and…” She was crying now, holding her hands over her face. “I’m so ashamed, Mr. Sebastian. I haven’t been honest with you… or with myself.”

			Sebastian appeared to be totally unmoved. Rather abruptly he took her arm and moved her toward a door at the far side of the room.

			“Would you excuse us for a minute, Ham?” he said without glancing back.

			Hamilton watched them go and then gaped with surprise as Sebastian opened the door to what looked like a den. The room appeared to have nothing more than a candle or two for illumination. But in the few seconds before Sebastian closed the door, Hamilton saw a cluttered array of totems and tribal masks and primitive statues. The evil look of the chamber made him shudder for an instant.

			“Would you care for another drink while you wait, sir?”

			Hamilton turned, startled by the voice. He had heard no sound, but the housekeeper was now standing behind him, her cold black eyes regarding him with faint bemusement.

			He very much wanted another drink, but not particularly from an Indian sorceress who was supposed to be curing him of the habit.

			“A spiked drink, I presume. Is that your technique for curing people?”

			“You have already been cured, Doctor.”

			Hamilton smiled and moved to the bar. “I see. And how did you accomplish such magic?”

			“I put a spell on you.”

			Hamilton laughed. “Congratulations. Unfortunately, madam, I do not believe in mumbo-jumbo and black magic. As I understand it, for your spells to work, the victim must be a believer. Isn’t that the way it goes? You stick a pin in a doll or burn a lock of my hair or something? Well, madam, here’s to your spell.”

			Hamilton poured the Scotch from the same bottle Sebastian had used, ceremoniously dropping two ice cubes into it.

			“It is not necessary for you to be aware of the spell,” the woman said quietly.

			Hamilton lifted the glass and smiled. “Splendid,” he said, and gulped a healthy mouthful.

			It came as such a surprise, Hamilton stood frozen for an instant. It was excellent twelve-year-old Scotch, and the taste was rich and smooth as it sloshed over his tongue. Then it was suddenly brackish and bitter, a foul acrid taste that penetrated his nose and throat with the potency of pure ammonia. He gagged for a moment, and then a choking explosion of air from his lungs spewed the liquid back into the glass and over the floor. He turned back to the bar, unable to stop the choking as he dug a handkerchief from his pocket. “Good Lord, what did you put in that bottle?” he gasped.

			“I have not touched the bottle, Doctor. It is the same whiskey Mr. Sebastian put in your first drink.” The faintly contemptuous smile was still on her face as she watched him. “Is there anything I can get you, Doctor?” she asked.

			“No,” he said, and she moved silently across the room and closed the door behind her.

			It was ridiculous, of course. The woman may not have touched the bottle, but Sebastian could very easily have put something in it after he poured the first drink. Hamilton held the bottle to the light. There was nothing visible in the amber liquid. No doubt it was some kind of soluble compound, something he didn’t recognize.

			He emptied what was left of the drink and rinsed the glass, then filled it with water. In the soft chair by the fireplace he sighed heavily and gazed across at the door to Sebastian’s study. 

			It didn’t appear as though Sebastian was going to London after all. Hamilton was just as happy about that. Apparently, the whole business about Cyon House being full of evil spirits, or witches, or whatever they were, was all nonsense and a figment of Miss Cyon’s imagination. At least the girl had the good sense to recognize it in time.

			Hamilton wondered about Sebastian, speculating on the possibility that he was losing touch with reality. He had seen such things happen to people before. When patients spend long periods of time in hospitals, their world generally shrinks to the confined area of their rooms and the hall outside, with the only people they know or care about being the nurses and the nearby patients. Similar things happen to men who immerse themselves in some narrow field of study. The astronomer’s only friends become the stars and planets, and the dedicated entomologist forgets there are any other living creatures on earth besides bugs.

			In Sebastian’s case, he apparently had become so involved with his studies of the occult he couldn’t believe anything happened in the world without mysterious forces having a hand in it. So Miss Cyon telling him that her brother was normal after all, and that everything was just fine at Cyon House, had come as a shock to Sebastian. Hamilton smiled to himself and rose, moving absently back to the bar.

			The whiskey bottle was still uncorked. He stared at it for a minute, then tipped a few drops to the end of his fingers.

			It smelled like Scotch. He touched his tongue to it, then quickly spit the bitter taste from his mouth into the sink. Was there a trace of alum in it? Or asafetida? He couldn’t be sure.

			Behind the bar there were bottles of bourbon and gin and several liqueurs. Hamilton glanced across the room, then opened a bottle of Grand Marnier and poured some into a liqueur glass. It looked normal. He lifted the glass and moved it gently under his nose. He pursed his lips and brought it slowly to his mouth. Then he froze, gaping off toward the den.

			The sound was muffled by the closed doors, but there was no question about it being a woman’s scream. Then there was a second one – a desperately frightened cry of protest – followed by a painful wailing.

			Hamilton moved quickly, skirting past the chairs and across the room. By the time he pulled the door open, the wailing had changed to a whimpering groan that was full of pain – like that of some great beast in the throes of death. Then Hamilton stopped short, gaping in disbelief.

			“No, Ham! Shut the door!”

			Sebastian was standing over the slumped woman, pressing something to her chest. But it was no longer the same woman Hamilton had seen enter the room ten minutes earlier. She was wearing the same dress, and the same diamond bracelet sparkled from her wrist. But she was considerably smaller, and she seemed to be shriveling into some kind of hag-like creature as Sebastian hovered over her. Even more incredible, there was a soft hissing sound, and wisps of acrid smoke were rising from her body as she writhed and moaned.

			Hamilton stared, and then Sebastian was bounding across the room toward him. “Get-back!” he shouted. With one movement he pushed Hamilton back through the door and slammed it in his face.

			For a minute Hamilton was too stunned to react. Then he tried the door again. It was locked. “William!” he shouted, and banged his fist on it. “William! What’s happening in there? What’s going on?”

			Hamilton listened, but there was no sound from the room now. Then he heard the lock click, and the door swung open.

			Sebastian was breathing heavily, his face showing no emotion as he stood in the door. Then he moved to the side, allowing Hamilton to enter.

			There was no sign of the woman. Hamilton glanced around, looking for a door or even a window through which she might have escaped. There were none. He moved forward to the spot where he had last seen her.

			“My God, William!”

			Wisps of smoke still lingered over the carpet, but there were no ashes, and only a thick book rested on the spot. It was a musty old volume with water stains and what looked like Hebraic writing on the cover. It was the object Hamilton had seen Sebastian pressing to her chest.

			“The Apocryphal Book of Tobit,” Sebastian said quietly.

			Hamilton gave him a hard look. “And where is Miss Cyon?”

			“She was never here.”

			“Don’t talk nonsense, William. What have you done with her?”

			Sebastian smiled grimly and picked up the book, placing it in a gap on the bookshelf. “Ham, I know this must all appear crazy to you – like some kind of mad hallucination.”

			“It most certainly does.” Hamilton glanced around, expecting the woman to jump out of a closet or come through the door behind him.

			“What you saw, Ham, was not Miss Cyon, and it was not a human being. It was a succubus – an imp, a minor demon which takes the form of a provocative woman to trick men through lust. To seduce and corrupt them.”

			“That’s ridiculous!” Hamilton looked at the curtains and at the walls, searching for a trick door.

			“You won’t find her, Ham.”

			“I suppose not.” Hamilton snorted. “But I don’t think it’s a particularly great trick for the woman to perform a disappearing act. I am sure any amateur magician could have done it as well.”

			“You think I staged the whole thing?”

			“There is not the slightest doubt in my mind. What concerns me is why you would go to the trouble of doing such a thing; and why you have wasted your time with all this witches-and-goblins nonsense.” Hamilton shuddered as he looked around the room. The bookshelves were crammed with musty old books about occult subjects, and every wall and niche was filled with odd-looking figures and symbols from primitive cultures. Altogether it looked like a museum for witch doctors and evil spirits.

			“I haven’t wasted my time, Ham. On the contrary, I don’t think I’ve ever spent it more profitably.”

			“With the result being a heart attack, and if you are lucky, six more months to live.”

			With the reminder of his crippled heart, Sebastian smiled and drew a deep breath. “It was not a heart attack, Ham. And if you will help me, my heart will be normal again.”

			“You mean you still intend to go to London?”

			“Of course. The appearance of a succubus claiming to be Miss Cyon only convinces me that I must go. I must be on the right track.”

			Hamilton gazed skeptically at him, wondering if the heart wound also might have affected Sebastian’s mind. Or was it possible the whole thing was psychosomatic – a self-induced wound and contortion of the heart along with a compulsion to find some kind of mysterious devil figure that he must exorcise? If so, Sebastian was surely on the edge of madness, and he needed more help than an ordinary physician could give him.

			 “Sir,” the housekeeper suddenly said from behind Hamilton, “the car from the airport is here.”

			Sebastian smiled. “A young lady?”

			“No, sir. It is a man, and I am sure he is quite human.”

			Hamilton frowned at Sebastian. “William, it is now four o’clock in the morning, and you have had no sleep. I don’t think—”

			“I agree, Doctor,” Lilith interrupted. She came forward and handed Hamilton his medical bag.

			”And the doctor’s problem, Lilith?” Sebastian asked. “Have you helped him?”

			“She put something revolting in my drink!” Hamilton muttered.

			The housekeeper gave him an impassive look. “The revulsion that was already in your mind, Doctor. From now on you will find it in every drink you taste.”

		

	
		
			II

			Traffic was backed up for half a mile around the San Francisco airport. Now that the storm was clearing, everyone whose flight had been canceled was crowding into the terminal trying to get new reservations.

			The driver of the limousine skirted past the worst of the confusion and finally eased up to a gate at the far side of the terminal buildings. The guard opened the gate and waved them through, and they drove to the end of the field, where a sleek Lear jet stood by itself on the apron. The name CYON was painted in gold on the side of the plane.

			At the house Hamilton had given Sebastian an injection, and he had fallen asleep the moment he stepped into the limousine. Hamilton had also dozed through a good part of the trip. When he was awake, his thoughts inevitably returned to the young woman – or succubus, or whatever she was – who disappeared in Sebastian’s study. What bothered Hamilton was his initial reaction to the woman, his feeling from the start that there was something strange about her. If it was all a hoax arranged by Sebastian, he might have taken care to give her some puzzling aspects. Madmen were generally capable of seeing to such details. But would Sebastian have gone to all that trouble to persuade him to accompany him to London? If anything, the performance tended to have just the opposite effect. Or did Sebastian want to convince him he was crazy?

			Hamilton finally gave it up. The only thing he was certain about was that Sebastian’s telegram was true. He needed help, and he probably needed it a great deal more than he realized.

			The limousine circled to the side of the jet and a young man in a smart blue uniform came quickly down the steps as the car stopped. Hamilton nudged Sebastian awake as the driver opened the door.

			“Good morning, gentlemen.” The young man smiled. “I am Mitri Cyon. I pilot Geoff’s plane, if that doesn’t bother you.” 

			He was a handsome young man, and Hamilton couldn’t help noticing his delicate features and soft brown eyes. He could have been a twin to the young lady who had come to the house.

			Still half asleep, Sebastian made the introductions, and a second uniformed man came to help with the luggage.

			“I’m sorry about the delay,” Mitri said as they moved through the half-darkness to the plane. “We had hoped to land in San Jose last night, but the storm—”

			Hamilton fell into step with him. “And your sister – did she accompany you on the flight?”

			The young man appeared genuinely surprised. “Annie? No, sir, she didn’t come with us. Do you know my sister?”

			Hamilton suddenly felt embarrassed. “I… No, I must have been mistaken. I thought I saw her last night.”

			“Oh, that’s quite impossible, Doctor. She’s at home in England.”

			Sebastian glanced back and smiled as he mounted the steps. “I’m afraid Dr. Hamilton didn’t get much sleep last night, Mr. Cyon. He’s been doing a great deal of traveling lately.”

			“Oh, I see. Well, you’ll have plenty of time to sleep on the flight, sir. And I would rather you called me Mitri. We’re quite informal at the house.”

			Hamilton couldn’t help liking the young man. His carefree manner and quick smile were quite engaging. At the top of the steps Hamilton stopped suddenly. “William, before we take off, I should send a telegram to the hospital. They’re expecting me back tomorrow.”

			“It’s all taken care of, Ham.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I wired last night. I told them you resigned to accept a better position.”

			“You did what?”

			“It’s true, Ham. Don’t worry about it. A week from now you’ll be famous.”

			“Or broke and out of a job! You had no right to do such a thing, William.”

			Sebastian smiled and shrugged. “Just trying to be helpful.”

			The inside of the jet looked more like a cozy den than it did an airplane. Two large couches at the rear served as sleeping accommodations, and the deeply-carpeted area ahead was furnished with leather chairs and a well-stocked bar. Sebastian stretched out on one of the couches and was back to sleep before the door was closed.

			“Make yourself comfortable, Doctor,” Mitri said, and moved toward the cockpit. “We’ll be taking off in about two minutes.”

			The second man came by and smiled. As quickly as the cockpit door was closed, they were swinging slowly around and taxiing toward the end of the runway. A half-minute later they were rocketing forward, whirling past the flashing lights of the other waiting jets. Then Hamilton felt his stomach drop as the nose suddenly turned upward and they were airborne.

			As quickly as the plane was leveled, the cockpit door opened. “I hope you like scrambled eggs,” Mitri said. He was carrying a tray of food. “I’m not much of a cook, so I had breakfast brought over from the airport caterers.”

			“Fine,” Hamilton answered.

			With a quick movement Mitri produced a small tabletop from a hidden compartment and then sat down on the other side. He uncovered the plates and poured coffee for both of them.

			The breakfast looked marvelous – a large pile of bacon and a good supply of toast to go with the eggs. Hamilton hadn’t realized how hungry he was.

			“Do you enjoy flying, Doctor?” Mitri asked.

			“No, I’m afraid I don’t. It never seemed natural to me for huge chunks of steel and aluminum to be hurtling through the air.”

			Mitri laughed. “I suppose the same might be said about automobiles and trains. How long do you and Mr. Sebastian expect to be at Cyon House?”

			It was a question Hamilton had not considered until now. “I’m afraid I have no idea. As I understand it, your sister has engaged Mr. Sebastian to investigate what seem to be some unusual occurrences in your home. Something to do with your brother.”

			Mitri smiled thoughtfully. “Well, I think you will find that Annie has a rather fanciful imagination.”

			“Then you haven’t witnessed anything unusual?”

			“No, I haven’t. However, I am away from home a considerable amount of time.”

			“Has your brother witnessed any such phenomena?”

			Mitri shook his head, still smiling. “Geoff is what you might call a hard-headed businessman, Doctor. I don’t think he would have much patience for what you might call the supernatural. His interests are confined solely to activities that turn a profit. If ghosts and witches were a good investment, I am sure he would investigate the subject thoroughly and he would shortly become the world’s greatest expert on them.”

			Hamilton laughed. “I think I am rather in agreement with your brother. How does he feel about your sister engaging William and me to look into the matter?”

			“We’re a close family, Doctor. If Annie is upset about something, Geoff will do anything to ease her mind. If hiring you and Mr. Sebastian makes her happy, he is more than willing to go ahead with it.”

			Hamilton smiled. “In the hopes that we will find no ghosts or goblins at Cyon House?”

			“Precisely.” Mitri smiled and rose to return to the cockpit.

			“Mitri,” Hamilton asked, “could you describe your sister for me?”

			“Ah, you are still not convinced she is in England, Doctor?”

			“Well… as a matter of fact, this young lady claimed to be your sister. The odd thing is that she had facial characteristics and bone structure very similar to yours. She could very easily have been related.”

			“She claimed to be my sister?”

			“Yes. And she was quite lovely. In her mid-twenties, I should say. What you might call a sexpot.”

			Mitri stared at him, then laughed. “I’m afraid Annie wouldn’t take that as a compliment, Doctor. You see, she’s well into her thirties, and a bit old-maidish.”

			“And you don’t have a second sister? Or perhaps a cousin?”

			Mitri shook his head. “I’m afraid not, Doctor. Sexpots don’t seem to run in the Cyon family.” He gave Hamilton a friendly smile and went through the door to the cockpit.

			That settled it for Hamilton. The young woman at Sebastian’s house was clearly an impostor – no doubt an actress – and the entire episode was a hoax, planned and executed by Sebastian. Or more likely executed by his housekeeper, Lilith. In any case, he decided as quickly as Sebastian woke up he would have a little talk with him.

			Hamilton glanced over at the bar and the rows of exotic bottles standing on the shelf behind it. A small drink right now would be nice to help him sleep. But he decided against it, not wanting to test the power of Lilith’s curse just yet. He moved to the back of the plane and checked Sebastian’s pulse. Then he drew the curtain around the other couch and went promptly to sleep.

			

			It was growing dark when Hamilton awakened. Thirty thousand feet below them he was surprised to see nothing but ocean, with the setting sun reflecting orange-gray across the empty surface.

			“Have a good sleep?”

			Sebastian was sitting in one of the leather chairs, his head resting back and his eyes closed.

			“Very good, thank you. Is that the Atlantic Ocean below us?”

			Sebastian smiled. “I certainly hope so. We stopped for fuel in Bangor, Maine a few hours ago.”

			“We’re making good time, then.”

			Hamilton settled into one of the leather chairs and gave Sebastian a close scrutiny. The color seemed to be back in his face, and the shadows were gone from under his eyes.

			“Do I pass inspection?”

			“For a man with no business being out of bed, you do.”

			The cockpit door opened and the co-pilot moved to the bar. “Soft drinks for Mitri and me. Can I fix you gentlemen something more interesting?”

			Hamilton shook his head. “I’m afraid my stomach’s a little off. Something was slipped into a drink I had earlier.”

			“Not true,” Sebastian murmured.

			The co-pilot glanced curiously at them and moved off with two glasses of cola. “Help yourself when you’re ready.”

			“William,” Hamilton said after the door clicked shut, “about what happened at your house last night…”

			“Yes,” Sebastian said thoughtfully, “I was just thinking about that, Ham. Why do you suppose she was sent? The role of a succubus is carnal temptation. Do you think the plan was to excite me enough to make my heart burst? The young lady was quite amorous after I took her into the study.”

			“William, there are no such things as succubi. Plus, any female might kill you. You know that.”

			Sebastian nodded absently. “Or did she come simply to test me – to find out how determined I was to come to Cyon House?”

			Hamilton stared at him for a minute, suddenly annoyed by Sebastian’s peremptory manner. “William, it appears to me that you are making assumptions on matters that have no basis in fact, and that are scientifically impossible. That a woman could appear from nowhere, and then disappear in a puff of smoke, is utterly preposterous.”

			“But it happened, Ham.”

			“I don’t believe it.”

			“Then how do you explain the woman’s appearance?”

			“Very likely it was a trick. Or you drugged my drink, or you hypnotized me. By whatever means you did it, William, you will never convince me that the woman was some kind of ghost or vaporized succubus.”

			Sebastian gazed silently at him for a minute. “I’m sorry, Ham. I keep forgetting that you really have no knowledge or experience with the occult, do you?”

			“I certainly do not, and I have no interest in acquiring such knowledge or experience.”

			“Why not?”

			“Because it’s all mumbo-jumbo and baloney practiced by ignorant and primitive peoples. This is the twentieth century, and very nearly the twenty-first. Five hundred years have passed since we learned that the sun is merely a star and the moon is no more than a satellite and that neither of them is a magic creation of mysterious gods.”

			Sebastian was smiling, as if listening to the rantings of a child. “Do you believe in extrasensory perception?”

			“Well… from the studies I’ve seen, there appears to be evidence indicating some validity to it.” 

			“I think the evidence has been quite conclusive.”

			Hamilton shrugged. “In some cases.”

			“How do you account for those instances?”

			“That’s quite a different matter, William. We know there is electrical energy in the brain. It is not so difficult to believe such energy can be transmitted in some ways.”

			“But you do not know how it is transmitted.”

			“No, I don’t. But I am sure it will be determined eventually.”

			“I am sure it will, just as the X ray now seems a very elementary machine. But when it was first demonstrated, it was thought to be a trick. It was preposterous to think that a picture could be taken of something inside a container, or inside the human body.”

			“I’m not sure what you are driving at, William.”

			“I am suggesting that there are all kinds of unexplained phenomena in this world – phenomena known to all of us – and yet we deliberately ignore them. And we ignore the implications of their existence,”

			“Phenomena such as what?”

			“How do animals find their way home over hundreds of miles? How do they sense when their masters have died thousands of miles away? Or when an earthquake is coming? How do fish know how to swim thousands of miles to spawn in places they have never seen before? Or how do bees navigate with such amazing accuracy?”

			Hamilton snorted. “I hardly think the implications of such discoveries would be world shaking.”

			“Perhaps not. But such phenomena are all well documented. Also, the existence of flying saucers seems beyond question. The implications of their existence are profound. Yet we all choose to ignore their significance. Why?”

			“Because we’re busy with more pressing problems, I suppose.”

			“Exactly. We are also too busy to think about poltergeists and ghosts and voices from the dead. And yet – ruling out the obvious frauds and promoters of hoaxes – there is documented scientific evidence verifying the existence of all those phenomena. The Psychic Research Society has volumes of evidence, and experiments conducted by the world’s most reputable scientists have proven the existence of supernatural phenomena across the whole spectrum of the occult – from witchcraft and clairvoyance to life after death and reincarnation. But we choose to ignore it, just as we choose to ignore flying saucers and extrasensory perception.” Sebastian smiled and pulled himself from the chair. “Some people,” he said as he moved to the bar, “even choose to ignore the possibility of a curse being placed on them so they can no longer drink alcohol.”

			Hamilton watched him drop ice cubes in a glass and pour in two inches of Scotch. “That won’t do your heart any good, William.”

			Sebastian chuckled and brought the drink back to his chair. “To the netherworld, Ham,” he said as a toast. “It exists, and it is peopled with all manner of interesting characters. All kinds of heroes and villains, much like the world we already know.” He took a swallow and smiled ruefully. “Unfortunately, some of the people in that world are not too happy about people prying into their affairs.”

			“I should think not. And if such a world of demons and ghosts exists, I think you would be well advised to leave it alone, William.”

			“Would you have advised Mr. Pasteur to leave the world of germs alone? If you recall, when the first surgical operations were performed, many learned men feared that cutting open the human body would let the essential vapors escape.”

			“That was quite different, William. It was hundreds of years ago, and we were quite ignorant about the science of physiology.”

			“And now you feel that we know all there is to know about life and death and the workings of cosmology?”

			“Of course not. But there are some things we just shouldn’t tamper with.”

			Sebastian smiled. “You surprise me, Ham. For a man who claims to be a scientist, you appear to have little regard for the scientific method. In any case, I have already tampered with it.”

			“And the result, I presume, is your failing heart?”

			Sebastian gazed out the window. “Yes. I made an agreement with them, Ham. It was an experiment – a test I conducted, only half-believing in their powers. Then, when the wound appeared, I was as shocked as you would be.”

			“You? Shocked? I find that hard to believe.”

			Sebastian nodded. “The rituals connected with such things, and the acts expected of me, were unimaginably vile. I was frightened, and I did not fulfill my part of the bargain.”

			“I should think not.”

			“So the matter is still to be settled.”

			“It will be settled quickly enough if your heart stops beating.”

			“Or if I stand up to them at Cyon House. That is where they intend to have the final confrontation. I’m sure of it, Ham.”

			Hamilton gazed silently at him, wondering how Sir Geoffrey was going to respond to such talk. From Mitri’s description of the man, they were likely to be thrown out on their ears after the first ten minutes.

			“There is one more thing I can assure you of, Ham.”

			“What?”

			“That I am not crazy.”

			Hamilton nodded. “It has been my experience, William, that those people most convinced of their sanity are usually the patients in psychiatric wards.”

			Sebastian stared at him for a minute, then laughed. “It’s nice to be with you again, Ham.”

			Mitri suddenly appeared from the cockpit. “Ah, you’re up, Doctor. I trust you had a good sleep.”

			“Very good, thank you.”

			Mitri smiled. “By the way, I talked to my sister by radiophone while you were napping. She hasn’t been away from Cyon House all day.”

			Hamilton nodded, ignoring Sebastian’s glance.

			“We’re only an hour or so out of London. I’m not much of a cook, but if you gentlemen would like a snack, I can—”

			Mitri gasped and grabbed at a chair as the floor suddenly seemed to drop from beneath them. Hamilton felt his stomach leap upward, then fall heavily as the plane steadied once again. Mitri frowned and cocked his head, listening to the irregular whine of the engines. He turned and flipped a switch.

			“What is it, Peter?”

			“The starboard engine,” the co-pilot answered through the speaker. “There’s nothing on the instruments. Probably some air in the fuel lines.”

			“Be right there,” Mitri said, and moved through the door.

			The engine sputtered again, and the co-pilot seemed to have trouble holding the plane steady. Then waves of vibrations rattled the bottles at the bar.

			“Seat belts, please, gentlemen,” Mitri said through the intercom. As he spoke, the plane suddenly lifted, shuddering violently before it was brought under control again.

			Sebastian was still holding his drink, gazing passively out the window, apparently unperturbed by the whole thing. 

			“Interesting,” he said. “First carnal temptation, now a threat of death.” 

			Hamilton gave him a sharp look and fastened his seat belt. “Are you suggesting someone is causing this to happen? Deliberately?”

			“Not someone. Something.”

			 “That’s ridiculous, William. This is a malfunctioning, human-built machine.”

			The cabin lights flickered, then the engines coughed.

			“Don’t be frightened, Ham. I doubt if it intends to kill us just now. In fact, I have some doubts about its having the power to do so.”

			As if responding to the challenge, both engines suddenly went silent. The plane seemed to skid sideways; then it rocked violently. Hamilton held his breath until the engines sputtered back to life.

			A minute later things seemed to be under control again. The engines were sputtering somewhat, but the plane was holding steady. Hamilton unbuckled his seat belt and moved cautiously forward to the bar.

			With his free hand he reached for a bottle of Scotch and sloshed a good portion into a glass.

			The plane shuddered again, then dropped precipitously. Hamilton grabbed the drink and threw his head back, managing to get most of it into his mouth. Then, violently, his body reacted. The instant the liquid passed his lips, his throat clogged shut and his head whipped forward, spraying the whiskey across the bar. It was even worse than the last time – a foul, nauseating taste that penetrated his nose and sinuses and seemed to claw at his lungs. He moved quickly to the small sink and spit out the few remaining drops.

			The plane now seemed to be going through a humping motion, then sliding sideways, both of the engines losing power again.

			Hamilton looked desperately at Sebastian. “William, just one drink for my nerves! Which bottle hasn’t been tampered with?”

			Sebastian smiled sympathetically. “None of them has been touched, Ham.”

			Hamilton picked up the bottle Sebastian had used and sniffed at the cork. He quickly jerked his head away from the foul smell, then tried another – a bottle of Beefeater gin. It was even worse, the rank odor of hydrogen sulfide penetrating his nostrils as quickly as he unscrewed the cap. Then he gripped the edge of the bar again as the plane went through another series of violent gyrations.

			Sebastian had placed his glass aside and seemed to be lost in thought now, as if amused by the whole experience. When the worst of the gyrations were over, Hamilton made his way back to his seat and refastened the safety belt. As he did so, there was suddenly silence. The lights dimmed and the plane angled forward into a long glide.

			Mitri came through the door, a grim look on his face. “I’m sorry, gentlemen. We seem to have lost all power in both engines. We’ve issued a Mayday call, but I’m not sure we got through before the radio went dead.” 

			“Don’t you have auxiliary power?” Sebastian asked.

			“We do, but that’s dead too. I really can’t understand it. We’ve never had any trouble with the plane, and everything was thoroughly checked before takeoff. In any case, you’ll find life jackets under your chairs. I’m certain we can make a safe landing on the water.”

			Hamilton stared at him, his heart pounding violently. Outside the window there was nothing but blackness. “And what happens after we land in the water?”

			“We’re less than a hundred miles from the coast of England, Doctor, and almost directly in the middle of the east-west shipping lanes. I’m sure we’ll be picked up quickly.”

			A muffled explosion came from one of the engines. It sputtered for an instant, then died.

			Mitri grimaced. “I’ll give you a warning before we hit the water. When I do, brace yourselves as well as you can.” He took another look out the window, then returned to the cockpit.

			Hamilton dug the life jacket from the compartment under the chair. “Maybe we should have brought your housekeeper along, William,” he said sarcastically. “She could put a counter-curse on whoever is doing this. Or maybe she could produce a magic carpet.”

			Sebastian nodded, as if taking the suggestion seriously. “Don’t you find it interesting, Ham, that both engines have failed and that the auxiliary power has also gone dead?. The chances against that happening are about a million to one.”

			“Well, we may be meeting the devil very shortly, William. You can ask him how he did it.”

			Sebastian chuckled and made no move to get his life jacket. “I believe I’ll have a brandy, if you don’t mind, Ham.”

			“You can drink everything in, that liquor cabinet, for all I care. Except, I think it is quite ungracious of you not to lift the curse and let me have one more drink before it’s over.”

			The engines sputtered and died, then sputtered again, giving them a spurt of power. The plane seemed to level out as Mitri took advantage of it.

			“Crime…” Sebastian said absently from the bar. “We’ve given most of our lives to studying it, Ham. But hasn’t it occurred to you how much of it is caused by what appears to be deviant, abnormal minds? So many things are inexplicable in what we call rational terms.”

			Hamilton glanced out the window, then stared at him. By his casual manner, Sebastian might have been at a cocktail party or having a brandy at a cozy fireside.

			“Remember how we puzzled over the Manson killings,” Sebastian went on, “and Speck’s killing those eight nurses? And the Boston Strangler, and the Tokyo Bluebeard? Crime after crime, with no apparent logic behind them. After you left, I began to ask myself about those people. Could there be some factor… some unseen force that we hadn’t considered?”

			The plane shuddered and the engines seemed to pick up a little power. “William, if you’re trying to tell me there are devils and demons at work-”

			“Humans have believed in such things for tens of centuries, Ham. Some very wise men – saints, philosophers. Half the world still believes in such things.”

			“You’re talking about primitive fears and superstitions that science has proven totally false.”

			“But aren’t some scientists having second thoughts about things they thought they’d discredited? Medical legends, for example? Or herbs they have now found have medicinal value?”

			“I suppose that’s true,” Hamilton agreed.

			“The point is, Ham, when man was in a primitive state, he had an intuitive knowledge of these things. He also may have had an intuitive knowledge of supernatural forces that influenced his life. Hasn’t it ever struck you as strange that humans everywhere have held almost identical beliefs about spirits and witchcraft and demons? Australian bushmen, Eskimos, African tribes, South Sea islanders, people with absolutely no contact with one another. They even use practically the same words and descriptions. In the language of science, wouldn’t it seem like there is a logical probability that there is some truth in what we have thought to be myths? Isn’t it probable that all these people have been describing things they have actually seen – other worlds which may overlap ours?”

			“And why haven’t we seen them?”

			“For the same reason we no longer have the sense of smell, or the keen hearing, or the intuitive knowledge of danger that animals have. Did you know that up until the age of six months a human baby will refuse to eat poisonous food if it is offered to him? That is an example of the intuitive knowledge we once had. But that knowledge has all been lost in the distractions of our modern society. We have become purely analytic thinkers. If we can’t see it or put it in a test tube, we don’t believe it exists. In that respect, Ham, primitive peoples were far ahead of us in their understanding of the universe. What we call luck, or accident, they attribute to the intervention of gods or demons.”

			“I see.” Hamilton snorted. “And which of those demons is chasing us around the clouds tonight?”

			Sebastian smiled. “Take your choice. Mammon, Beelzebub, Leviathan, Astaroth, Asmodeus… I’m sure we’ll find out which one it is soon enough.”

			The jolt that hit the plane just as Sebastian finished was the worst yet. It was as if a giant hand had slapped them from above, sending the jet plummeting downward with tremendous force. Then, as if they were attached to the string of a great yo-yo, they were suddenly soaring buoyantly upward. Hamilton held onto his seat with both hands, his stomach now pressing into his throat. “What the devil!”

			Sebastian looked at him. “Exactly,” he said, and smiled. He was holding an overhead safety grip, the brandy snifter still clutched in his free hand.

			The engines sputtered again, suddenly sounding stronger as the plane steadied itself. Then, miraculously, the coughing stopped. A deep-throated roar vibrated through the cabin and the plane surged ahead as the engine sounds grew higher in pitch. A minute later the soft whine was normal again. There were no bumps or rattles and they were sailing smoothly along, rapidly picking up altitude.

			Sebastian had a rueful smile on his face. “Sorry you had to go through all this, Ham. All of it was directed at me, of course.”

			The intercom crackled and Mitri’s relieved voice came through. “We’re back to full power, gentlemen. No more problems. We’ll be approaching the runway in London very soon.”

			The speaker clicked off and Hamilton eyed Sebastian. “Are you saying that your demon, or devil, or whatever it is, has failed to frighten you, so it is giving up?”

			Sebastian considered the question. “I am certain it has not given up. I think perhaps it was reminding me of how sweet a full life could be if I were offered it. If I were offered it.”

			Hamilton took a breath and let it out with a long sigh. He gazed at the row of bottles behind the bar for a minute and then looked out the window. He couldn’t imagine a more appropriate time to have a double Scotch.

		

	
		
			III

			“You are a doctor, sir?” the customs official asked. He opened Hamilton’s bag wide and rummaged suspiciously through the medicines and instruments.

			Hamilton handed over his passport. “That is correct.”

			“Ahh, I see. Very well, sir.” The man saluted and turned his attention to Sebastian’s opened bag. He picked up several of the musty books and frowned at the titles. “And what might your occupation be, Mr. Sebastian?”

			“Criminologist,” Sebastian answered.

			“I see,” the man said doubtfully. “And you wouldn’t be intending to sell any of these books while you’re in England, would you?”

			“Not at all.”

			The man looked them both over as if weighing just how much of a threat they were to England’s security. “Very well,” he finally said, and gave Mitri a respectful salute, “Nice to see you again, Mr. Cyon. No need to open the bags, sir.”

			Once they were outside the terminal building, Mitri smiled. “Well, we made it. But I’m beginning to get the shakes thinking about those last few hours.”

			“A very smooth flight,” Hamilton said. “At least, most of the way.”

			As if on cue, an immense Rolls-Royce limousine eased from the traffic and came to a whispering stop at the curb.

			“If you don’t mind riding to Cyon House by yourselves,” Mitri said, “I’d like to take a few minutes and check over the plane.”

			“Quite all right,” Sebastian told him.

			Hamilton scarcely noticed the chauffeur. In the shadowy light he saw the uniformed figure circle the back of the car and move quickly to open the door for them. Then he gaped, not quite believing his eyes. It was not the gray-haired and dignified gentleman one might expect to find driving an Englishman’s limousine. It was a strikingly seductive red-haired young lady.

			“Good evening, Mr. Cyon,” she said in a sultry voice.

			Mitri showed no unusual reaction. “Gentlemen, this is Sydna, my brother’s chauffeur. Sydna, if you’ll be good enough to take Dr. Hamilton and Mr. Sebastian to Cyon House, I’ll be coming along later.”

			“Certainly, sir.” The girl opened the door and smiled as if inviting them into her boudoir.

			“Excuse me, then…?” Mitri said, and moved off.

			There was nothing wrong, Hamilton supposed, in a man having a female chauffeur. But there was something very disconcerting about being ushered into a car by a woman. Even worse, once they were inside, she lifted a robe and placed it on his lap, her hand lingering for an instant. “If you become chilly, sir…” she said, and closed the door.

			“What in the world – have you ever seen such a thing, William?”

			Sebastian was smiling. “I think it’s rather pleasant, Ham.”

			Hamilton watched as she slid behind the wheel. She gave him a provocative smile in the rear-view mirror, and then they were gliding smoothly into traffic.

			“She’s remarkably… sensual,” Hamilton said.

			“Don’t worry, Ham. I doubt very much if she’s another succubus.”

			Hamilton gave him a sharp glance, as if denying any such thought had entered his mind. “It is strange, though, don’t you think, William?”

			Sebastian shrugged. “In Russia, women are sea captains and drive trucks.”

			“Yes, but in England? I mean…”

			Sebastian seemed to have lost interest in the subject. He was peering out the side window as if trying to catch a glimpse of the passing street signs. He finally reached forward and tapped the separating glass.

			“Yes, sir?” the girl answered through the speaker.

			“There’s a place I’d like to stop first, if you don’t mind, Sydna. Merlin’s Mews, number three.”

			“Very well, sir.”

			Sebastian eased back and frowned, peering once again through the window. ”Interesting,” he said.

			“What?”

			“We’re already headed for Merlin’s Mews. Cyon House is in the opposite direction.”

			“You mean she already knows where you wanted to go?”

			“Possibly.”

			Hamilton frowned and looked at the girl. She certainly didn’t look like a witch. “What’s at Merlin’s Mews, number three?”

			“Dr. Qualus’ house.”

			“That’s the man you spoke of earlier, isn’t it? And didn’t Miss Cyon – or rather the young lady pretending to be Miss Cyon – didn’t she mention Qualus?”

			“Yes. Dr. Qualus might very well clear up this whole thing for us before we even get to Cyon House. He’s the world’s leading authority on ancient pre-Druid cultures. Apparently Qualus has been suspicious of things at Cyon House for quite some time.”

			“You mean he believes in ghosts and witchcraft?”

			Sebastian smiled. “If it will give you any comfort, Ham, he has degrees in half a dozen fields, from physics and chemistry to history and religion. He also lectures at Cambridge and the Sorbonne, and he’s been a serious contender for the Nobel Prize three different times.”

			“Good,” Hamilton said. “Not a crackpot, then.”

			“No. However, Qualus is also a warlock. Quite adept at sorcery.”

			Hamilton gave him a cold glance, but the faint smile on Sebastian’s lips told him nothing.

			They seemed to be passing through the older part of the city. The streets had suddenly narrowed into little more than cobblestoned alleys, and there were no longer any streetlights. Shadowy figures moved from their path and disappeared into sinister doorways as they crept along. When they finally stopped, the place seemed eerily silent. A light fog obscured anything more than fifty feet away.

			“Wait for us here, please,” Sebastian told the girl.

			“Do you know where you’re going?” Hamilton asked as they moved from the car.

			“It’s not far.”

			It seemed odd there were no people around. Hamilton suddenly had a feeling of claustrophobia as Sebastian turned into an alley scarcely ten feet wide. He almost stumbled into a toppled street lamp, and then he froze as Sebastian grabbed his arm.

			“Don’t move!” Sebastian whispered.

			“What is it?”

			“Listen!”

			From miles away there was the faint hum of city traffic, but there was only silence in the surrounding darkness. Then he heard it, the faint scraping of footsteps on the cobblestones somewhere ahead of them. It was no more than a whisper, and then it stopped.

			The next sound sent a tingling through Hamilton’s scalp. It was a low, guttural sound, like some huge animal issuing a warning growl.

			Sebastian was still gripping his arm, his eyes fixed on the fog-shrouded darkness ahead. And then Hamilton saw the movement – a heavy upright figure at least seven feet tall. It was fifty feet ahead of them, suddenly detaching itself from a shadowed doorway and dissolving in the fog.

			“Good Lord, what is it?”

			Sebastian shook his head. He held Hamilton’s arm a moment longer and then moved cautiously forward. “Stay close to me, Ham. I’m sure I’m wanted alive at Cyon House.”

			Hamilton snorted softly. “That’s comforting. You’re wanted alive.”

			Sebastian edged to the side of the alley, motioning Hamilton to follow. When they reached the doorway where they first spotted the figure, Sebastian stopped again, peering ahead.

			There was a peculiar smell in the alcove – a moldy odor like that of rotting, water-logged wood – along with the scent of sulfur.

			“Ham!” Sebastian whispered. Hamilton followed his gaze and glimpsed the thing again. It was off to the side in a narrow gap between the buildings. As they watched, it shuffled around a corner and out of sight. Then the growl sounded again, angrier this time.

			“William, this is madness. Let’s come back tomorrow.”

			Sebastian paid no attention to him. He was scanning the alley ahead, suddenly alert.

			“Ham, look! Flames!”

			They were hardly visible through the fog. There was a flare of orange, and then it was gone.

			“That’s Qualus’ house, I’m sure of it,” Sebastian exclaimed. Then he was loping up the alley.

			It was a two-storey structure, an old house that looked like it might have been an inn two or three hundred years before. When they reached the door, the flames were clearly visible at an upstairs window.

			“The door, Ham! Help me!”

			It was locked. Sebastian threw his shoulder against it, but nothing happened. Hamilton joined him, both of them heaving several times with all their weight before they heard the sudden splintering of wood.

			The entryway was thick with smoke. Ahead of them a pair of double doors stood open, and crackling flames could be seen at the far side of the next room.

			“Dr. Qualus!” Sebastian called out.

			He waited only a half-second and then put a handkerchief across his face and crouched low, moving quickly into the room. Hamilton found his own handkerchief and followed. Sebastian was now in the center of the room, glancing quickly around.

			“Dr. Qualus!” he shouted again.

			The heat was intense, the worst of the flames coming from the draperies on the far wall. The rest of the room was smoldering and looked as if a tornado had struck it. Books had been swept haphazardly from the shelves, drawers and cupboards had been opened, their contents strewn across the floor, and even the fabric had been torn from furniture – all as if someone had been searching desperately for something.

			Sebastian turned suddenly and then rushed forward, dropping to his knees. A man was sprawled face down on the floor, his arm crumpled beneath him. “Ham!” Sebastian called out as he turned the body over.

			Hamilton moved quickly and knelt beside the form. He lifted the eyelids and slid a hand inside the man’s shirt, but there was no doubt about his being dead. Hamilton shook his head and gave Sebastian a questioning look.

			“It’s Qualus,” Sebastian answered through the handkerchief.

			Hamilton frowned as he looked at the body again. There were deep scrapes like claw marks down the side of the man’s head. Farther down, there were more such marks, and then Hamilton winced as he stared at the mass of blood around the midsection. The man’s stomach had been torn completely open.

			“William, this man has been clawed to death!”

			Sebastian nodded and stared at the floor around Qualus. Some sort of brightly-colored geometric figure had been painted on the boards – what looked like a five-pointed star – along with a number of odd-looking symbols.

			“What is it?” Hamilton asked.

			“A pentacle,” Sebastian answered.

			Hamilton pressed the handkerchief back to his face and started to rise. Then he froze and looked sharply at the entryway. A crashing sound came from the direction of the front door; as if a vase or ceramic pot had been knocked over. Then an angry snarl echoed through the house.

			Sebastian moved quickly to the double doors and swung them shut, slamming the bolt in place. When he came back, he crouched low, coughing now from the smoke.

			“We can’t stay here, William!” Hamilton shouted.

			Sebastian nodded. Then the whole house seemed to shake, as something slammed against the bolted doors. The growl sounded again, this time rising to an enraged scream. Another blow hit the doors, wrenching one of the hinges loose. Hamilton stared, then glanced desperately around the room as the beast pounded on the door. The only window was a tiny opening high on the back wall.

			“Into the pentacle!” Sebastian shouted. “Fast!”

			Hamilton stumbled over Qualus’ body as Sebastian yanked at his arm. At the same moment, the two doors crashed to the floor and the shadowy figure stood beneath the arch shrieking in fury.

			Hamilton was only dimly aware of the sirens wailing outside the house. Sebastian had a tight grip on his arm, and his heart was pushing its way desperately into his throat as he regained his feet and stared at the shadowy figure only fifteen feet away. The beast’s snarling seemed to vibrate everything in the room. Then it was moving, its scraping steps coming at a slow, deliberate pace.

			From somewhere behind them there was a shattering of glass, and suddenly the monster stopped, its head lifted. For a minute it stood silently in the smoke, its arms spread as if ready to pounce. Then, as quickly, it turned and lumbered off.

			“You in there!” a voice called out angrily. “Get out that door!”

			Hamilton looked, hardly believing his ears. Behind them at the window a fireman had his head thrust into the room, at the same time pulling a brass hose nozzle into the opening, Hamilton moved for the door, then looked back. “William! Come on! Hurry!”

			Sebastian was bent over Qualus’ body, pulling something from underneath. It looked like a book of some sort. Sebastian glanced inside the pages, then quickly slipped it into his coat pocket and headed for the door. “Qualus’ journal,” he said. He grasped Hamilton’s arm, and they both moved through the entryway.

			In the street, several firemen hurried past, dragging hoses toward a hydrant. Sebastian scanned the alley for a minute. Then they both stepped out and moved along quickly, keeping close to the shadowed walls.

			“My God, William, what was that thing?”

			“I don’t know.”

			They rounded a corner and then stopped short, Hamilton’s heart once again leaping to his throat. The figure blocking their way was immense, its legs spread as if ready for battle. Then a harsh voice broke the tension. “What are you two doing here?”

			 In all his life Hamilton had never been so glad to hear the sound of a human voice. It was a police constable, a giant of a man, with his domed hat towering a foot and a half above them.

			As quickly as he spoke, a second figure materialized from the foggy shadows. “It’s all right, constable, I know these men.”

			The voice was familiar, but it was not until the man came forward that Hamilton recognized him. Then there was no mistaking the bushy eyebrows and sandy hair of the hard-eyed Scot.

			“Inspector Cabell,” Sebastian said, “what a pleasant surprise.”

			The inspector didn’t appear to share the feeling. He gazed silently at them for a minute and then scowled. “I thought you two had broken up.”. 

			Hamilton and Sebastian had worked with Cabell on several previous occasions – an arrangement that did not always please the inspector. He was a slight man in stature, but his doggedness and ferocity as a detective more than made up for it.

			Hamilton smiled. “We’re thick as ever, Inspector. And what brought you here so fast?”

			Cabell grunted. “You’re the same twosome, all right. You jump the crime before me, then you have the gall to question why I’m here.” He glanced up at the buildings. “A neighbor heard screams and saw the place afire. And what, may I ask, might you be doing here?”

			Sebastian shrugged. “Just coincidence, Inspector. We flew in an hour ago, and I happened to have an appointment with Dr. Qualus.”

			 Cabell regarded him narrowly, then looked off as the constable came out of Qualus’ house.

			“It’s all right to come in now, sir,” the man said. “They’ll have it doused in a moment.”

			“Very well,” Cabell muttered. “And you two had better come along. I’ll need a statement.”

			The whole place was a soggy mess, and bits of the rubble were still smoldering. But the electric lights were on and the room looked far less sinister. A fireman’s black coat was covering Qualus’ body.

			Cabell glanced around with a look of distaste, then frowned at the painted figures on the floor.

			“It’s a pentacle, Inspector,” Sebastian said. “From the position of the body, it appears that Qualus tried to get into it.”

			Cabell’s eyes lifted. “And why would he want to get into a pentacle?”

			“For protection,” Sebastian answered.

			Cabell stared at him for a minute. “And what is your interest in Qualus, Mr. Sebastian? Certainly it is not this occult nonsense.”

			Sebastian gave him an innocent smile. “Are you suggesting we might have an interest in nonsense, Inspector?”

			Cabell looked at both of them, then sighed. “Well, we’ve had our differences, but I can’t argue against your reputations as qualified criminologists.”

			“Qualified?” Sebastian said. “Is that how you’d describe Einstein’s reputation as a mathematician? Come now, Inspector!”

			Cabell turned away and knelt close to Qualus’ body, pulling the coat back. He gazed at the claw marks on the side of the head and then looked thoughtfully at the torn midsection. Without commenting, he covered the body again and glanced around the room. “Was the fire going when you two arrived?”

			“Yes,” Sebastian answered.

			Cabell nodded. He told two waiting ambulance drivers to go ahead and remove the body, then glanced at Sebastian and Hamilton. “Can I give you gentlemen a lift somewhere?”

			To Hamilton’s surprise, Sebastian agreed. “That would be very kind of you, Inspector. We’re headed for Cyon House.”

			The inspector’s eyebrows lifted a fraction, but he said nothing. When the ambulance drivers had the body wrapped in a sheet, the three men followed them out.

			“I presume,” the inspector said casually, “that you gentlemen are here working on a case.”

			“If we should find something of interest,” Sebastian answered.

			“And who, may I ask, might be your employer?”

			Sebastian smiled. “That remains to be seen, Inspector.”

			Cabell snorted and they all moved to the side, watching as the body was placed in the ambulance. Hamilton couldn’t help noticing Sydna’s expression when she saw the dead body. She displayed total indifference – she looked bored. Sebastian was also watching, and she suddenly gave them both a warmly seductive smile.

			“You can go ahead with our luggage, Sydna,” Sebastian said when the ambulance doors were closed. “Inspector Cabell has offered to drive us.”

			She looked disappointed. “Whatever you say, sir.”

			In the police car the inspector was silent while the constable drove through the shadowy darkness of Merlin’s Mews. “And what is your learned opinion about Dr. Qualus’ death?” he asked as they reached the busier streets.

			“It’s hard to say,” Sebastian answered.

			“Impossible that the killer’s an animal,” Cabell said. “None missing from zoos or circuses. Nothing like that. You’re sure you saw nothing when you were at the house?”

			“We saw… neither man nor animal, Inspector. Have there been similar killings?”

			Cabell sighed. “Off the record, yes. But hardly any reliable witnesses. Some odd forms people think they saw in the shadows.”

			“Large nightmarish forms?”

			Cabell gave Sebastian a sharp look. “Whoever told you that is in trouble. Our commander’s ordered a lid on those files.”

			Sebastian ignored the hard tone. “Has any theory been formed about the killer?”

			“Obviously a madman.” Cabell grunted. “Makes himself up to frighten his victims before he kills them.”

			“Did any of the victims have any connection with Sir Geoffrey Cyon? Business rivals, for example?”

			Cabell gave him another suspicious look. “I don’t suppose you’ll say how you know that?” When no response came from Sebastian, he went on: “My answer’s off the record, of course. But the fact is, there have been such connections.”

			“The victims were all wealthy and influential?”

			Cabell nodded. “But it’s hardly surprising that Sir Geoffrey would know such people.”

			“Were any of them involved in the international banking conference here in London?”

			“Yes. But that’s more reason Sir Geoffrey would know them. He’s chairing the conference. However, this last killing doesn’t fit that pattern at all. Qualus was far from wealthy. As for being influential – quite the opposite. Most of London now considers him an old fraud.” The inspector glanced at Hamilton. “He claimed he could work spells and such, if you can believe that.”

			“Ridiculous!” Hamilton said without thinking. The comment brought a chilly glance from Sebastian.

			“I must put an official question to you, Sebastian,” Cabell said. “Do you have reason to believe Sir Geoffrey Cyon is behind any of these deaths?”

			Sebastian considered the question. “No,” he finally said, “I have no reason to believe Sir Geoffrey is behind any of these deaths.”

			Hamilton gave him a surprised look, but Sebastian was gazing evenly at Cabell.

			“You seem relieved, Inspector. As I understand it, Sir Geoffrey is close to several members of the Cabinet.”

			“He is,” Cabell answered. “But this is England. No one is above the law.”

			When they were still a quarter of a mile from Cyon House, the driver came to a stop in front of a huge iron gate with a scrolled C in the center. There appeared to be no gatehouse or gate man. The constable stepped out to find a bell, but then hesitated as a clank sounded and the two gates swung quietly open.

			Once past the gate, it was like driving through an endless park, with the lighted house dominating the entire area from a distant knoll. The place was immense – a solid three-storey structure at least a hundred yards wide, with all the elegant formality of the palace of Versailles. 

			“What is it,” Hamilton asked, peering from the car window, “a castle of some kind?”

			“Kentworth Abbey, wasn’t it?” Sebastian asked the inspector.

			“That’s correct,” Cabell said. “He’s spent millions on it. I’m told it’s no longer very abbeyish inside.”

			Several limousines were parked in front, one of the chauffeurs wearing the military uniform of some Middle East country. The constable drove them past and stopped by the steps.

			“If you don’t mind, Inspector,” Sebastian said, “we’ll go in alone.”

			The inspector nodded, making no move to get out. “I have no need to talk to Sir Geoffrey just yet. However, gentlemen, I am sure you will contact me if you should happen to uncover any pertinent information.”

			“Of course, Inspector,” Sebastian said. “We’ll be in touch.”

			As the car drove off, Sebastian glanced at the limousines and then looked over the building.

			“William,” Hamilton asked, “are we now telling lies - to our police friends?”

			“Of course not. I told the inspector we saw neither a man nor a beast at the Qualus place. Also, I do not believe the man, Sir Geoffrey Cyon, is behind the killings. There have been no lies, Ham.”

			Hamilton was no longer listening to him. Sebastian had paled suddenly. Then he straightened, grasping at his chest as he tried to take a deep breath.

			“What’s the matter?”

			“It’s nothing, it’ll pass.”

			Hamilton grabbed his arm and helped him up the steps. “We’ll get you right to bed.”

			Sebastian paused for a minute, his breathing rapid. “It’s like… like something being twisted in my heart.”

			“Sit down, for God’s sake!” Hamilton commanded.

			Sebastian didn’t move. He was curled forward now, his eyes closed, his hand clutching his ribs, as if trying to squeeze away the pain. Then his head lifted and he breathed deeply. “It’s all right now.” He glanced ruefully at the house. “Probably just a welcome of some kind.” The color was returning to his face and he was finally breathing easily.

			Hamilton kept his grip on the arm as they moved up the steps to the door. He reached for the bell knob and then hesitated, giving it a closer look. The knob was brightly polished brass, in the shape of an unclothed and rather obscenely positioned young lady. He glanced at Sebastian, and the door suddenly swung open.

			There was no one to greet them. As they moved inside, the door gently closed and they found themselves in a huge high-ceilinged room. In the middle a great pool of water surrounded an alabaster centerpiece carved in the form of a bearded satyr. In his arms was the nude figure of a struggling woman – the expression on her face suggesting she was not that earnest about getting away. Cascading over the entire piece were plumes of arching water and varied hues of lights.

			The rest of the room was no less dramatic or sensual. There were startling contrasts of black marble and white draperies, along with a number of suggestive paintings and sculptures. These were mixed with an equal number of masterpieces, both old and contemporary.

			“A bit garish, don’t you think?” Hamilton remarked.

			Sebastian smiled. “But certainly expensive.”

			“Welcome to Cyon House, gentlemen.”

			The voice startled Hamilton. He turned quickly, almost colliding with the young lady who seemed to have materialized behind them.

			Presumably she was the butler. She was wearing the appropriate tie and tails, but the uniform was carefully tailored to emphasize her voluptuous figure. For a moment her eyes had the same inviting look Hamilton had seen on the chauffeur. Then she smiled at Sebastian.

			“The maid will take your coats, gentlemen.”

			The maid appeared from a side door, a blond  this time, and wearing a skirt that scarcely covered her buttocks. She had a round baby-doll face and a look of sweet innocence as she smiled and took their coats.

			Apparently Sebastian was amused by the whole thing. “We would like to speak to Miss Cyon, please,” he told the butler.

			The girl nodded and moved away. “I will tell Sir Geoffrey you are here, gentlemen.”

			“Anitra Cyon, if you please,” Hamilton said firmly. “We’re her guests.”

			The girl paused only for an instant. “Sir Geoffrey is master here, sir,” she said, and continued out the door.

			“Good Lord, William, what is all this?” Hamilton exclaimed when the girls were gone.

			Sebastian smiled and moved off to admire what appeared to be a Goya painting. “Haven’t you ever visited a Playboy Club, Ham?”

			“No, I haven’t. And I never expected to find one in an old English abbey.”

			“Why not? I presume Sir Geoffrey has the same natural inclinations as other men. The only difference is, he can afford to form his own private club.”

			“But it’s so… so undignified. I mean, after all, a man who is a knight, or baronet… you would think he would have some sense of decorum.”

			Sebastian moved on to a glass-enclosed display case, where something seemed to catch his eye. “Ham!” he said, looking closer. “It’s here!” He suddenly stepped back and pulled his jacket off, wrapping it around his doubled fist.

			“William, what in the world are you…?”

			Without hesitating, Sebastian drove his fist into the case, sending shards of glass flying across the room. He thrust his jacket aside and lifted a small box from the case – what appeared to be a miniature casket with primitive carving on the ivory sides.

			“For God’s sake, William, have you gone mad?”

			Sebastian ignored him. His hands trembling, he carefully opened the lid of the box and stared. Then he seemed to sag.

			“I’m an idiot, Ham! Of course it wouldn’t be left in my reach.”

			“What are you talking about? What was supposed to be in there?” 

			“Me,” Sebastian answered. He tilted the box to show Hamilton. The inside was lined with silk, the bottom softly cushioned. The indentations on the cushions clearly indicated that something was once resting there.

			“What do you mean, you?”

			“A doll made in my image,” Sebastian said. “The doll I told you about.” He banged the lid shut and returned the object to the case.

			“But…”

			They both turned as the butler came silently into the room. Her gaze went to the shattered cabinet, but she seemed to show no interest. 

			“Forgive me,” Sebastian said. He retrieved his jacket and pulled it on. “I acted clumsily.” 

			The girl nodded to a door across the room. “Sir Geoffrey will see you in a moment, gentlemen.”

			Some kind of business conference appeared to be ending. The blond baby-doll maid came out of the room and opened the doors wide. Another maid appeared, an auburn-haired young girl dressed in the same manner as the blond, and the two of them smiled coyly as a Japanese businessman and a Middle Eastern general came slowly through the door, talking to Sir Geoffrey.

			Sir Geoffrey was an imposing, powerfully-built man. There was something animal-like in his movements, a self-assured grace, along with a look of controlled ferocity that suggested it would be a grave mistake to cross him. He smiled politely as he escorted the two men to the door and the girls brought their coats. Then, with the two maids almost fondling them, Sir Geoffrey gave each man a quick handshake and turned away.

			He seemed preoccupied as he moved back into the room. Then he stopped and gave Hamilton and Sebastian a cold, assessing look. From his expression they might have been two inept burglars.

			The butler nodded toward the shattered cabinet. “An accident, sir,” she said.

			Sir Geoffrey abruptly motioned her away, his eyes still on Hamilton and Sebastian.

			Sebastian finally broke the silence. “I am William Sebastian, Sir Geoffrey. This is Dr. Amos Hamilton.”

			The man nodded as if slightly annoyed by their presence. “I prefer to be addressed by my family name, Cyon.”

			“Then, Cyon, may we see your sister?”

			“Yes. Annie invited you, but I shall pay for your services. No fee has been discussed yet.”

			Hamilton decided he did not like Sir Geoffrey Cyon. No doubt the man was talented and had a knack for accumulating millions. But he was also rude and rather filled to the brim with his own importance.

			“With regard to the fee,” Hamilton began, “I think—”

			Sebastian interrupted, his voice matter-of-fact. “I’d like your Goya, Cyon, the Lady Bathing. I think that would be reasonable.”

			For an instant Cyon appeared to be taken aback. Then his eyes narrowed. “We enjoy a sense of humor here. However, that painting cost me over two hundred thousand pounds.”

			Sebastian nodded. “Two hundred thousand, two hundred and seventy, to be exact.”

			Apparently the figure was correct. Again Cyon looked surprised.

			“Don’t be ridiculous,” Hamilton said quickly; “We’ll take a hundred and fifty thousand cash.” He nodded at the cabinet. “Less the cost of repairing the damage, of course.”

			Cyon’s gaze was still on Sebastian. “If you convince my sister – prove her fears are justified – the painting is yours, Mr. Sebastian. Fail, and you receive nothing. Agreed?”

			“Convince and prove exactly what?” Hamilton asked.

			“I am sure Mr. Sebastian knows what I am talking about.”

			“Well, I’m afraid I don’t,” Hamilton said, “and I would like to have the terms stated precisely.”

			Cyon smiled and glanced at Hamilton for the first time.

			“Ham,” Sebastian said, “if you’ll—”

			“The two of us,” Hamilton said, “just like the old days? Your words, William.”

			Sebastian gave him a hard look, but Hamilton didn’t flinch. He finally nodded. “Dr. Hamilton’s business judgment is superior to mine, I’m afraid – something it has taken me a number of years to learn.”

			“The cash, then,” Hamilton said to Cyon. “And since your sister began the negotiations with Mr. Sebastian, I think she should be a party to any terms.”

			Cyon smiled, but there was little warmth in it. “You are fortunate, Doctor, that my sister is not right about me.” He gestured toward a pair of closed doors. “You’ll meet Annie now. I’ve had supper held for your arrival.”

		

	
		
			IV

			The butler escorted them to a washroom that looked more like a Hollywood re-creation of a Roman bath. The floors and walls were pink marble, solid gold cupids with oversized breasts served as water spigots, and the ceiling was painted with an erotic version of the one in the Sistine Chapel.

			“I don’t like the way things are going at all,” Hamilton said when they were inside. “I feel like we’re in some kind of a brothel. And there’s something strange about this house. I feel it.”

			“Good,” Sebastian said. “That’s what we’re here to prove.”

			“Hah,” Hamilton snorted. “To prove it, all you have to do is look around. My God, it’s disgusting.”

			“But what’s behind it, Ham? That’s what we’ve got to find out.”

			“Behind it? It’s a simple case of corruption and degeneracy. The man is sick.”

			“Perhaps. And as a doctor I am sure you are interested in what has caused the sickness.”

			“I’m not a psychiatrist, William. And asking for that Goya as payment! Good Lord, man, won’t you ever learn?,”

			Sebastian smiled and glanced around the room as he held his hands under an electronic dryer. “I don’t think it is wise to discuss our business in here, Ham.”

			“You mean it might be bugged?”

			“Probably,” Sebastian said, and went out.

			Cyon was waiting in the dining room, standing behind his chair, apparently lost in thought when they came in, Then he looked up sharply as Mitri entered from the other door.

			 “Ahh, Mitri,” he said.

			Mitri looked tired, but he still had his cheerful smile. “A bit of engine trouble coming over, Geoff.” He shrugged. “We couldn’t find a thing wrong.”

			Cyon looked at Sebastian. “I hope it wasn’t too upsetting.” 

			“Not at all. A most illuminating experience.”

			“The butler tells me you had a slight accident after your arrival, Mr. Sebastian,” Mitri said. 

			“Yes. I’m afraid my hand broke the glass of your display case.”

			“It’s nothing serious, I’m sure.” Mitri smiled. “Please don’t worry about it.”

			Sebastian glanced at Cyon. “There’s an interesting coffin box in the cabinet. Inlaid ivory, apparently made by the Aleutian Eskimos.”

			Cyon frowned. “Coffin-box? I don’t recall such an object. Do you, Mitri?”

			“No, I don’t. We must have a look after dinner.”

			They all turned as the butler opened a door and Anitra Cyon made her appearance. As Mitri had said,. the woman was in her thirties and considerably plainer than the girl who had presented herself at Sebastian’s home. Instead of the voluptuous figure, hers was somewhat angular, and she had a prim, almost stern manner. Still, Hamilton saw enough similarities that he couldn’t help staring. It could have been the same woman, but made to look different by an expert costumer and makeup artist.

			“My sister, Anitra,” Cyon said, “William Sebastian and Dr. Amos Hamilton.”

			She moved to a chair, and Mitri seated her. “Welcome to Cyon House,” she said. She looked a trifle weary or perhaps uneasy as she glanced at them, then gazed at her plate.

			The men seated themselves and the maids began bringing food. Cyon gave Anitra a brief glance. “Their price is high, little sister. I hope you get your money’s worth.”

			The woman made no comment, but her jaw seemed to tighten, as if she was determined to go through with the project.

			“Do you happen to have a younger sister, Miss Cyon?” Hamilton asked. “Or a close relative in the United States?”

			She looked up, surprised. “Neither, Doctor.” Hamilton nodded, then caught his breath and drew back as one of the skimpily dressed servants leaned across to fill his wine glass. The ambrosial scent of her perfume and the soft breast almost touching his nose startled him.

			A faint smile crossed Cyon’s lips. “Having problems, Doctor?”

			“Uh, problems?” Hamilton stammered. “No, no, not at all.”

			“Well, Annie,” Cyon said, “shall we bring it all out in the open? The shrewd doctor wants his employment terms spelled out.”

			“As you wish,” she answered.

			Cyon looked at Sebastian. “As I understand it, Mr. Sebastian, you must prove that there is some kind of mysterious evil in this house and that I am under its influence. Either that, or you must convince Annie that my lifestyle is merely offending her puritanical sensibilities. Is that correct?”

			Sebastian nodded and glanced at Anitra. “I think that is a reasonable assessment.”

			She nodded agreement.

			“But suppose that no matter what William does,” Hamilton observed, “Anitra turns out to be unconvinceable?”

			She gave him a sharp look. “I am not neurotic, Doctor, if that is your meaning.”

			“Of course not,” Hamilton said quickly. “I am certainly not suggesting such a thing, Miss Cyon. But I also think there must be some criteria against which to judge William’s success or failure.”

			Mitri was grinning. “Careful, Doctor. Annie in her own way is just as tough as Geoff.”

			“I am satisfied to let Anitra render the final judgment,” Sebastian said. “If the client is not happy, I don’t think we have the right to ask for payment.”

			Hamilton gave him a hard look – which Sebastian deliberately ignored.

			“Very well, then, the matter is settled,” Cyon said. As if suddenly amused by the whole thing, he smiled and brazenly placed a hand on the buttocks of the girl pouring his wine. “What about it, my girl? Am I one of the devil’s boys?”

			The girl smiled, making no effort to retreat. “Oh, much worse, sir,” she said. 

			Anitra’s eyes were fixed rigidly on the table’s centerpiece, her face reddening.

			“I am a full-bodied man with healthy appetites,” Cyon announced defiantly. “I make no apologies for living openly what most men would do in secret.” The girl moved away and Cyon picked up his wine glass. “Shall we drink to Mr. Sebastian’s success?”

			Hamilton reached for his glass, then drew back his hand as unobtrusively as he could. There was a very good chance the wine would taste perfectly normal and he would have no trouble drinking it. On the other hand, he didn’t want to risk the embarrassment of spraying it all over the table.

			Sebastian picked up his glass and hesitated, returning it suddenly to the table. “One moment, please,” he said. He leaned forward, frowning at the glass, then brought his hand up and lightly touched the rim. He quickly drew back the hand. There was a drop of blood on his finger.

			“You’ve cut yourself,” Anitra said as the others stared.

			“Yes,” Sebastian said. He placed his napkin over an empty bowl and carefully poured the wine through it. When he finished, tiny shards of glass sparkled from the stained spot of the napkin.

			“Good Lord!” Hamilton exclaimed. “Slivers of glass! If you’d drunk that…”

			Anitra glared at the two maids. “Which of you prepared that drink?”

			“The bottle was securely corked, ma’am,” one of them answered.

			The other gave her a sad smile. “It’s the crystal, ma’am. It’s quite old.”

			Mitri looked embarrassed. “That’s true. They’ve warned us it’s become brittle with age.”

			Hamilton examined his own glass, then tentatively sniffed it. The odor was rancid this time, as foul and nauseating as the other drinks had been.

			“Is there something wrong with your drink too, Doctor?” Cyon asked.

			“Uh… no,” Hamilton said, and put the glass down. He glanced irritably at Sebastian. “I’m afraid I don’t drink much these days.”

			Sebastian reached across the table. “Then I’ll take yours, Ham.” He smiled and lifted the glass toward Cyon. “If you will all permit me to make a toast.”

			“Please do,” Mitri answered.

			Sebastian hesitated, turning the glass thoughtfully in his fingers. When he spoke, his voice was solemn, almost as if he were chanting a prayer. “Condenea et Attidues, et altra deum, sanctus deum exoristum infinitum.”

			Hamilton frowned at him, then glanced around. Mitri and Anitra looked puzzled, but the whole thing seemed to amuse Cyon. When Sebastian finished, Cyon brought his glass to his mouth as if he were going to finish the whole thing in one hearty gulp. Then he froze, a look of astonishment on his face.

			Hamilton also gaped. At the same instant the glass touched Cyon’s lips, the whole thing seemed to disintegrate into a thousand pieces. The wine it had contained dropped straight down and splattered on the empty plate and the surrounding tablecloth.

			An instant later Mitri’s glass suddenly burst, and Anitra’s did the same. They both came instantly to their feet, staring incredulously.

			“What in the world!” Mitri exclaimed. He quickly grabbed a napkin and daubed at the spilled wine on Anitra’s dress.

			“Can you explain this, Mr. Sebastian?” Anitra asked, as if it were ample evidence of the evil forces.

			Sebastian was still holding his wine glass, apparently unruffled by the whole thing. He brought the glass silently to his lips and drained it. 

			“I am sure there’s a perfectly logical explanation for it,” he said. He gazed at Cyon and then glanced at the door as the butler came in.

			“I’m sorry to disturb you, sir,” the girl said, “but we are having some trouble with the main gate. The sonic control seems to be jammed.”

			Sebastian smiled. “Right on cue. Your gate is controlled by high-frequency sound waves, is it not?”

			 The girl nodded. “Yes, sir.”

			“Which caused the old-and-brittle crystal to shatter.”

			Hamilton stared at him, not convinced. “It didn’t shatter yours.”

			“So it didn’t,” Sebastian said. He placed his empty glass on the table and smiled at Cyon. “May we get on with supper? All the excitement today has me starved.”

			Cyon nodded, a faint smile on his face. “Yes, get this cleaned up and bring new plates. I’m suddenly very hungry myself.”

			

			Cyon excused himself as quickly as the meal was finished. He had some business affairs he had to discuss with Mitri, he said, and the two of them left Hamilton and Sebastian alone with Anitra.

			“Are the terms of the agreement satisfactory to you, Miss Cyon?” Sebastian asked when the others were gone.

			She seemed relieved by her brothers’ departure. “It really doesn’t matter to me what the arrangements are, Mr. Sebastian, as long as you agree to investigate the situation. I think you have already witnessed an example of the strange occurrences here. Do you really think those glasses were broken by the gate-control device, Mr. Sebastian?”

			Sebastian evaded the question. “It’s possible,” he said, “and as long as it is within the range of possible natural phenomena, I think we must withhold judgment.”

			Anitra didn’t look pleased with the answer. She was about to comment when the sound of an angry voice came from some distant part of the house. There was no mistaking the voice; it was Cyon’s, and whoever he was talking to was saying little in return.

			Anitra’s face reddened slightly. “If you gentlemen would care to have coffee in the drawing room, I will join you shortly.” Without waiting for a response, she rose and moved quickly from the room.

			“I am inclined to think Sir Geoffrey is not happy with our presence here,” Hamilton observed,

			Sebastian smiled and rose. “I wouldn’t be too certain about that, Ham. I think Cyon is a man who enjoys doing battle.” 

			“Enjoys winning battles, you mean.”

			“True. But I don’t think he ever expects to lose, and I imagine he rarely does.”

			Cyon’s voice went abruptly silent as they left the table and returned to the large room with the fountain. Sebastian moved across to the shattered cabinet and gazed thoughtfully at the shelf.

			“It’s gone,” Hamilton said when he saw the empty space. There were other pieces – what looked like Han Dynasty bronzes and jade Buddhas, and several small Cellini figurines. But the miniature casket was no longer among them.

			Sebastian nodded. “And no doubt my figurine is now back inside it.”

			“You think Cyon took it?”

			“Possibly. Or the butler, or one of the maids.”

			“Are you sure it was the same box, William? Perhaps it was just similar.”

			“I’m not likely to forget that casket, Ham. And the carved figurine was a remarkable piece of work.”

			“Where did you see it?”

			“In the Aleutians, about three months ago.” Sebastian smiled as he thought about it. “A fat little man, a shaman – an Aleut witch doctor – had carved it. He’d also carved a little ivory harpoon. I didn’t know who he was, or how he knew what I looked like. I’d only been in the village an hour or two when I noticed him sitting off by himself. Then I saw the amulets and sacred feathers, and all the paraphernalia identifying him as a shaman, He seemed to be in a trance, staring at me from across the road, and when I strolled over, there was the casket and the figurine with the harpoon resting beside it.”

			“Huh,” Hamilton grunted. “Odd.”

			“Yes,” Sebastian agreed. “And somehow he knew about my delving and experimenting with supernatural forces, and I knew he had been appointed to warn me. The message was clear: I was to pay for my knowledge. Secrets had been revealed to me while I pretended to be a believer, and when it came time for me to prove my faith and devotion, I refused to do as I was told.”

			Hamilton stared at him, uncertain what to think. “I’m sure a great deal of that was in your imagination, William. You could have been drugged or hypnotized. The man might have seen you when you first arrived at the village, and quickly carved the figure. I’m sure they do it all the time to tourists.”

			Sebastian looked at him and smiled. “And do scars suddenly appear on the chests of tourists? And do their hearts suddenly tie up in knots?”

			“Well… perhaps he wanted money. If you’d offered him a good price for the thing…”

			Sebastian laughed. “I offered him anything he wanted. He said I already knew the price, and I would be wise to pay it as quickly as possible. Then he packed the thing away and hobbled off. That’s the last I ever saw of it until tonight.” He smiled and moved away from the cabinet. “Shall we join Anitra for coffee?”

			Anitra was waiting in the drawing room. The auburn-haired maid was pouring coffee, being quite casual about it. When Sebastian and Hamilton came through the door, the girl smiled as if greeting old friends.

			“That will be all, thank you,” Anitra said coldly.

			“Yes’m,” the girl answered, and made a point of brushing past Hamilton as she left.

			“I’m very relieved that you’re here,” Anitra said. “I really don’t think I could have carried on much longer.” She glanced at the door where the maid had disappeared.

			“I think I understand,” Sebastian said.

			“Then you believe my brother is possessed?”

			Sebastian sipped his coffee, considering the question. “That is what you suggested in your letters, Miss Cyon. But I’m afraid it may be much more complicated than that. And I’ll need more time to be certain.”

			She turned to Hamilton. “You had a question, Doctor… about a younger relative in America. Did you think you saw me there?”

			Hamilton hesitated. “Yes, ma’am, I did. At least, a version of you.”

			“Was I quite pretty? And desirable?”

			Hamilton looked at her with surprise. “You know about what happened there?”

			“No. But it is obvious that you saw someone quite different from myself.”

			“Yes,” Hamilton responded, “she was quite different. But I find the real Anitra considerably more attractive.”

			She blushed and quickly turned her attention to her coffee cup. “A charming compliment, Doctor. I’ve not had many lately.” She smiled faintly. “Geoff’s maids make other women hardly noticeable.”

			“You’re jealous of them?” Sebastian asked.

			Hamilton almost dropped his coffee cup. “William, for heaven’s sake!”

			“No, it’s a fair question,” Anitra said. “No, Mr. Sebastian, I did not write those letters out of jealousy. I would not want to hurt my brother simply because I disapproved of his lifestyle.” She frowned, as if trying to sort out her feelings. “I’m really not certain how much I do disapprove. As Geoff makes very clear, I am rather spinsterish. I wish I were not. I think I envy that version of me you saw in America. I know I envy some things about the young ladies employed here.”

			“I think they should envy you,” Hamilton said quickly. “There are few things lovelier than honesty.”

			She laughed and gave Hamilton a grateful smile. “It’s more likely to frighten men away, Doctor.” Then she turned to Sebastian, suddenly serious again. “I would like to be very honest about my brothers. I love them both dearly. Whatever is happening here, Mitri is being corrupted; Geoffrey may be already lost. I hope not. I beg you to save what you can of them… and destroy whatever’s doing this.”

			Sebastian nodded. “Do you understand that what you’re asking may be far beyond my abilities?”

			“Yes. But if you can stop it, and the only way you can do it is to destroy all of us at Cyon House…?”

			“I will do it,” Sebastian answered. He closed his mouth and took a deep breath, suddenly looking very fatigued.

			“That is exactly what I wanted to hear, Mr. Sebastian. Thank you.”

			Hamilton came quickly to his feet. “Will you excuse us now? I think William needs rest.”

			“Of course.”

			Mitri came smiling into the room as Sebastian rose.

			“Will you see them up, Mitri?” Anitra asked. “I’ll say good night.”

			Mitri gave his sister a light kiss and led them to the stairs. “A brandy before bed, gentlemen?”

			Hamilton shook his head, helping Sebastian up the steps. “It’s bed we need most.”

			“I’m sorry, it has been a long day,” Mitri agreed.

			“Easy,” Hamilton cautioned, and grasped Sebastian’s arm more firmly as they reached the top of the stairs. “Take a moment to rest.”

			Sebastian breathed deeply, as if struggling to get enough oxygen.

			“Is there anything I can do to help?” Mitri asked.

			“No, I think he’ll be all right in a moment. Then we’ll get him to bed.”

			A maid was coming toward them, her arms loaded with linens. Hamilton backed away to let her pass, his hips brushing against the balustrade. Then he gasped, attempting to shift his weight and retain his balance as the railing suddenly disappeared from behind him.

			For an instant he groped at what was left of the balustrade, and then there was nothing beneath his feet. He was suddenly dangling in the air, desperately clutching at the carpet, trying to hold himself from the thirty-foot drop.

			“My God!” Mitri shouted. He dropped quickly to his knees and grabbed an arm. Then Sebastian grabbed the other one. They held him for a moment, then slowly pulled as Hamilton worked a knee back over the level of the floor. He finally scrambled to his feet and moved a cautious distance from the railing.

			A six-foot section of banister had broken away, the splintered ends of the wood obviously rotten and crumbling from age. Below, the shattered pieces were scattered across the floor, with some floating in the fountain. “I hardly touched it,” Hamilton breathed. His hands were trembling and his knees felt wobbly.

			Mitri was staring incredulously at the railing. “I can’t believe it!” he said. “And I’m so sorry, Doctor.” He moved forward and touched the broken wood. It crumbled between his fingers. “Rotted away,” he said. He glanced at Sebastian and shook his head. “But it’s new! We changed this whole interior only three years ago!”

			“The entire structure?” Sebastian asked.

			“Yes! It started with new wine cellars for Geoff; then he just kept rebuilding.”

			Hamilton wasn’t that interested. He kept a good distance from the edge, his heart finally easing down a little. “William, I think we’ve had enough for one day.”

			“Yes,” Mitri said, “and I can’t tell you how sorry I am, Doctor.” He moved quickly to open a door. “This is your room, Mr. Sebastian. Yours is the adjoining room, Dr. Hamilton, and I hope you don’t mind a water bed.”

			“Quite all right,” Hamilton answered.

			Sebastian moved into his room, apparently feeling a little stronger. After they said good night to Mitri, Hamilton went to his room for his medical bag.

			He stopped short and stared for a minute after he switched on the light. The room had the gaudy appearance of a bordello rather than a place for sleeping. The water bed was on a dais and covered with purple silk, matching the heavy draperies along the far wall. The other walls were thick with gilt moldings, and a dozen heavy paintings of voluptuous women in questionable poses surrounded the room. Hamilton sighed and moved across the thick carpeting, wondering what Cyon had in mind when he had the room decorated in this fashion. He got the medical bag and returned through the connecting door.

			Sebastian’s room was considerably more respectable – mahogany panels with a stone fireplace. Sebastian was seated at a desk, apparently examining a book.

			“On the bed, my friend,” Hamilton ordered.

			“I’m all right now, Ham.”

			“That’s for me to decide. Come on.”

			Sebastian reluctantly came to the bed and stretched out. He propped the book on his chest. “What did you make of Anitra?” he asked.

			Hamilton shrugged as he wrapped the arm to check Sebastian’s blood pressure. “She seems normal enough. In fact, interesting.”

			“In what way?”

			“She has almost everything her…” Hamilton smiled. “…her other version had.”

			“Careful,” Sebastian said. “You’re close to admitting you saw a succubus.”

			“As you said at dinner, William, there’s a rational explanation for everything – high-frequency sound shattering brittle crystal.”

			“And a toast that was an old curse against demons. One of them couldn’t drink it.”

			“You mean it wasn’t the gate-control device that broke the glasses?”

			“Highly improbable, Ham.”

			Hamilton tested the blood pressure again and frowned at the reading. He dug out a medicine bottle and drew some liquid into a hypodermic needle. “If one of them couldn’t drink the toast, how come all of the glasses shattered?”

			“Because it could hardly give itself away by refusing the drink or shattering just its own glass.”

			“It?”

			“Yes. And whatever it is, it could be any one of the three of them.”

			Hamilton injected the tranquilizer and then listened to the heartbeat. Considering the picture he had seen of Sebastian’s heart, he was half-surprised to hear any beat at all. He gazed at Sebastian’s face, then frowned at the book he was reading. It was the journal Sebastian had picked up at Qualus’ house. The lettering in it looked like some kind of Egyptian hieroglyphics. “What in the world is that?”

			“Old Coptic script,” Sebastian said. “Qualus knew someone might be after this information.”

			Sebastian frowned and turned a page. Then he turned to the front of the book. “Qualus’ first entry is dated a little over three years ago. Listen to this: ‘Have just returned from Druid’s Firepit where the Cyon House excavations have brought up artifacts which disturb me greatly. I’ve attempted to warn them about the great circle ruins there, but they refuse to listen.’”

			“Druid’s Firepit?”

			“The ancient name for this property,” Sebastian said, and turned more pages. “Then, this entry a few months later: ‘I can feel a marked change in Cyon. What has he found here?’” Sebastian turned another page. “Now, listen to this, Ham: ‘My greatest fears are realized! A is free! Bound and helpless for over two thousand years! But he has been freed! I have tried to warn Cyon, but he will not listen. Has A taken him already?’”

			“A?” Hamilton asked.

			“Qualus goes on: ‘I dare not write his true name, but this is his mark.’”

			Hamilton looked at the symbol, a large A rather crudely drawn in bright red ink. He gave Sebastian a questioning look.

			“In the top hierarchy of demons,” Sebastian said thoughtfully, “are Beelzebub, Belial, Leviathan, and the name that Qualus feared to write. Asmodeus, Prince of Lechery, Lord of Corruption.”

			Hamilton scoffed. “Really, William…”

			Sebastian was staring across the room at the fireplace as if listening to something. Then Hamilton heard it – a faint rumbling sound, like that of distant thunder. Hamilton looked at the fireplace and back to Sebastian, feeling the room vibrate like the first warnings of an earthquake. There was a wrenching sound behind him, and he turned just as the windows flung themselves violently open. Then, with an eerie, wailing sound a gust of icy wind seemed to swirl through the room; the fireplace flames whipped in all directions, the pages of Qualus’ journal fluttered back and forth, and a humming vibration came from the walls.

			Then it all stopped – so abruptly Hamilton wondered for a minute if he had imagined the whole thing. The room was silent, the chill was gone, and the flames once more licked quietly at their logs. The only remaining evidence that anything had happened was the open window.

			Sebastian was smiling, the book now flat on his stomach. “A gust of wind down the chimney? Or is our demon upset over hearing his name mentioned?”

			Hamilton stared at him, then glanced once more around the room. “Whatever it was, the last thing I will accept is your demon.”

			“If Qualus was right,” Sebastian said, “it may be the first time that name has been spoken on this spot for over twenty-five centuries.”

			“Or the first time Cyon has used his spooking devices to scare somebody. This is all quite ridiculous, William, and after seeing my bedroom, I wouldn’t be surprised by anything in this house.” Hamilton returned his equipment to his bag. After everything was packed away, he looked around the room again. “Asmodeus!” he said defiantly.

			Nothing happened. The flames neither jumped nor sputtered, and the room remained silent. Hamilton smiled. “You see? Coincidence. Or else Cyon has gone to bed now that he’s had his fun.”

			“No, Ham,” Sebastian said thoughtfully. “It responded to me.”

			“Why? And why doesn’t it respond to me?”

			“Because I am wanted here. I am more and more sure of it. Something induced Anitra Cyon to get in touch with me and lure me to Cyon House.”

			“If that’s the case, it seems clear they don’t want me here with you.”

			“Not they, Ham, it. And you may be right. I am sure your arrival did not fit in with the plans for me.”

			“That seems apparent from the broken staircase.”

			“And with that having failed, there may be attempts to deal with you in some other manner.”

			“Such as what?”

			“I don’t know. The usual pattern is to appeal to a weakness, to corrupt that part of a man that is already partly corrupted. But I don’t think you have to worry on that score, Ham. Lilith took care of that already.”

			Hamilton scoffed. “And Lilith’s power, I presume, is more powerful than that of your great demon of the underworld?”

			Sebastian closed the journal and smiled. “She has the advantage of having gotten to you first. And unless forced to, demons generally don’t like to test their powers in direct confrontations. I’m inclined to think you won’t be tempted by drink, Ham.”

			“I could be tempted very easily right now,” Hamilton said, and rose. “But the promise of a good night’s sleep would be even more tempting:”

			“I’m sure you’ll get it,” Sebastian said drowsily. “Good night.”

			He was asleep before Hamilton reached the door.

		

	
		
			V

			Hamilton was dreaming. It was not an unpleasant dream, and there was no sense of urgency in it. He was stretched out in a small boat or a rubber raft of some kind, drifting aimlessly in the water, rocking gently with the small swells.

			When he first climbed into the water bed, he had smiled to himself, wondering if he should take a Dramamine tablet to prevent motion sickness. Then, after no more than a minute of the softly rocking movement, he was sound asleep.

			The dreams came hours later. There was an unfamiliar sound in the room, the rustle of clothing or of something brushing faintly across the carpet, and he came partially awake. Then he was drifting peacefully on the raft.

			He awakened slowly. He must have turned or shifted on the bed, because the water beneath him was rolling gently back and forth, his body rising and falling with the movement. He gazed at the mirrored ceiling for a minute and then looked at the window. It would be dawn within an hour or so. In the gray-blackness outside, the few stars he could see were no longer twinkling. He closed his eyes and arched his back, stretching his arms wide. Then he froze as his hand dropped, brushing against warm flesh in the bed beside him.

			He moved the hand, feeling a shoulder, then the person’s slender upper arm. He drew the hand away and fumbled for the lamp switch, finally locating it. When he turned back, a young girl was smiling lazily at him, her head still resting on the pillow. It was the red-haired maid.

			“What are you doing here?” Hamilton demanded.

			She didn’t appear to have any clothing on – at least, nothing above her breasts, which were not quite visible. She reached across and touched him on the arm, gently stroking. “What an awful thing to say! You haven’t enjoyed my company?”

			“Your company? What company? I’ve been asleep all night.” Hamilton glanced at the door, trying to remember if he had locked it when he went to bed.

			“But you can’t use that excuse now, can you?” she said. She smiled and reached up to the upholstered headboard, touching a small panel. The panel dropped silently open, revealing three rows of colored buttons.

			Hamilton couldn’t help glancing at her suddenly exposed breast. Then he watched as she pressed a button. “What are you doing?”

			The lamp beside him went off, its light suddenly replaced by strange green-violet hues coming from hidden lamps around the room. She touched a second button, and soft music came from somewhere, seeming to surround them with its languorous sound.

			“You try one,” the girl said. She lowered her arm and smiled at him, both her breasts now fully exposed.

			Hamilton felt his heart pounding faster than he would have liked. “Are you a… a succubus?”

			“No,” she said, and gave him an impish smile. “But that does have a nice sound.”

			Hamilton could feel his blood warming his face and neck. He looked at the buttons, then hesitantly touched one. On the headboard just behind him a panel slid silently away, exposing a broad shelf of books. He stared, feeling a little embarrassed as he glanced at the titles. Sexual Perversions in Ancient Greece, the first one said. Then, Techniques for Multiple Orgasm, and The Joy of Oral Love.

			Hamilton felt the girl stroking his arm again.

			“I’m so happy you’ve come, Doctor,” she said softly. “I’ve been so lonely and bored.” She reached up and pressed another button.

			This time a section of the wall slid away. Behind it an incredible array of devices was hanging from hooks: chains, leg and wrist cuffs, whips, masks, silk stockings. Hamilton gaped at them, feeling a little alarmed. Then he turned sharply, watching as the door to the hall opened.

			It was the butler, but she was no longer wearing the tie and tails. She was dressed from head to foot in skin-tight leather, a cold smile on her face as she moved toward him.

			“You rang, sir?”

			Hamilton pulled himself up in the bed, then stared at the second girl coming through the door. It was the doll-faced maid who had taken their coats earlier, now dressed in what looked like a Shirley Temple outfit. Her skirt was starched and ruffled, with little pink lollipops embroidered around it, and her mouth was a little cupid’s bow of lipstick. She curtsied and moved toward a cocktail bar that suddenly opened on the far side of the room.

			The girl in bed was close to him now, sliding her hand inside his pajamas. “We’ll have such lovely evenings together, Doctor. We’ll find so many ways to make you happy.” 

			“Does Daddy want a drinkie?” the little girl asked from the bar. She was holding up a bottle of Scotch.

			Hamilton had an urge to leap from the bed and run out the door. But it was all so preposterous and bizarre, he felt almost hypnotized.

			The butler, who had seated herself on the foot of the bed, looked sharply at the little girl, then glared at Hamilton. “Didn’t you tell her not to play at the bar?” she said, and suddenly came to her feet. “She needs a lesson, Daddy.”

			She marched to the wall cabinet and took down a small whip, bringing it to Hamilton. “She’s been a bad, bad girl, Daddy, and you must whip her.” 

			“Oooooh, give her bottom a good whipping, Daddy,” the girl in the bed said. She squeezed him and moved closer, kissing his neck and chest. “Make her cry, Daddy,” she murmured. 

			Hamilton edged away. He stared at the whip in his hand and at the leather-clad butler, and then came abruptly to his feet, tearing himself from the girl’s clutches. Then everybody froze, staring at the door to Sebastian’s room.

			Sebastian was blinking and glancing around as if he had suddenly found himself in an insane asylum. Then he looked at the whip and Hamilton standing awkwardly beside the bed.

			“Oh… excuse me, Ham. If I’m interrupting something…?”

			“No. No, not at all. They were just leaving. In fact, they just got here…” Hamilton smiled, then looked at the whip dangling from his hand. He quickly tossed it aside. “I’m hardly awake,” he added lamely.

			The girls glanced questioningly from Hamilton to Sebastian. The Shirley Temple doll suddenly looked like she was going to cry. “Aren’t we going to get to play?” she whimpered.

			Sebastian shrugged, a faint smile on his face. “Perhaps some other time, ladies.”

			They didn’t protest. The butler sighed and replaced the whip in the cabinet, and the maid demurely turned her back and put on a flimsy yellow robe as she slipped from the bed.

			“Good night,” Sebastian said as they filed past.

			The girl from the bed gave Hamilton a sad smile as she closed the door. Without thinking, Hamilton smiled and nodded in return. Then he quickly stretched across the bed and pushed the buttons, returning things to normal.

			“I’ve been awake two minutes at the most,” he said. “I just woke up and they were all here. I have no idea what they had in mind.”

			Sebastian nodded. “I can’t imagine,” he said, and moved to the window. “It might have been more pleasant than the staircase, Ham,” he said more seriously. “But just as dangerous.” He opened the window and frowned as he stared out at the first signs of dawn.

			Hamilton looked at the bed. There was no point in trying to get more sleep. He rather doubted if he could accomplish it if he tried. He glanced at Sebastian, then joined him at the window. In the gray light he could make out several hundred acres of rolling hills with lawns and hedgerows and groves of trees.

			“Strange. I thought we were at the front of the house. I guess I’m all twisted around.”

			“Shhhhh,” Sebastian said. He was squinting off in the distance, listening.

			After a moment Hamilton heard it – low tones like the chanting of mourners at a wake. Then he heard a lower, more guttural sound, like the throaty growling of animals.

			“That’s what woke me,” Sebastian said.

			It was eerie – perhaps the wind blowing across the mouths of caves. Except Hamilton could feel no breeze. Then he stiffened, his heart jumping as a woman’s shrill scream pierced the air. It was an agonized cry, then a desperate whimpering.

			“Good Lord!” Hamilton said.

			Sebastian headed quickly for his room. “Get some clothes on,” he said.

			Hamilton stared out at the hills, listening for another minute, then hurriedly dressed.

			No one seemed to be awake in the house. Hamilton kept a good distance from the banister, and followed Sebastian down the stairs and through several rooms before they reached the back of the house. Outside the door, Sebastian paused, staring off at a distant tree-covered hill. Then he moved off at a rapid pace.

			After a hundred yards Hamilton felt his heart pounding, and grabbed Sebastian’s arm, slowing him a little. Sebastian came to an abrupt halt and listened again.

			The sounds were louder now moaning, wailing, and growling, a mixture of human voices and animal sounds, all of them expressing some kind of pain. Sebastian moved off to the right, and Hamilton followed.

			Through a gap in a hedgerow they entered an empty glade. This led into a higher grove of trees, and a broad path carried them several hundred feet before they were once more in the open. Sebastian stopped suddenly, and Hamilton caught up.

			The clearing before them was perhaps two hundred feet across, most of it surrounded by trees. Within the area were thirty or forty stones standing on end, some of them with crude carvings. The circle they formed reminded Hamilton of pictures he had seen of Stonehenge.

			“Some kind of ruins?” he asked.

			“A Druid ring of stones. It’s what they called a firepit. I have no idea why.”

			The moaning and wailing seemed to be closer, but it was hard to determine where it might be coming from. Hamilton moved forward toward the stones, but felt Sebastian’s sudden grip on his arm.

			The eerie sounds had undergone an abrupt change. The moaning had stopped, but the low growls were now angry snarls, and Hamilton held his breath as he spotted their source. Bounding through the stones and coming directly at them were two huge, vicious-looking hounds.

			“Don’t move,” Sebastian cautioned.

			But the dogs kept coming, teeth bared, their eyes wild with hatred as they seemed to pick up speed. Hamilton braced himself, then caught his breath.

			The keening, high-pitched whistle came at the last possible instant – no more than a split second before the animals would have been upon them. They seemed to freeze with the sound, skidding another ten feet before they came to a stop. Even then they looked ready and anxious to resume the attack. Teeth bared, they snarled viciously and moved from side to side, yelping, their eyes alert for the slightest wrong movement.

			“Out for a stroll, gentlemen?”

			The voice came from the far side of the clearing, and there was no friendliness in it. Sir Geoffrey Cyon was circling the edge of the trees, a shotgun crooked in his arm.

			“Good morning, Cyon,” Sebastian said as if they were just joining him at the breakfast table.

			Hamilton stepped cautiously back from the dogs. “Those sounds, Cyon – like women screaming and animals growling – they came from that circle of stones!”

			A faint smile came to Cyon’s lips. “Oh?” he said, and looked off at the clearing. “Let’s have a look, then.” He made a quick motion, and the dogs backed away, still snarling.

			Cyon moved casually to the edge of the ruins and stood for a moment as if listening. There was now dead silence. “The wind,” he said with a shrug, and turned back. “It makes odd noises out here at times. Or it might have been the hounds. Do you still hear it, Doctor?” 

			“No, but…”

			Sebastian was smiling as if the whole thing were of no consequence. “It must have been our imaginations, Cyon. Sorry to have troubled you.”

			Hamilton gaped at him. “But, William—”

			“I wouldn’t come out here alone in the future, gentlemen,” Cyon said. “These hounds can be dangerous.”

			“I’m sure they can,” Sebastian answered. “Come along, Ham, I think I’m about ready for breakfast. How about you?”

			 “That’s preposterous, William,” Hamilton said, once they were passing through the glade again. “How could the man have been in those woods without hearing anything? We heard it all the way from the house.”

			“Perhaps he wasn’t meant to hear.”

			“Or more likely he had a hand in it.”

			“That’s quite possible. It’s interesting. Did you notice the black dust on his boots? Considering the heavy dew this morning, that’s quite extraordinary.”

			“Where could he have been walking?”

			“I don’t know. But I think we should pay a visit to Inspector Cabell as quickly as we have breakfast, don’t you think, Ham?”

			“I certainly do. Tell him everything that’s going on here.”

			Sebastian smiled. “No, what I had in mind was returning Dr. Qualus’ journal. It occurs to me that we removed evidence from the scene of a crime last night. As I recall, that is a serious offense in England.”

			

			None of the Cyons appeared while they breakfasted on the terrace. When they changed clothes and came down again, there was considerable activity in the large room with the fountain. It appeared that another business conference was about to begin. As the guests arrived, the maids were escorting them to Cyon’s study, showing the same intimate hospitality Hamilton and Sebastian had experienced.

			As if expecting them, Sydna had the limousine waiting in front. She showed no surprise when Sebastian told her they wanted to go to Scotland Yard.

			“An impressive group of guests,” Sebastian remarked as they drove through the gate.

			“Did you recognize any of them?”

			Sebastian nodded. “Andrew Kapoulos. He owns the largest fleet of oil tankers in the world. The Arab with him is the exchequer officer of the second-largest oil-producing country in the Middle East, a man rumored to be the principal proponent for raising oil prices fifty per cent. And the Japanese gentleman is the major political broker and bribe-taker in the Far East.” 

			“Good Lord! Why do you suppose they’ve come to see Cyon?”

			Sebastian smiled. “I would presume to negotiate business agreements that will be mutually beneficial. And perhaps mix pleasure with business.”

			

			They finally found Cabell in Merlin’s Mews, once again sifting through the ashes at Dr. Qualus’ house. The doctor’s desk had already been dismantled, and several policemen and the tall constable were working with crowbars, ripping charred paneling from the walls.

			“Ah, Sebastian, Dr. Hamilton,” Cabell said. His hands were black with ashes and charcoal as he sifted through a sheaf of half-burned papers. “So much for a policeman’s life.”

			“Looking for something?” Sebastian asked.

			“That’s generally how I occupy my time.” Cabell sighed and glanced at the constable. “You might start on that bookcase. Could be a secret panel in it somewhere.” He pulled himself to his feet and stepped over the debris toward a toppled cabinet.

			“I presume, Inspector,” Sebastian said, “that you’ve learned that Qualus kept a journal of some kind.”

			The constable, the policemen, and Cabell all stopped in their tracks and stared at Sebastian. Cabell’s jaw tightened; then he glanced across at his men. “All right, go and get yourselves cleaned up. I’ll be out shortly.”

			When the men were gone, Cabell waited, suppressing his anger. Sebastian drew the journal from his coat pocket and handed it over.

			“Removing evidence from the scene of a crime, Mr. Sebastian—”

			“Saved you days of red tape and translators,” Sebastian said quickly. “Do you want our assistance or not, Inspector?”

			Cabell spun through the pages. “I hope your assistance does not include some foolishness about Sir Geoffrey Cyon.”

			“Yes, I thought the Home Office would give you a call about him.” Sebastian smiled. “As you said, ‘no man is above the law.’ But some are above being annoyed without considerable evidence against them.”

			Cabell gave him an angry glance and frowned at the journal. “Have you deciphered this writing?”

			“Yes. It’s mainly a record of Qualus’ concern over certain activities at Druid’s Firepit, now known as—”

			“Does it say there’s something going on at Cyon House?” Cabell snapped.

			Hamilton smiled. “That depends on whether one believes in demons… and all that nonsense.”

			Cabell nodded and gave them both a sour look. “And just what demons does it describe?” he asked.

			“Just one,” Hamilton said. “A top-hierarchy sort. The Prince of Lechery.”

			“Does this jolly chap have a name?”

			“Asmodeus,” Sebastian answered.

			Hamilton held his breath for an instant, half-expecting the walls to shake. But nothing happened.

			“Asmodeus was quite interesting, according to legend,” Sebastian said, giving Hamilton a quick glance. “When he corrupted humans – usually through lust – those corrupted would change shape during certain black rituals.”

			“Are you saying Cyon imagines himself possessed by a demon?” Cabell asked.

			“According to legend, Asmodeus doesn’t possess. He takes on the image of some human who has died. Someone whose body hasn’t been found.”

			Cabell was growing impatient. “Are you implying Cyon is our madman? That he costumes himself, then goes out and kills?”

			Sebastian shook his head. “Inspector, I think you are aware that during the first murder, Cyon was at a United Nations conference in Paris. During the second, he was in Angola.”

			“Good. Then we agree there’s no way Cyon could have done it. So there’s no reason I should bother him with this nonsense.”

			Sebastian smiled, glancing at the journal in the inspector’s hand. “Isn’t it a pity, then, I turned in that evidence.” 

			“Damn, it is evidence.”

			“And it will have to be reported, I presume. You’ll find my translation in the back pages.”

			“As evidence that Qualus was crazy. Sebastian, I have no idea what you’re driving at, or what all this talk of demons is supposed to mean, but—”

			“Very well, Inspector, then I will explain it. As Ham said, Asmodeus is one of the more powerful demons – the Prince of Lechery – and as such, it is his belief he can rule the world through lust. According to legend, he got a pretty good start at it right here in England back in the sixth century BC. But the rites of his followers became so bloody and so evil that the Druids and other priesthoods were shocked into banding against him. They eventually sealed him up, supposedly forever, in some secret place, and…”

			Cabell was gazing sourly at him again. Sebastian hesitated and glanced at the journal. “Anyhow,” he went on, “Qualus seemed to think the demon was imprisoned at Druid’s Firepit – until he was freed some three years ago.”

			“Accidentally,” Hamilton added, “when Cyon was excavating for his new cellars.”

			Cabell nodded as if convinced they were both crazy. “A demon has been buried under Cyon House for twenty-five hundred years, and now he’s running around killing people. Is that what you’re telling me?”

			“It’s a little more complicated than that, Inspector,” Sebastian said. “As I mentioned, he takes the image of some human being who has died.”

			“I see. Then inasmuch as Sir Geoffrey is clearly alive and in good health, it is also clear that I shall have to take my investigation elsewhere.” He smiled and moved for the door. “Thank you, gentlemen, your fairy tales are very interesting. But from now on I think I’ll muddle along without any further assistance.”

			Sebastian smiled as the inspector disappeared through the entryway. “Thank you for the assistance, Ham. You’re becoming a bit of a believer.”

			Hamilton felt his face redden, realizing he must have sounded as crazy as Sebastian, talking to the inspector the way he did. “I’m merely trying to keep an open mind, William.”

			He really didn’t believe any of it – or at least, not all of it. As easily as not, a good many of the things could still be explained as normal phenomena. In fact, the more he thought about all that wailing and moaning earlier in the morning, the more he was convinced it must have been a tape recording.

			Cabell was already in his car when they got back to the street. “I’m not going to lodge any charges over this, Sebastian,” he said, “but in return I should like to know the reason Sit Geoffrey has hired you two.”

			“He hasn’t, Inspector,” Sebastian answered promptly.

			Cabell stared at him for a minute, then turned away in disgust, motioning the driver on.

			“Stretching things a little, aren’t you, William?” Hamilton asked as Sydna held the limousine door open for them.

			“Not at all. I still regard Anitra to be our only client.”

			Hamilton nodded, dropping the matter. “And what do we do now?”

			“I don’t know that we have to do anything, Ham. As I mentioned, I think I was wanted at Cyon House. Whatever the reason, I think it is up to it to make the next move. So far, nothing has happened to suggest what it is I am wanted for.”

			“Perhaps your demon simply enjoys your charming company.”

			“No, I’m sure some demands will be made. In the meantime, I would like to have a better look around Cyon House.” ‘

			“And those ruins?”

			“That might also prove interesting – if we could make friends with those dogs somehow.”

		

	
		
			VI

			The conference appeared to be over when they returned. The limousines were no longer parked in front, and the house was quiet. After lunch Hamilton went upstairs for a nap and Sebastian strolled into the library, examining the books.

			It was interesting. Except for a few omissions, the collection was quite complete. The omissions included books on religion, ancient history, and anything to do with legends, myths, or the supernatural. It was not necessarily significant, but most libraries at least had a few volumes on such subjects. There were also very few books about business – a field in which one would expect Cyon to have great interest.

			From the library he moved along a broad hallway, and stopped before a heavy oak door. There was nothing unusual about the door, but there were traces of black dust on the carpeting just in front of it. Sebastian tried the door handle.

			“I am sorry, sir, but the wine cellar is always kept locked. The butler has the keys.”

			The girl must have come silently along the carpet behind him. It was the auburn-haired maid.

			“What a pity,” Sebastian answered. “I understand Sir Geoffrey’s wine cellar is famous.”

			The girl smiled. “I am sure you will have an opportunity to see it before you leave us, sir. Is there anything I can do for you in the meantime?” The way she asked the question left no doubt about the unlimited nature of the invitation.

			Sebastian smiled. “Yes, there is something I would enjoy very much.”

			“Then I would enjoy doing it for you, sir,” the girl said, and moved closer. “I’m off duty for the next two hours.”

			“Splendid. Then I would like a cup of coffee in the room with the fountain.”

			Her impish smile faltered. “Is that all, sir?”

			“I can’t think of anything more.”

			“Very well, sir,” she said, and moved off.

			Sebastian went into the large room, giving the glass cabinet another look as he passed. The damage had been repaired and all the art pieces were rearranged to leave no blank space where the casket had been. He looked casually at the other display cases, but found nothing resembling a casket. When he reached the grand piano, he paused, looking over the sheet music propped on the lyre.

			It was clearly an original composition. There was no title, nor any composer’s name, and the notes were all hand-lettered. Sebastian had once been a fairly good pianist. He touched the keyboard and tried a few of the notes. Then he bent forward, attempting to play all of the piece.

			It was a pretty melody, but more complex than he first realized. He corrected himself several times and started over, trying to make it sound right.

			“C-flat, treble clef,” a voice said behind him.

			Mitri was bringing a tray of coffee into the room, smiling at Sebastian’s efforts.

			“I imagine it’s a lovely piece if it’s played properly,” Sebastian said.

			Mitri set the tray aside and bent over the passage Sebastian had found so difficult. “It’s one of my compositions,” he said, and eased onto the bench. He played with only an occasional glance at the score.

			It reminded Sebastian of a Scarlatti composition, but in many ways it seemed even better. He was impressed.

			“Incredible,” he said as Mitri continued playing. “What are you doing flying an airplane?” 

			Mitri laughed. “Geoff’s idea. Well…” he said, and corrected himself, “that’s not entirely fair. I’d gone through RAF training, and why spend money on a pilot when there’s already one in the family? And… well, my flying helps keep Geoff and me close.”

			“Do you help manage the family’s business?”

			“No, Geoff’s the financial wizard, and I leave it all to him. He’s increased our holdings a dozen times over, and he’s only starting.”

			Sebastian sat by the table and poured himself coffee. “As, I understand it, your inheritance gives you and your sister one-third of the Cyon holdings.”

			“That’s true. But with Geoff and me voting together now, or rather with me backing him, I’m afraid Annie’s vote doesn’t count for much. That’s part of her annoyance with things, I’m afraid. She’s too conservative. It’s incredible what Geoff’s done in the last few years.” He stopped playing and shook his head. “The possibilities are staggering if he goes on like this.”

			There was a gleam in Mitri’s eyes that Sebastian had not noted before. It was as if he were already envisioning the billions of dollars his brother was destined to accumulate.

			“I presume it was after Geoff took command of things that all the influential people started coming here?” Sebastian asked.

			“Yes. That’s part of big business, of course – dealing with big people. It’s amazing how he has learned to handle them. Whatever he wants, he seems to get. And those who give it to him seem pleased to do it.”

			Sebastian frowned. “Then he was not a particularly persuasive person to start with?”

			Mitri shrugged. “No more so than most people. But he’s always been a man of strong character. Then he suddenly seemed to develop a kind of personal magnetism and an ability to perceive other people’s weaknesses. Sometimes I—”

			A door, banged behind them, and Mitri turned. He came abruptly to his feet. “I was simply bragging about you, Geoff,” he said uneasily.

			Cyon glared coldly at him and gave Sebastian only a brief glance as he moved into the room. “Mr. Sebastian’s job here is to quiet the superstitions of our beloved sister. That, and that only! Or would you prefer to see her committed?”

			“Come off it, Geoff. I’ll admit Anitra has some strange ideas, but—”

			“She’s going insane, you young idiot! And like you, she has a rather modest intellect. Maybe you’ve also begun wondering if I’m possessed, dear brother?”

			Mitri’s face colored. “As a matter of fact, I have sometimes wondered if Anitra is the one going mad!”

			The hard slap to the side of Mitri’s face came so fast the young man seemed more shocked than hurt. He recovered quickly and then glared at Cyon for a minute before he turned to Sebastian. “Please excuse me, Mr. Sebastian,” he said in a calm voice. Then he moved silently to the door and left.

			Cyon appeared to be unruffled by the incident. He watched Mitri go and then gave Sebastian an indifferent smile as he poured himself coffee. “And what opinions have you formed about me, Mr. Sebastian?”

			Sebastian considered the question. He had a great many opinions about Sir Geoffrey Cyon – none of which he cared to express just yet. “The fact is, I’m rather impressed.”

			Cyon chuckled. “Is that a compliment, Mr. Sebastian, or a safely noncommittal answer?”

			“It is a statement of fact. You are obviously a powerful and determined man.”

			Cyon nodded, apparently pleased with the answer.

			“And I see some unusual qualities in you, Mr. Sebastian.”

			“Thank you.”

			“And just as you have checked on me, I have accumulated quite a bit of information on you. Your intelligence, the phenomenal memory,” he smiled, amused “plus an ego which includes a certain ruthlessness, if you don’t mind. I would find that invaluable in an associate.”

			“I’m sure you would,” Sebastian answered. 

			Across the room, Anitra came quietly through the door, frowning as she listened.

			“You might consider such an association,” Cyon went on. “From what I have learned, you are a man of refined and rather expensive tastes, and you are not disinclined to indulge them.” He chuckled softly. “I can promise that you would never regret joining me.”

			Anitra came forward. “Are you about to invite Mr. Sebastian to join your club, brother?”

			Cyon’s easy manner hardened as he turned. “That’s enough, Annie!”

			“No, there’s much more, dear brother. Many things that I think Mr. Sebastian should know before he—”

			“Anitra! I warn you. Unless you learn to control your fantasies…”

			Anitra turned away. “I believe I wrote you about Geoffrey’s hellfire club, Mr. Sebastian. A very select membership of—”

			“Annie—”

			A scream interrupted him – a frightened cry from somewhere upstairs. It was immediately followed by the thump of furniture falling.

			“Mitri!” Anitra gasped.

			There was a second scream, and then the spine-chilling snarl of an animal echoed through the house. Anitra was hurrying for the door, and Sebastian rushed past her, taking the stairs three at a time.

			Hamilton was standing in the hall, only half-awake. “Good Lord, what’s going on?”

			The noise was coming from three doors down. Sebastian swept past Hamilton and burst into the room, his heart pounding.

			Mitri was stretched out on the floor, unconscious. Furniture was toppled and strewn around the room, and the window was open, the curtains gently billowing. There was no animal, nor any other being present. Sebastian crossed quickly to the window and scanned the grounds below. Again, there was nothing. He turned back.

			Hamilton had rolled Mitri over. Sebastian quickly crossed and helped carry him to the bed.

			The face was marked with the same scratches they bad seen on Dr. Qualus. The shoulder and chest were also bleeding, and Mitri’s shirt was in shreds where the claws had swept across his body.

			“Oh, my God!” Anitra cried as she came in.

			“I think he’s all right,” Hamilton said quickly. He was checking Mitri’s pulse, at the same time examining his eyes. “Would you get my bag from my room, Miss Cyon?… William,” Hamilton said when she was gone, “it’s exactly like Qualus. Did you see anything?”

			“No. And there’s nothing outside the window.”

			Hamilton frowned. “That sounded like the same animal that was trying to get us at Qualus’ house.”

			Sebastian nodded. “Except I’m not so certain it’s an animal.”

			“Do you suppose it’s still in the house somewhere?”

			Sebastian didn’t answer. Anitra returned with the bag, and Hamilton quickly thrust smelling salts under Mitri’s nose. After a minute he jerked his head back, then groaned, bringing his hand to his face.

			“What was it, Mitri?” Sebastian asked.

			Mitri closed his eyes and rested his head back. “I don’t know. It was behind me. When I came in the room, I heard a snarl, then something struck me from behind.” 

			“You didn’t see anything?”

			“No.”

			Hamilton felt for a lump behind Mitri’s head, then nodded at Sebastian.

			“Geoffrey called an ambulance,” Anitra told them, “and the police.”

			While Hamilton got out antiseptic and bandages, Sebastian looked around the room. It seemed odd that pieces of furniture had been overturned. In Qualus’ study the animal probably had been searching for the journal. What, if anything, had it been looking for here? Or was the object of the attack merely to scare Mitri into a more submissive attitude?

			Sebastian glanced carefully over the carpeting and then looked out the window again. Inspector Cabell’s car was corning up the long drive.

			Cyon came casually into the room. “How is he?”

			“Shock, mostly,” Hamilton answered. “The wounds are not deep.”

			Cyon didn’t appear especially interested. He gazed at his brother from across the room for a minute, then walked out. Sebastian followed after him.

			“It’s curious,” he said as they moved down the stairs. “The snarls of that animal sounded very much like those we heard out by the firepit this afternoon.”

			“Yes, that is curious,” Cyon answered indifferently.

			Sebastian smiled to himself, noting that Cyon did not question his use of the term firepit. “I’m inclined to think you have some odd and dangerous beasts residing on your premises, Cyon.”

			Cyon gave him an amused glance and opened the front door. “Perhaps it is the presence of those odd and dangerous beasts that is disturbing my sister, Mr. Sebastian. Finding them may be worth a hundred and fifty thousand dollars to you.”

			“Perhaps,” Sebastian agreed.

			Two constables were coming up the steps, followed by Inspector Cabell. “The ambulance is on the way,” one of the men said.

			“You can cancel it,” Cyon told him. “Dr. Hamilton is handling it nicely. Expertly, in fact,” he added, and glanced at Sebastian. “It must be a comfort to have him close.”

			Cabell stopped on the steps and looked them both over as one of the constables returned to the car. “And the attacker?” he asked. “Did anyone see him?”

			“Apparently the hounds did, Inspector,” Sebastian said. He had glanced off at the shrubbery under Mitri’s window as quickly as they moved through the door. Now they all looked.

			At the edge of the grass and partially in the bushes, one of Cyon’s dogs was lying in a pool of blood, clearly disemboweled.

			Even Cyon looked surprised. “That dog weighed over a hundred pounds, Inspector.”

			Cabell frowned and looked from the dog to the window. “May I see your brother?” he asked.

			“Of course.”

			

			Mitri was heavily bandaged when they went into the room. “I’ve given him a sedative,” Hamilton told them.

			Cabell nodded. “Were there any scratch marks on him?”

			“Yes,” Hamilton answered. “Very much like those on Dr. Qualus.”

			“But nobody saw anything?”

			“Mitri said he was struck from behind.”

			Cabell looked around the room and at the sheer drop from the window. “Anybody hear anything?”

			“Snarling sounds,” Hamilton said, “like those—”

			“Like those of an animal,” Sebastian said.

			Cabell gave them a suspicious look. “May I speak to you two gentlemen privately? – if you will excuse us, Sir Geoffrey?”

			Cyon smiled. “Certainly, Inspector. I have work I must do.” He turned and strode abruptly from the room.

			“Can we go somewhere?” Cabell asked.

			They went to Sebastian’s room, and the Inspector closed the door behind them. “Now, can you tell me where everyone in the house was when the attack occurred?”

			“Both Cyon and Anitra were with me,” Sebastian answered. “I don’t know about the servants.”

			“Miss Cyon is certainly not a suspect,” Cabell said. “No woman is strong enough for these attacks and killings.” He moved to Sebastian’s window and surveyed the grounds. “Have you two noticed anything unusual in the relationship between Sir Geoffrey and his brother?”

			“They’ve always seemed quite friendly to me,” Hamilton said. “Mitri seems to have great admiration for his brother.”

			Cabell looked at Sebastian,

			“I would agree with Ham,” Sebastian said. “But if you will humor me a bit, Inspector, I would like to point out something. According to the Asmodeus legend, the disciples of Asmodeus – the humans he has corrupted – are capable of unusual physical changes.”

			“Meaning what?”

			“Meaning that whether they are male or female, they may have extraordinary strength.”

			“Are you suggesting that Miss Cyon…?”

			“Not at all. I am only saying that nobody should be ruled out.”

			“If we are to believe your Asmodeus fantasies, then it could be anyone in this house – the maids, or butler, or anybody else.”

			“That’s true, Inspector.”

			“And whoever this person is, he – or she – turns into some kind of werewolf when the occasion demands.”

			“The changes depend on that individual’s inner lusts and vices and his animalistic tendencies.”

			“I see. And these people change back and forth at will?”

			Sebastian nodded. “Yes. Asmodeus pays them richly for their devotion. Each time they become human again, they grow stronger, physically and sexually. Their worldly affairs prosper, and—”

			“Tell me, Sebastian,” Cabell said impatiently. “Is a full moon necessary before these monsters of yours undergo a change?”

			Sebastian smiled. “I can recommend some reference books if you like, Inspector. Dr. Qualus’ journal doesn’t cover it all.”

			“That won’t be necessary. I have your expertise. That’s quite enough, really. I simply want your assurance that you saw or heard nothing that you can identify. Something not supernatural, of course.”

			“No,” Hamilton said, “we saw nothing.”

			“Thank you,” Cabell said, and moved to the door. “Inspector,” Sebastian asked, “can you leave a constable on duty here? Mitri’s attacker could return.”

			Cabell eyed him suspiciously, then nodded. “Very well. And keep me informed on Mitri’s condition, Doctor.”

			“Do you really think it will return?” Hamilton asked when the inspector was gone.

			Sebastian moved across the room and dug into his luggage. “Probably not. But with a constable out there, Cyon will have to pen up his hounds. That’ll give us a chance for a better look at those ruins.” He found a flashlight and put it in his pocket.

			“But the attack on Mitri—”

			“The attack on Mitri puzzles me,” Sebastian said. “But they had a rather angry disagreement just before Mitri went to his room. Cyon slapped him in the face.”

			“You didn’t mention that to Cabell.”

			Sebastian smiled. “We would hardly be gracious guests if I passed on such gossip, Ham. In any case, I am certain we’re being manipulated in some way, and the argument and the attack on Mitri were all part of it.”

			“I don’t understand. You mean it was all some kind of message to us?”

			“Possibly. No doubt it is aware of our interest in the ruins. The attack on Mitri might be an effort to discourage us.”

			“And you plan to go out there anyway?”

			“We’ll protect ourselves as much as we can.” He brought an antique silver cross from his bag and gazed thoughtfully at it.

			It was an ornate, obviously hand-tooled crucifix about three inches long. It was also battered and scarred with age. Hamilton laughed. “You expect to protect yourself with that?”

			“Symbols involve dimensions as real to them as walls and doors are to us.”

			Hamilton looked closely at the cross. “How old is this? It looks priceless.”

			Sebastian smiled. “Very nearly.”

			“I should have guessed. Must you always have the best of everything, William? You can buy crosses in any gift shop.”

			“Not crosses that came from Jerusalem and were buried for centuries in Roman catacombs. This has been worn and blessed by saintly men for centuries.”

			“Is that what the shopkeeper told you?”

			Sebastian laughed. “It’s what the warlock told me.”

			“I see. And no doubt that particular warlock is now a very rich man.”

			Sebastian slipped the cross into his pocket. “If you have some religious symbol of your own, bring it along.”

			Hamilton stared at him, then remembered his key chain. He drew it out and dangled a small Star of David in the air. “This,” he said with a smile, “plus my nickname being Ham should shake up any demon.”

			Sebastian laughed and moved across for a last look out the window. “It’s good to be together again, Ham. Or have I already mentioned that?”

			“Dozens of times,” Hamilton said without enthusiasm.

			“Let’s give Inspector Cabell another half-hour to finish searching the grounds for footprints. Then we’ll go down the back hallway.”

		

	
		
			VII

			The constable moved idly along the grass just beyond the terrace. He stopped and gazed out at the grounds for a minute and then moved back, his hands clasped behind him. He was an elderly man with a thick handlebar mustache.

			“What are we waiting for?” Hamilton asked.

			At the back door Sebastian had cautioned silence as they stood for several minutes watching the man. He smiled now and nodded toward the back of the kitchen. “For that,” he said quietly.

			The baby-doll maid had just closed the door behind her and was moving across the grass. When she reached the constable, she smiled and spoke to him. The constable frowned and looked at the kitchen door, then shook his head. The girl moved closer, her hand touching the constable’s arm as she spoke to him again. She giggled playfully, tugging at his arm. The man finally smiled hesitantly and shrugged, and they both moved off to the door.

			Sebastian chuckled. “A little cup of tea and a harmless flirtation. A policeman’s lot is a hard one, Ham.”

			“Hmph,” Hamilton snorted, and followed Sebastian through the door.

			Sebastian stepped out briskly, keeping close to the hedges. They passed through the glade and into the grove of trees, apparently unnoticed. When they reached the clearing with the ruins, the place was silent. Sebastian was breathing heavily when he finally stopped.

			In the bright daylight the place looked far more innocent and harmless than it did in the early morning. But Hamilton still had an eerie feeling – as if there were some presence lingering in the place from twenty-five hundred years earlier.

			“Do you feel it?” Sebastian asked. “Feel what?”

			“The vibrations. As if there were something beneath us.”

			Hamilton could feel nothing. “No, I don’t.”

			Sebastian nodded and moved slowly forward and into the rocks.

			A good many of the stones were arranged in threes – two of them standing upright, with a capstone resting on top. The hieroglyphics were more visible now, but they were heavily worn and eroded. Sebastian studied a few of them and moved on.

			“There doesn’t appear to be anything here,” Hamilton said.

			“There’s a great deal here, Ham. These markings are powerful symbols, the same as my cross.”

			He stopped next to a large configuration of rocks and ran his finger along a vertical crack. Then he knelt at the base, studying the weeds.

			Hamilton looked off as a slight breeze seemed to rustle through the surrounding trees. Then he turned sharply back as a heavy grinding sound came from just above them. The huge rock resting on top of the pile was shifting, teetering slightly just above Sebastian’s head.

			“William, get back!”

			Sebastian moved quickly, staring up at the granite slab. Then he smiled. “It won’t fall, Ham. But look at this.”

			Hamilton came hesitantly forward. The weeds at the base of a vertical rock were worn away as if something had been dragged across them. Sebastian was indicating a scrap of cloth that seemed to be wedged into the crevice between two stones.

			“Give me a hand,” Sebastian said. He came quickly to his feet and pushed against one of the rocks. It seemed ridiculous to Hamilton, but he moved around to the side and pulled while Sebastian pushed.

			It moved. It seemed incredible, but the rock that must have weighed two or three tons was turning on some kind of a swivel. When the gap had opened two or three inches, Sebastian picked up the scrap of material.

			“What is it?”

			Sebastian smiled. “Don’t you recognize it? It’s a piece of the gown your auburn-haired girlfriend was wearing this morning.”

			It was true. The sheer yellow fabric had the same gold thread as the girl’s robe. “But how did it get here? You think the girl came out to the firepit after she left my room?”

			“It’s not impossible. Let’s get this door open.”

			Hamilton pulled again, trying to imagine the girl running out through the woods after she left his room. She looked far too frail to push such a rock aside. Or was she one of those super demons Sebastian had mentioned?

			When the door was open, Hamilton’s heart skipped a beat as he peered inside. A narrow flight of stone steps dropped precipitously into what looked like a black void below. Sebastian drew out his flashlight and moved the beam slowly down the steps and into the darkness as far as it would penetrate. Four or five steps below the door, the girl’s robe was lying at the side. Below that, the steps curved away, showing them nothing.

			“You don’t intend to go down there, William?” Hamilton said uneasily.

			“We have to.”

			“Why?”

			Sebastian smiled, “The worst thing you can do is show fear, Ham. And we have to confront this thing sooner or later. Wouldn’t you rather get it over with?”

			Hamilton wasn’t so sure. But he couldn’t let Sebastian go alone. He nodded, not quite trusting his voice.

			Sebastian took the lead, moving down ten or twelve steps before he paused. Then, as if somebody were waiting for just the right moment to trap them, a grinding sound came from behind and the sunlight disappeared with a heavy clunk of the stone door. Hamilton turned back, his heart jumping to his throat. “William!”

			Sebastian glanced back and smiled. “Don’t worry, Ham. The door is balanced to swing shut.”

			It was little comfort. Whether it closed by itself or somebody shut it, Hamilton suddenly had a terrifying sense of claustrophobia.

			They could hear sounds now – the slow drip of water somewhere, and a faint rumble that seemed to vibrate from the bowels of the earth.

			“Stay close,” Sebastian said, and moved cautiously downward.

			The stone steps had deep depressions from years of wear, and an acrid odor seemed to be growing stronger. “What’s that smell? Burning tar?”

			Sebastian shook his head and stopped when they finally came into a flat corridor. On either side of them the stone walls were moist and gave off a faintly rotten smell. Sebastian moved forward and then stopped again as the clatter of a falling rock came from somewhere ahead.

			“William, how do you propose to get out of here?”

			Sebastian didn’t answer. He squinted into the darkness, then switched off the flashlight.

			There seemed to be a flickering light somewhere in the distance. Sebastian switched on the flashlight and moved forward again.

			It was sheer madness to be going into a place like this, Hamilton thought. The whole thing could come tumbling down at any minute. And if there was some kind of a killer monster living here, what would they do if they suddenly encountered it? Hamilton moved faster, closing the gap between himself and Sebastian.

			After another fifty feet the corridor ended and they seemed to be in an enormous underground complex of rooms and caverns. Ahead of them a torch-like flame came out of a niche in a wall, its oily smoke drifting upward and lingering in the vaults of the earthen ceiling.

			“England is not volcanic,” Hamilton said. “Where do the flames come from?”

			“Deep underground pitch beds, most likely,” Sebastian said. He nodded to himself. “Druid’s Firepit! There must have once been flames up at ground level.”

			Hamilton gazed at the side wall and the proliferation of deeply cut symbols. “Look at the age of these carvings.”

			He had seen pictures of similar drawings in the Altamira caves of Spain – the amazingly sophisticated art of primitive men. Alongside them, obliterating some of the more artistic works, were crude symbols, some of them bordering on the obscene.

			“Fertility signs,” Sebastian said.

			They moved to the right, circling the larger chambers,. following a dank passageway that seemed older than the rest. It made a sharp turn, and Sebastian swung the flashlight into the shadows; then they froze.

			It looked real at first – the silhouette of a huge stone figure standing directly in their path. It seemed to be part animal and part human, its mouth open and its fang-like teeth bared as if snarling. The eyes, which flickered between amber and fiery red, glared menacingly at them as Sebastian held the flashlight on its face. Behind it the corridor widened into a larger chamber lighted with six or eight of the pitch-burning torches.

			“I have a feeling this thing is a warning of some kind, William.”

			“No doubt,” Sebastian said, and moved past the figure.

			The chamber looked older and more crudely constructed than the others. It appeared to be a natural cavern to which someone had added a few supporting walls and pillars. In the niches with their natural torches, bleached skulls and human bones were piled haphazardly, as if casually tossed there centuries before. Some of the niches were so full the bones and skulls overflowed and were strewn about the floor.

			More toward the center of the room was a circular grouping of stones with a surging mass of flames in its center. The heat suddenly seemed unbearable to Hamilton as they circled broadly around the pit. Moving into the darkness again, Sebastian brushed lightly against a pillar, sending a cascade of dust and crumbling stone to the floor.

			“Careful!” Hamilton said. “This whole place could come down.” He was even more conscious of it after he spoke. Some parts of the cavern had post-and-lintel supports holding the ceiling, but the stones looked no stronger than the pillar Sebastian had just bumped.

			Sebastian stopped, suddenly playing the light over what was formerly a side tunnel. It was now a mass of stone and rubble where the whole thing had collapsed. At the side, a column of stones was still standing, the surfaces thickly covered with carvings depicting human beings in all manner of copulating positions.

			“Good Lord!” Hamilton breathed. “This is obscene.”

			Sebastian moved the light from the floor to the ceiling. “You mean it seems obscene.”

			Hamilton looked closer, realizing Sebastian was right. The figures were more abstract than he had first thought. The positionings were no more than stylistic poses.

			Sebastian chuckled. “Beauty is in the eye of the beholder, Ham.”

			“Huh,” Hamilton snorted. “It’s no symbology I understand, but I still think it’s evil.” He shuddered, and then held himself still as Sebastian suddenly swung the flashlight beam into the darkness ahead.

			A low rumble seemed to be coming from somewhere in the distance, slowly rising in volume as they listened. It reminded Hamilton of a volcano and the angry rumblings that came just before an eruption. They both stared, seeing nothing as the rumble changed to a loud hum. Then, as if a silent explosion had occurred somewhere, a blast of shrieking wind suddenly swirled past them. The flames in the firepit roared and fluttered as if fighting to stay lit. Then dust and dirt sprayed across them as the wind tore at their hair and clothing. Then, as quickly as it had started, the wind stopped and the whole place was once again eerily silent.

			Hamilton gave Sebastian a questioning look. “Some sort of air-conditioning system?”

			Sebastian looked cautiously around, giving the ceiling a glance. “Or something unstable in the geology of this place.”

			He moved forward again, and Hamilton followed, passing through a broad corridor into another chamber. Sebastian finally moved to a stone bench along the wall and sat down, taking a deep breath.

			“Seen enough?” Hamilton asked.

			“It’s fascinating, Ham. Do you realize how long all this has been here without anybody knowing about it?”

			Hamilton sat down across from him and moved his hand over the carvings on a post, then quickly withdrew it.

			“What’s the matter?” Sebastian asked.

			Hamilton shook his head. The carvings seemed slimy, and yet there was no moisture on them. “Is it possible for something to be evil to the touch? Or am I just imagining it?” He rose and moved away from the stone.

			“Look out!” Sebastian shouted.

			The warning came too late. Hamilton tripped on the rough surface of the floor and grabbed at a column of rocks. Then the whole world seemed to crash down on him as the column collapsed, Rocks and earth cascaded from all sides, and Hamilton scrambled on all fours to escape the deluge. Then Sebastian had a hand under his arm, pulling him to safety.

			Once he was clear, the cave-in was not so bad as it seemed when he was directly under it.

			Sebastian laughed as Hamilton brushed himself off. “Almost the late Dr. Hamilton.”

			 “Huh!” Hamilton snorted and gave him an annoyed look. “But then, I’m not carrying the expensive symbol.”

			“Shall we move on?”

			“If you think there’s any hope of getting out of here. This is pure foolishness, William.”

			Sebastian was not listening. Ten feet ahead, he had stopped and was shining the flashlight on an opening at the side of the corridor. “Aha, look at this, Ham. I think we’re making some progress now.”

			There were rubble marks where the stones had been broken away. In their place was a timbered doorway, the posts and braces showing fresh saw marks. Hamilton stared and then looked across to where Sebastian had swung the light. A crushed wheelbarrow and several broken tools were in a niche just outside the door. 

			“I don’t think those are Druid tools, Ham.” He swung the light past the tools and up a long incline that ended in a set of wooden stairs. “Come on,” he said, and moved up the passageway.

			The stairs rose fifteen or twenty feet and ended at a heavy plank wall with an oak door in the center. “Would you guess that wall and door were built about three years ago?”

			The date seemed about right. The wood was not painted and appeared to be not quite new. “Cyon’s wine cellar?” Hamilton asked.

			Sebastian nodded. “While he was rebuilding the house, he broke into the cavern up there.”

			“And he never mentioned it to anybody?”

			“Apparently not. And what do you suppose happened to the workmen who built these stairs and that wall?”

			“They must have seen the caverns.”

			“Yes,” Sebastian said. “And very likely it was the last thing they saw.”

			“Do you really think Cyon would kill them?”

			“Cyon, or something that took over Cyon’s body.” Sebastian swung the light around and moved back down the incline. When he reached the timbered opening he stopped, turning the light from side to side.

			They had missed them when they came through the opening from the other side. Now the two heavy bronze doors were clearly visible, pushed open far to the sides. They must have been closed at one time, shutting off the entire underground complex.

			The two doors were four inches thick and standing almost ten feet high. From the way they were now positioned, it appeared as if some powerful force had swung them open, jamming them hard against the stone walls outside.

			“Those things must weigh tons,” Hamilton said. “Whatever smashed them open—”

			“—is the thing that Geoffrey Cyon set free.”

			Sebastian moved closer, shining the light on the edge of the right-hand door. “Look at this!”

			A heavy gold bracket or seal of some kind was hanging loosely from the edge of the door. It appeared to be broken, shorn into two pieces when the doors were burst open, Sebastian wrenched it loose from the shattered mooring and held the flashlight close.

			“Solid gold,” he said. “Joined with its other half, its power must be incredible. It’s inscribed with the names of hundreds of old gods.” He glanced up and shone the light on the other door. “See if you can find the other half, Ham.”

			Hamilton moved to the other door and tried to reach behind where it was wedged into the rock. The gap was too small, and the door was far too heavy to budge. “Can’t get to it,” he said.

			Sebastian nodded, then glanced around the opening. “Cyon must have found these doors closed, with this seal on them. When he broke this seal, its power was no longer effective. Then, whatever was inside smashed the doors violently open, jamming them against the rocks.” He nodded, satisfied with the theory. Then he turned sharply and shone the flashlight beam into the caverns.

			The low rumble was coming again, and the flames of the firepit were hissing and billowing.

			Hamilton stood still, gazing into the shadows. “Sebastian… you can actually feel it. It’s like evil coming from in there like a physical force!”

			Sebastian nodded. He suddenly shoved the lighted flashlight in his pocket, then dug out the piece of fabric from the maid’s robe. After he tied the cloth to the gold seal, he reached up and secured the piece so it dangled directly in the center of the doorway.

			“What are you doing?” Hamilton asked.

			“I’m buying some insurance.” Sebastian stood back and surveyed his handiwork, then drew the flashlight out again.

			Hamilton shuddered as they moved back into the corridor. Fifty feet farther along, they came upon a huge room; what was unquestionably the central chamber of the complex. The floor sloped slightly downward from all sides of the chamber, and the ceiling seemed to soar into a black void. The walls surrounding the chamber seemed to be glistening, with dozens of corridors and smaller chambers leading away in other directions.

			But it was the center of the room that held Hamilton’s attention. A huge firepit, perhaps twelve feet across, was hissing and sputtering, sending angry tongues of flame high into the air. Beyond the firepit was a great black stone – a flat-topped platform four feet high and eight or ten feet square. The sides were carved with symbols and figures, and the crevices were inlaid with pounded gold. Around the stone were the massive links of a heavy hand-forged chain.

			“Asmodeus,” Sebastian said as he stared into the cavernous chamber. “He was sealed in here. This is his own black cathedral.”

			Hamilton followed him down the slope and around the roaring firepit. When they reached the black stone, Sebastian circled slowly around. Then he moved closer, touching what appeared to be red stains running down the sides.

			“Good Lord,” Hamilton breathed. “Is it…?”

			Sebastian nodded. “Blood.”

			“Then this is a… a sacrificial altar?”

			“And the blood is not very old.”

			Hamilton looked around, his stomach suddenly queasy. “My God, it looks like Hell itself.”

			“In a way, it is,” Sebastian said.

			“William, let’s get out of here. I don’t think I can… What are you doing?”

			Sebastian was kneeling, pressing something into a crevice of caked blood. As he worked at it a low, angry moan seemed to come from somewhere high above them. Then Hamilton saw a flicker of light reflect from the object Sebastian was working into the crevice. It was the antique cross. The moaning grew louder, almost turning into a snarl for a moment. Then it went abruptly silent as Sebastian rose.

			“Ham, we’ve got to…” He gasped and rubbed his chest. “We’ve got to find the other half of that seal!”

			Hamilton grabbed his arm. “Slowly, now. You’re exhausted!” He lifted Sebastian as much as he could as he guided him around the firepit. They had reached the other side and were moving past a stone pillar when a blood-curdling scream seemed to explode in Hamilton’s ear. He turned quickly and then gaped, scarcely believing his eyes.

			She was no more than three feet from him, and her face was on a level with his. But she was upside down, her feet manacled to a hook twelve feet above the floor.

			“William! My God!”

			She was wearing nothing but skimpy underclothes, but there was no doubt about her being one of the maids from the house. She screamed again as Hamilton stared at her. Then, as if mad or hysterical, she suddenly laughed – a wild, maniacal shriek that echoed through the corridors. Then Hamilton noticed the vacant look in her eyes, They were wide and staring, the pupils dilated as she kept them fixed on the firepit.

			“She’s not even aware we’re here,” Hamilton said. He moved closer to the dangling body. “She doesn’t appear to be injured. We’d better cut her down.”

			“No, Ham!” Sebastian said sharply. “We can’t interfere. There’s too much at stake now.”

			“But William—!”

			Sebastian was gazing narrowly across the room as if listening to something. Then Hamilton heard it – the scraping of feet, like some clumsy animal approaching.

			“What is it?”

			As if responding to the question, an angry bellowing suddenly echoed through the corridors as the dragging footsteps drew closer. This was followed by a throaty snarl. Then they saw it.

			Hamilton could scarcely believe anything could be so ugly. It appeared to be half-man and half-beast, standing more than seven feet tall in its humpbacked frame. The skin was hairy in spots. The other parts were crusted and cracked as if it were diseased or going through some kind of molting process. But the face was the most repulsive feature. The nose was twisted upward, making the nostrils clearly visible. The mouth was twisted and sagging to the side, with the fang-like lower teeth curling upward almost to the sides of the nose. The eyes too were uneven, one of them a sightless phlegm-colored lump, and the other an oversized onion bulb that appeared to be hanging outside its socket.

			The thing was coming directly at them, moving slowly along the passageway that led to the bronzed doors. The onion eye seemed to swing back and forth without seeing anything, its black pupil like a festering wound.

			“My God, William!”

			“Don’t move,” Sebastian said quietly. “It hasn’t seen us yet.” He drew the flashlight from his pocket and held it ready as if it were some kind of weapon.

			The thing stopped short of the doorway as if listening for a minute. The huge eye swung slowly from left to right as if the beast were not quite able to control it. Then the eye stopped, flaring slightly as it spotted them. The animal’s breathing grew more rapid, and an arm came up and swung to the side in an angry gesture. At the same time, a snarling roar came from its throat and vibrated through the hollow corridors. Hamilton’s heart jumped as the eye fixed itself on them and the thing started moving again.

			Sebastian stood his ground. As if it were a pistol, he lifted the flashlight and switched it on just as the animal reached the doorway.

			The thing came to an abrupt stop. The head swung from side to side as if some sudden pain had stricken it. Then the eye lifted, fixing itself on the gold seal dangling just above its head. The seal was slowly turning, the glare from Sebastian’s flashlight reflecting off in all directions.

			The animal stood perfectly still for a minute, its rasping breath the only sound in the corridors. Then it issued a bellowing roar and stepped back, taking a hesitant swing at the seal. It swung again, the clawed hand a yard short of the target as it backed off another step. The onion eye was now red with blood as it glared at Hamilton and Sebastian. The beast seemed confused for a minute. Then it turned, the head twitching as it snarled and lumbered away into the shadows.

			Hamilton could feel the perspiration trickling down his ribs as he breathed a sigh of relief.

			“One of Asmodeus’ disciples,” Sebastian said as he lowered the flashlight.

			“But it wasn’t human.”

			“It was probably human at one time.”

			The manacled girl had been silent from the time the beast appeared. Now, still staring vacantly at the firepit, she suddenly laughed again. Her body twisted as if she were trying to free herself, and then a piercing scream came from her throat, ending in the maniacal laughter.

			Sebastian glanced at her and brought his hand to his chest again. “We’d better get out of here, Ham,” he gasped. 

			“I agree,” Hamilton said. “Just take it easy.” He got a grip under Sebastian’s arm and helped him toward the door. Sebastian was struggling hard for air now, his hand clutched tightly to his chest. Then he stumbled and dropped to one knee.

			Hamilton knelt beside him. “I should have brought my bag,” he said. He felt Sebastian’s pulse and watched him closely.

			“It’s the same as yesterday, Ham. Outside the house. Like something being twisted inside me.”

			There were footsteps coming from somewhere in the distance – a number of people moving slowly. Then Hamilton saw them – eight or ten girls carrying torches and moving in a procession toward the big room.

			“Hurry,” he said, and got Sebastian to his feet.

			“Get the seal, Ham!”

			Hamilton reached up and grabbed it, yanking it free from the mooring. Then he half-carried Sebastian through the door and up the long incline. Sebastian seemed to be growing weaker as they reached the stairs. Behind them the procession of girls was chanting now.

			“We’ve got to get up those steps, William. Can you make it?”

			Sebastian glanced up and closed his eyes, breathing deeply. “I think so.”

			Hamilton took him a step at a time, then paused to let him catch his breath. When they reached the top, he felt a wave of relief – the door was open. With the chanting behind them growing louder, he helped Sebastian through the door, then closed and bolted it.

			The room was dark and chilly and had the musty smell of wine corks. Hamilton found the flashlight in Sebastian’s pocket and swung the beam across the mass of wine racks. On the far side of the room he spotted the staircase. He took a firm grip under Sebastian’s arm.

			“Wait a minute,” Sebastian said. “Shine the light over here!”

			Hamilton turned the light. “What is it?”

			Sebastian was bent forward, squinting at something in the racks, his hand still clutching his chest. “Look at that, Ham! It’s incredible!”

			“Look at what?” Hamilton could see nothing more than a rack of wine bottles.

			“Twenty bottles of Lafite Rothschild 1937! My God, I didn’t think there were that many left in the whole world.”

			Hamilton stared at him, not quite believing it. Sebastian was gasping – maybe for the last bit of air he would ever take – and he could think of nothing better than old wine bottles.

			“William, for God’s sake!”

			Sebastian gave him a look of surprise. Then he let Hamilton pull him away from the racks and across the room.

			“Do you realize, Ham, that the last bottle of Lafite Rothschild ’37 was auctioned off for…?”

			“Will you shut up and save your breath?”

			Sebastian stopped and leaned on the banister at the bottom of the steps. “Sorry, Ham,” he finally said with a smile: “I think I can make it now.”

		

	
		
			VIII

			The house seemed to be empty, and except for a black maid who stood smiling at them from the top of the stairs, Hamilton succeeded in getting Sebastian back to his room unnoticed. The girl followed them in, smiling over her load of fresh sheets.

			“Is there anything I can do for you gentlemen?” she asked in a soft Bahamian voice.

			“No, thank you, miss.”

			“If Mr. Sebastian would care for a massage, I would be very pleased to accommodate. I am very good at it and I am sure it would make him feel better.”

			Hamilton escorted her to the door and closed it firmly behind her. Sebastian was stretched out on the bed, smiling at the ceiling when he came back. “A massage sounds pretty good right now, Ham.”

			“It would be your last massage.” Hamilton went to his room and brought back his portable electrocardiograph.

			“Well, Ham, are you a believer now?” Sebastian asked as Hamilton attached the electrodes to his wrists and ankles.

			“I believe there are some old Druid ruins underground out there,” Hamilton said, “and there is some kind of deformed man – or maybe somebody in a horror costume – running around pretending he’s an animal and killing people. I also believe we should call Inspector Cabell as quickly as possible and have him bring a net.” Hamilton started the machine, closely watching the needle fluctuations.

			“On what legal grounds?” Sebastian asked.

			“On what legal grounds? My God, man, there’s a maniac running around, and we saw him. We also saw a girl dangling by her heels and acting like a lunatic.”

			“There’s no law against that. And we didn’t see the maniac break any laws.”

			“Don’t be ridiculous, William. Three people have been clawed to death, and Mitri came very close to being the fourth. And we saw a… a beast, or animal, or whatever it was, with claws and all the behavior traits of a madman and killer. I don’t think Cabell will have any trouble getting a warrant.”

			Sebastian nodded. “All right, let’s presume Cabell could come out here with a warrant and that he could catch that thing. Then what happens to Asmodeus? He would simply go into hiding somewhere else. He would continue corrupting his victims, and grow more powerful than ever.”

			Hamilton sighed and detached the electrodes. “William, there is no concrete evidence proving that a creature named Asmodeus even exists. You read about him in Dr. Qualus’ journal, and I suppose there are other books about witchcraft and demonology that have lots of things to say about him. But Dr. Qualus’ reputation seems to be highly questionable. As for the demonology books, they prove nothing more than the fact that there have been crackpots in the world all through history.”

			“Then how do you account for the succubus coming to my home? How do you account for the trouble we had on our flight ever here, for the wine glasses breaking, and for the coffin in that display case downstairs?”

			Hamilton smiled and shook his head as he studied the cardiograph tapes. “Ten-year-old boys can do card tricks and make coins disappear, and I find it absolutely baffling and incomprehensible, William. I am not at all surprised that other people can perform even more dazzling feats of magic. As to the plane trouble and the breaking wine glasses and the disappearance of a coffin, I don’t even find those things particularly unusual.”

			“And my heart?”

			Hamilton looked at him, then folded the tapes and put them aside. “Yes, that is unusual. But so are hundreds of other medical phenomena. If you had any sense at all, you would let me take you to Boston, where I could make a thorough examination and perform some tests. That your heart has undergone some kind of trauma, I have no doubt. But other people have had similar things happen to them – a good many of the causes being in their own minds.”

			“Ahh.” Sebastian smiled. “So you think it is psychosomatic. You think my own brain is the culprit.”

			“I didn’t say that. I am a scientist, and I keep an open mind. I only consider it one of several possibilities.”

			“And the others?”

			“A disease of some sort. An infection, perhaps coupled with a functional disorder. It could even be something new, a mutated virus that attacks the heart.”

			Sebastian laughed softly and swung his legs off the bed.

			“Where are you going?” Hamilton asked.

			“I have to go to central London.”

			“You can’t, William. If you don’t get some rest, I’ll guarantee you won’t last another day.”

			Sebastian frowned, then reached for the gold seal on the bed stand. “Then you’ll have to get me some things.”

			“What kind of things?”

			Sebastian crossed to his suitcase. He dug out a silver dueling pistol with fancy scrollwork on the handle and brought it back to the bed. “I’ll need a jeweler’s saw and file. I’ll also need a Bunsen burner with some gas, and a crucible, along with clay to make a mold. All the instruments I’ll need to make a bullet to fit this gun barrel.”

			Hamilton stared at him. “A gold bullet?”

			Sebastian nodded. “A bullet made from the same seal that imprisoned Asmodeus. It won’t destroy him, but it may slow him down. I’ll also need some holy water – from an infant’s baptism, preferably – and some communion wine. The wine must be blessed by a bishop.”

			“William, that’s preposterous!”

			Sebastian smiled. “To a scientist I am sure it sounds that way. But if I’m going to last another day, I need those things, Ham. If you won’t get them, I’ll have to do it myself.”

			If it were a psychosomatic affliction causing the damage to Sebastian’s heart, there was probably some truth in his words. Hamilton also had little doubt about how long he would last if he didn’t get some rest.

			“If you intend to use a bullet, I presume you already have some gunpowder,” Hamilton said dryly.

			Sebastian smiled. “Of course.”

			“Very well, William, I’ll get the things for you. But I wouldn’t count on them giving you much protection.”

			Sebastian was not listening. He frowned off at the window, idly tapping the gun barrel on his knee. “If Cyon is Asmodeus,” he said softly, “I wonder which human is his priest? That will be his most dangerous disciple.” He nodded thoughtfully and looked at Hamilton. “The old legends describe the priest as taking the form of a great cat of some sort.”

			“Lie down, William.”

			Sebastian smiled and lay back, his eyes closed.

			

			There was no difficulty getting the jeweler’s tools and the clay, and Hamilton picked up a Bunsen burner and a crucible at a pharmaceutical supply house. The holy water and communion wine blessed by a bishop were a different matter.

			At first there was some question about his even getting an audience with the man. The male secretary gazed doubtfully across the desk while Hamilton told his story. Then the man frowned and went into great detail about how the bishop was very busy and how he couldn’t take time out to satisfy the frivolous and somewhat bizarre wishes of anyone who walked in off the street.

			The story Hamilton told was a pack of lies. He had a patient in Boston, he told the man, who was very close to death. The patient was an extremely old woman, a devout Episcopalian, and Hamilton feared that a great part of her sickness came from her lack of will to live. In her more lucid moments she had requested some holy water from an infant’s baptism, and some communion wine blessed by an Anglican bishop. As strange as the request was, Hamilton was certain that the woman’s spirits would lift-and it very well might lead to her recovery – if the requested items might be delivered. When the man characterized the request in the manner he did, Hamilton suddenly found himself bristling.

			“You may regard the last wishes of a dying lady to be frivolous and bizarre, sir,” he exploded, “but I for one regard a human life as far more important than your bishop’s meeting with a building committee or his four-o’clock nap. Now, if it is your choice to have me return to Boston empty-handed, I am sure the American newspapers will find it a sad and poignant story. The death of such a prominent personage as Mrs. CJ Brittingham will not go unnoticed. Nor, I am sure, will the behavior of your church during her last days.”

			

			The bishop was a tall, distinguished-looking man with a gentle manner, and forty-five minutes later he listened patiently to Hamilton’s story. Then he smiled faintly and sat back. “Dr. Amos Hamilton,” he said reflectively. “The name is familiar. In addition to your medical practice, Doctor, are you by chance a criminologist?”

			Hamilton felt his heart drop. “Well, I… yes, on occasion I dabble in the field. A hobby, mostly.”

			“How interesting. I recall that you and a Mr.… Sebastian, was it?… were involved in solving a train robbery case some years ago in England. You used rather unorthodox methods, as I recall. Rather rubbed the Scotland Yard chaps the wrong way.”

			“Yes.  I’m afraid that’s true, your Eminence. However, we’re still on good terms with Inspector Cabell.”

			“Ah, yes, Inspector Cabell. A good man.” He was silent a moment; then the slight smile returned as he came forward again, “Well, I think we can accommodate you, Doctor. Would you care to pick up the materials tomorrow?”

			“If possible, your Eminence, I… it’s rather urgent that I have them today. As soon as possible.”

			“Mrs. Brittingham is that ill, is she?”

			“Quite ill, sir.”

			“I see. Very well. Then we must do our duty as quickly as possible. Would you like to witness the blessing, Doctor?”

			“No, no, that won’t be necessary.”

			“Then if you will wait outside…”

			Hamilton quickly rose. “Certainly, sir. And I am sure Mrs. Brittingham will be very eager to show her gratitude with some kind of contribution to the church,”

			“That will not be necessary, Doctor. And I will also say a prayer for her quick recovery.”

			Hamilton backed out the door, feeling a drop of perspiration skid down his ribs. “Thank you so much, your Eminence. Thank you very much.”

			Damn! he thought when he took a seat in the waiting room outside. The bishop had known he was lying from the minute he opened his mouth, and Hamilton could not remember being quite so mortified. In fact, thinking back on it, he couldn’t remember working on one case with Sebastian in which he wasn’t forced to make a fool of himself in one way or another. And now he had done it again. He finally took a deep breath and sighed, resolving that under no circumstances would he continue working with Sebastian after this was over.

			Another forty-five minutes passed before the secretary came out carrying a carved box. The man smiled coldly and handed it over, and Hamilton got out of the place as fast as he could.

			It was dark when the taxi drove him through the gates of Cyon House. The place was lit up like a Las Vegas casino, and the driveway was packed with limousines.

			“Looks like a party,” the taxi driver said.

			“Yes,” Hamilton answered. “There’s no need for you to drive all the way up. Just let me off here.”

			“Suit yourself, guvn’r.” He pulled the little car to the side, and Hamilton paid him. “Thank you, and have a good time, sir,” the man said, and made a quick U-tum.

			Hamilton angled across the grass to reach the front of the house. He avoided the group of chauffeurs talking quietly at the side, and then came to an abrupt stop as a shadow moved away from a smaller car and came across to intercept him.

			“Ahh, Dr. Hamilton, I’m glad I caught you.”

			There was no mistaking Cabell’s Scotch brogue. He was wearing his usual scowl as he fell into step with Hamilton.

			“I understand you’ve been gone all afternoon. Is that correct, Doctor?”

			“Yes, most of the afternoon. Has something happened?”

			“We can’t be sure about that just yet. Cyon has reported his sister missing.”

			“Anitra missing?” Hamilton looked up at the house. “It doesn’t appear that Cyon is terribly concerned about it.”

			“No, it doesn’t. Miss Cyon hasn’t been with you, I presume.”

			“No.”

			“And may I ask where you have been?”

			“Shopping,” Hamilton said, and then smiled. “And to church.”

			Cabell gave him a surprised look, but dropped the matter. “Cyon states that his sister has been emotionally unstable. Have you had the same impression, Doctor?”

			“Well, you have to admit that some disturbing things have been happening at Cyon House.”

			“You mean in addition to the attack on Mitri?”

			“That. And all the parties. And the girls in the house. It is rather unusual.”

			“Yes,” Cabell said thoughtfully. “As a medical man, Dr. Hamilton, on your reputation as a physician, do you think there could be something to… to the things in Qualus’ journal?”

			“Sebastian seems to think so.”

			“I am aware of that. But I have always found your partner a bit… overly imaginative, shall we say. I would be more interested in hearing your frank opinion, Doctor.”

			Hamilton hesitated. “Well, as I said, Inspector, there have been some unusual things.”

			“Yes, you mentioned the parties and the girls.”

			“And some other things.”

			“Can you be more specific, Doctor?”

			“Well, as you know, Inspector, the house was completely refurbished some three years ago. At that time considerable excavation work was also done in the cellar.”

			“Yes?”

			“I believe they found something down there, Inspector. And I think you’ll find that none of those workmen were ever seen alive again.”

			Cabell frowned. “How many workmen?”

			“I have no idea. I’m sure you could find out from the contractor who did the work. No doubt the incident was reported as an accident.”

			Cabell nodded. “That’s very interesting. I think that’s precisely the kind of information I need for a court order, Doctor. Thank you very much.”

			Hamilton watched him stride off to his car, feeling some relief. He hoped the inspector would be quick about getting a search warrant.

			Inside the house, the party had the appearance of a drunken brawl. The guests were all well-dressed, obviously men of importance. But they were behaving like a bunch of teenagers having their first drinks. They were sitting on the floor or sprawled out on couches, each with a scantily-clad maid. Some were standing at an elaborate bar that had been set up near the fountain, while others were dancing to a rock band whose music was making the chandeliers jump.

			“Good evening, Dr. Hamilton,” the baby-faced girl said, and rubbed close to Hamilton while she helped him with his coat.

			Hamilton grunted irritably, then pulled the small box away as the girl reached for it. “Is Sir Geoffrey here?”

			“I’m sure he’s around somewhere, Doctor. May I get you a drink?”

			“No, thank you.” Hamilton skirted around the edge of the room, avoiding the dancers. Then he saw Cyon moving toward him, a scowl on his face.

			“Cyon, Inspector Cabell was just telling me…”

			 Cyon walked by without giving him a glance. Hamilton watched as he went to the bar and the girl bartender poured him a stiff drink. Hamilton glanced around and finally spotted Mitri.

			He was standing off to the side, his arm in a sling, and looking a bit pale. But he had a drink in his hand and seemed to be enjoying himself. Hamilton edged around a couple of dancers.

			“Ahh, Dr. Hamilton,” Mitri said, and gestured with his drink. “Geoff’s certainly throwing a proper party this time!”

			“Mitri, you shouldn’t be out of bed. And your sister’s missing.”

			Mitri laughed. “Annie? If someone has taken Annie, Doctor, he’s the one who’s in trouble.”

			“Mitri! She could be in danger!”

			Mitri lifted the glass and downed the entire drink. His eyes were glazed as he looked at Hamilton and laughed. “Don’t you realize, Ham, that Annie’s stronger than me and Geoff put together? She’s told us a hundred times that we’d find out someday that she’s the real tiger in this house.”

			Hamilton stared at him, remembering Mitri’s first description of Anitra – a bit old-maidish, he’d said. “Mitri, I think you should—”

			Mitri smiled as a girl suddenly appeared at Hamilton’s elbow, pressing herself close. “Have you met Darla, Dr. Hamilton?” Mitri said. “She’s really a very talented girl. Lovely lips, don’t you think?”

			Hamilton drew himself away from the girl’s grasp. “Excuse me, please,” he said, and strode off.

			He was relieved to find Sebastian still stretched out on the bed. “Good Lord, William, have you seen what’s going on downstairs?”

			Sebastian swung his legs to the floor and sat up. “No, but I can hear it. Did you get everything?”

			“I got everything, and underwent considerable embarrassment by telling lies to the bishop. He knew very well that—”

			“Did he bless the wine?” Sebastian interrupted. He had the box open and lifted one of the small vials to the light.

			“I presume so.”

			“You mean you didn’t see him do it?”

			“William, there is a limit to the things a person can demand, and the next time, you can do it yourself.”

			Sebastian nodded indifferently. “Well, I’m sure he did. Good work, Ham.” He looked at the baptismal water, then unwrapped the tools and the clay. “You want to get the Bunsen burner started?”

			Hamilton got out the burner and the small tank of gas. “You heard, of course, that Cyon reported Anitra missing?”

			“Yes. Interesting, isn’t it?”

			“Do you suppose he did it to throw the police off?”

			Sebastian started cutting a piece of gold from the seal. “That’s possible,” he said. “Which might mean he knows she will be permanently missing.”

			“It could mean something else, William. Mitri just mentioned that she often refers to herself as the real tiger in this house.”

			Sebastian looked up sharply. “She what?”

			Hamilton nodded. “You said the priest-disciple takes the form of a great cat. Could that be a tiger?”

			Sebastian stared at him, then frowned thoughtfully. “She is the one who brought us here. Cyon and Anitra.” He nodded. “It’s possible.”

			“It could be nothing, William. I hardly think Anitra is the type of woman who—”

			“There are no types, Ham. If Asmodeus takes over, the person can assume any personality he chooses. And Anitra would have been a perfect choice.”

			“Really, William, she is a charming young lady.”

			“Yes, she is. Or at least she appears to be. But who knows what repressed desires a woman like her might have?”

			“But… but wouldn’t it have been foolish for her to have summoned you here?”

			“Not if Asmodeus wanted me. And there is no doubt in my mind about that.” Sebastian thought about it for a minute and then smiled faintly as he went back to work. “We’ll soon find out. I think there is a reason for this big party tonight, Ham. And I think we are expected to take a big part in it.”

		

	
		
			IX

			It took another two hours to prepare the bullet. After the mold was formed, it had to be hardened over the burner. Then the filings of gold were slowly melted in the crucible and poured in. After it was set, Sebastian filed it smooth to fit the gun barrel.

			Hamilton watched doubtfully, wondering if Sebastian would fire the weapon if he were confronted by Anitra. Or would he fire it at empty space, and then claim he had killed Asmodeus? Such a thing would not surprise Hamilton. As far as he could see, a great deal of the demonology and supernatural was in Sebastian’s head, and once he fired the pistol at some nonexistent apparition, maybe his problems would go away.

			Hamilton finally went to his own room and took a short nap on the water bed – first being certain that the door was locked.

			It was after eleven when Sebastian awakened him. By the sound of things, the party downstairs had grown even more frantic. The screams and laughter and pounding music echoed through the entire house.

			Hamilton didn’t take a good look at Sebastian until they were ready to go. He was surprised at how pale he was. Even his hands seemed to be trembling now.

			“Are you all right, William?”

			“Yes,” Sebastian said, and quickly turned away. He thrust the pistol deep into his belt beneath his jacket and put the vials of wine and holy water in his pockets.

			“Are you sure?” Hamilton asked. “If you go down there and collapse, it’s not going to do any good.”

			“Is there anything you can give me?”

			“Only a sedative, and with that you should go to bed.”

			“Then I’d better not have it. Let’s go. And bring that gold seal along.”

			Sebastian moved through the door before Hamilton could respond. Hamilton grabbed the seal and found Sebastian waiting at the top of the stairs.

			The music and dancing had all reached a frenzied level now, as if the whole thing were approaching some kind of cathartic climax. Men were grappling with girls on couches and on the floor, and those dancing seemed to be in the throes of a sexual act. Hamilton could find neither Cyon nor Mitri in the crowd.

			“We’d better use the back stairway,” Sebastian said, and moved off. He was breathing deeply, as if trying to collect more air in his lungs.

			The back stairway led into a hall that appeared to be vacant. Hamilton followed as Sebastian walked casually toward the front of the house and then turned into the hallway that led to the cellar door.

			A man dressed in an Arab djellaba came out of a door and grinned at them as he went by. “Enshallam,” he said.

			“Enshallam,” Sebastian answered.

			The door to the wine cellar was open. They slipped through and down the stairs. The room was lighted now, and Sebastian paid no attention to the rare wine bottles as they passed.

			Once the second door was closed behind them, they stood on the wooden landing outside, letting their eyes adjust to the darkness. The smell of burning pitch was clearly evident.

			“William,” Hamilton said softly, “I saw Cabell in front of the house when I came back tonight. I told him about the excavation, and that some workmen probably disappeared down here. I think he’s getting a court order to search the place.”

			“I doubt if he’ll have it by tonight.”

			“I suppose not.” Hamilton sighed. “But we could wait. He’ll certainly have it by morning.”

			Sebastian shook his head. “It would be dangerous for him. Either he would find nothing or he would be killed.”

			“Are you all right, William?”

			Sebastian was bending forward a little, rubbing his chest. “Let’s go,” he said.

			At the bottom of the steps they could see lights from the cavern. The whole place seemed to be ablaze with torches now, and there was a faint howling sound, as if a heavy wind were blowing through the corridors. Sebastian led the way down the slope and then stopped suddenly, grasping one of the bronze doors for support. As he bent forward, the pistol dropped from his waist and clattered to the floor. Hamilton got a hand under his arm and picked up the pistol.

			“The bullet, Ham,” Sebastian said. “It dropped out of the barrel.” He was pointing at the half-inch of space under the bronze door.

			Hamilton ran his fingers under the edge but felt nothing. He got down on his hands and knees and thrust his fingers as deeply as they would go under the door. He still felt nothing.

			Sebastian straightened himself and tried to pull the door open.

			“Don’t exert yourself, William. Are you sure you’re going to have any use for that bullet?”

			“I’m positive, Ham. Get that pick handle.”

			Hamilton got the pick handle from under the broken wheelbarrow and wedged it in behind the door. He braced his foot against the wall and pulled with all his strength. The door didn’t budge. “It’s hopeless, William.”

			Sebastian glanced around, then came up with a melon-sized rock. He put it behind the pick handle to act as a fulcrum. “Try pushing.”

			Hamilton pushed, throwing all his weight against the handle in one surge. There was a creaking sound, and the bottom of the door scraped a half-inch along the floor.

			“Again,” Sebastian said. He shifted the handle and the rock lower, giving Hamilton a better angle. This time the door moved two or three inches.

			Hamilton tossed the pick handle aside and they both pulled on the edge. There was a brief scrape, and then the door swung free. Sebastian fished out his flashlight and knelt close to the floor. Then they both froze.

			“My God!” Hamilton exclaimed.

			With Sebastian’s light pointed at the floor, the first thing they saw was a human foot. Then, as Sebastian lifted the beam, they saw the entire body – a man in a half-crouched position, slightly twisted, his body having been compressed within the small space between the door and the wall. His head was turned away, one elbow jutting out grotesquely behind him.

			The man’s clothing was still intact and in fairly good condition. Inside it the body was mummified, the skin brown and hard and shrunken tightly against the bones.

			“One of the workmen?” Hamilton asked.

			“Not in those clothes.”

			Sebastian was right. The man was wearing expensive slacks and a turtleneck sweater that looked like cashmere. They moved to the side, and Sebastian lowered I the flashlight. “The other half of the seal!” he said.

			It was still in the man’s hand. The wrist was shattered, the splintered bone protruding from the leathery skin, but the bony hand was still clutching the other half of the seal. Sebastian raised the flashlight again and moved closer to the wall to see the face. Then his mouth came open, and he stared, speechless for a moment.

			“My God, Ham! It’s Mitri!”

			Hamilton felt his stomach twist as he looked. The eyes were gaping wide, and the face was frozen in an expression of surprise and terror. But there was no mistaking the bone structure. 

			“It wasn’t Cyon,” Sebastian said. “Asmodeus is Mitri!”

			“And it must have been Mitri who broke the seal,” Hamilton added. “He must have been standing at the side of the door when it happened. The force of the door bursting open threw him against the wall and crushed him.” Hamilton shook his head. Mitri couldn’t have had any idea what hit him. It must have happened in a split second and crushed his skull instantly. Hamilton looked at Sebastian. “Then Mitri – the Mitri we know – is not Mitri?”

			Sebastian shook his head. “He’s been dead for three years.”

			“Then the engine trouble on the airplane…?”

			“Was Mitri’s doing. And the broken wine glasses, and the broken banister.”

			“But…” Hamilton felt a surge of anger as he remembered the apologies and concern over his almost falling to his death. He also shuddered at the thought of what kind of monster was walking around in Mitri’s body. The whole thing was horrifying.

			“But what?” Sebastian asked.

			“William, I think we should get out of here. I think we should wait for Inspector Cabell. None of this makes any sense!”

			“I’ve been trying to explain it to you for two days, Ham. And now we know who’s behind all of it.”

			Hamilton looked at the mummified body again and then turned sharply as Sebastian swung the flashlight away. A new sound was coming from the caverns now – a deep humming.

			“What is it?” Hamilton asked.

			“Chanting. Listen.”

			They were deep male voices, and footsteps were scraping on the stone floor. It sounded like there must be twenty or thirty of them. Sebastian quickly turned back and yanked the half-seal from Mitri’s frozen hand. “Get the bullet, Ham.”

			Hamilton suddenly had a little more faith in Sebastian’s gold bullet. If everything was really as crazy as it sounded, maybe a golden bullet was just crazy enough to, work. He dropped to one knee and felt around the floor.

			“Hurry!” Sebastian urged.

			“Then give me some light, for God’s sake!”

			Sebastian swung the light across, and Hamilton quickly found the smooth chunk of gold. He handed it over, and Sebastian carefully replaced it in the gun barrel. Then he switched off the flashlight and moved through the doors.

			There was enough light from the torches that Hamilton had no trouble following him along the corridor. When they reached the cathedral room, Sebastian paused for a minute. The place was brightly lit with hundreds of torches, but there appeared to be no one around.

			“Down there,” Sebastian said, and moved hurriedly to a line of stone posts in the shadows. Sebastian ducked behind, and Hamilton followed – not a moment too soon.

			On the far side of the room the first of the chanting procession was now entering the cathedral. Sebastian cupped the end of the flashlight and shone it on the other half of the gold seal.

			“We have to keep these separate, Ham,” he whispered. “If they’re too close together, they’ll feel its power. But I’ll need the other half fast when I ask for it.”. 

			“What are you going to do?”

			“I don’t know yet.”

			“William—”

			“Shhhh.”

			The men coming into the cathedral were in a column of twos, each heavily robed and carrying a torch. Their faces were hidden within the drooping cowls, and the chanting seemed to be in some foreign tongue. Hamilton edged back, finding a darker area just behind Sebastian. He scanned the corridors to the rear, but it was too dark to be sure of any escape route.

			Within four or five paces of the big altar stone the column of men suddenly stopped, their chanting coming to an abrupt halt at the same time. Except for the faint hissing from the firepit, the cathedral was now deathly silent. Hamilton held himself still, not daring to move or breathe.

			There seemed to be a faint humming rising from the shadows far across the room. It grew steadily louder for a minute, and then the soft shuffle of bare feet was audible. There were more torches coming – another procession.

			They were women this time – apparently the maids and servants from the house. They were wearing robes and cowls, but the material was almost transparent, clearly revealing their naked bodies underneath. Hamilton couldn’t help staring. They looked like a parade of girls from Playboy magazine, their mouths slightly open, their sliding gait somehow wanton and sensual. Then he caught his breath and gaped in horror.

			At the end of the column, being carried by the last four girls, was a litter with a body on it – a woman. She was tied and gagged, and she was squirming from side to side in an effort to free herself. It was Anitra!

			Without thinking, Hamilton moved forward, then felt Sebastian’s hard grip on his arm. “Easy,” Sebastian breathed.

			“It’s Anitra!” Hamilton whispered. “My God, what are they going to do?”

			Sebastian didn’t answer. He glanced behind them and around the room, as if assessing their position.

			The column of girls split and moved slowly around the stone altar as Anitra was brought forward. The litter was placed on the ground, and the four girls lifted her to the flat surface of the stone. Anitra squirmed and struggled, kicking out at those lifting her feet, and then Hamilton gasped as a blue flash, like an electrical short, came from the side of the altar. The girl next to it screamed and seemed to fly backward, sprawling on the floor.

			It took a moment for Hamilton to realize what had happened. The flash had come from the small niche where Sebastian had placed the antique cross. The girl must have brushed against it in her struggle with Anitra.

			Nobody seemed to be paying much attention to the stricken girl. Anitra was kicking and twisting, and the other girls were all surrounding the altar, trying to subdue her. Some were lifting the encircling chain, while others were securing it to her hands and feet. It was all done in an almost playful manner, some of the girls giggling and running their hands fondly over Anitra’s body.

			“Good Lord,” Hamilton muttered, and immediately felt Sebastian’s hand over his mouth.

			Anitra struggled against the chains, but then seemed to give up after they were attached and tightened. She twisted her head back and forth several times, her eyes wide with fear. Then she stared helplessly at the ceiling as if praying for some kind of miracle.

			As the girls stepped back from the altar, the robed figures all turned in unison, now facing the entrance with the bronze doors. “Asmodeus!” they suddenly began to chant. “Asmodeus! Asmodeus!” The girls all bowed their heads, at the same time glancing expectantly at the doorway.

			A deep rumbling answered the call. It seemed to spread through the cavern, shuddering the walls and ceiling and loosening trickles of dust and decomposed mortar. Then, as if appearing from nowhere, the huge figure was suddenly standing in the doorway, arms uplifted. The blood-red robe was studded with jewels and decorated with strange designs woven in gold thread. As with the other men, the heavy folds of his cowl completely hid his face.

			“Asmodeus! Asmodeus!” the men chanted. The volume rose to a thunderous roar as the figure came forward. The flames of the firepit hissed and danced, while beneath it the rumbling sounds were like explosions deep in the bowels of the earth. In the frenzy of noise the figure moved slowly past the disciples and finally came to a stop at the altar. The cowled head lowered slightly as it seemed to be gazing down into Anitra’s terrified face. Then the chanting came to an abrupt halt and the huge figure reached up and yanked away the blood-red cowl.

			It was Mitri, and yet it was not Mitri. It was Asmodeus. The head and body were much larger than Mitri’s, and the facial features were exaggerated, making the resemblance a grotesque caricature. The dark eyes seemed to have a power of their own as they stared at Anitra. Then they lifted, searching into the darkness behind the altar.

			“Let her call to him!” the voice boomed.

			Hamilton shuddered at the sound. It was not Mitri’s voice, but a mixture of powerful reverberations that seemed to come from some distant and evil place.

			Two of the girls stepped forward and quickly removed the gag from Anitra’s mouth. She seemed stunned for an instant. Then she took her eyes from Mitri and looked desperately into the darkness above her. “God…” she whimpered. “God, please! Please help me!” She twisted her head from side to side, and then she seemed to freeze, gaping at the other robed figures.

			They were removing their cowls now, and Hamilton felt his heart jump as he stared at them. They seemed to be half-man and half-beast, their hideous faces mocking both of the forms. Some had the heavy snouts of pigs, while others were like jackals or hyenas or had noses of no recognizable form. Some were hairy, while others were pale or had the sickly pallor of albinos, and mouths were crooked and twisted or shriveled into toothless caverns. Characteristic of all of them seemed to be a hungry, depraved look in the eyes, and a number of them drooled freely as they stared at Anitra on the altar.

			She was screaming. Her eyes were closed, as if to shut out the nightmarish spectacle, and she was throwing her head from side to side with every shriek.

			Surrounding her, the girls were also removing their cowls, and the sight was no less horrifying. Attached to the sensual and voluptuous bodies, the faces were twisted and grotesque, once again caricatures of half-human, half-animal forms. Some had festering sores, while others seemed to be the patchwork creations of some insane plastic surgeon. Eyes were misplaced on the faces, noses were contorted or elongated or stretched across the width of the face, while the mouths were masses of decayed teeth or cavernous holes with lips of exaggerated sensuality. The women also had the hungry look as they began to writhe and dance and circle the altar. They cackled and shrieked, while others laughed hysterically and reached out to touch Anitra’s body.

			“Incredible,” Sebastian murmured. “It’s fascinating.”

			Hamilton looked at him, surprised at the absorbed expression on Sebastian’s face. He might have been watching a performance by the Bolshoi Ballet company.

			After several minutes there was suddenly a change in tone, and one by one the girls stopped dancing and looked across the room. Mitri turned, a sneering smile on his heavy-boned face as he looked off.

			It was Cyon. He was standing in the doorway, his cowl down, wearing a bright purple robe suggesting he was second to Asmodeus in importance. His face was also exaggerated, and he wore a solemn, almost angry look as he came forward.

			The creatures all edged back to let him pass. Some had now shrunk into small imp-like figures, and they hobbled awkwardly about, grinning at Cyon. His eyes were fixed on the altar as he moved past the firepit and took a position next to Asmodeus. His face hardened when he looked down at Anitra.

			“Kill,” one of the girls said. Brackish green saliva dribbled from her mouth as she grinned stupidly at Cyon. “Kill her,” she said.

			One of the imp-like creatures darted forward and tugged at Cyon’s robe. “Ravage her!” he squealed. “Covet her, Lord Priest!”

			Cyon’s mouth opened as if he were about to speak to Anitra. Then it closed as he turned sharply and stared at Asmodeus.

			Anitra looked at both of them and screamed again. Two of the girls stepped forward and quickly replaced the gag in her mouth.

			Asmodeus was returning Cyon’s gaze, a look of faint contempt on his face. “Dear brother…” he said in Mitri’s voice. Then his head lifted, and the next words came out in a resounding roar. “I will be fully served!”

			Flames burst wildly from the firepit, and a murmuring of disapproval came from the disciples.

			“Lord Asmodeus,” Cyon answered firmly, “I have served thee well.”. 

			Asmodeus’ face darkened, and his body seemed to rise as he drew in his breath. “I will be served fully!” he thundered. He shot out an arm, pointing at Anitra. “Fully! Become now my priest! Become my favored one!”

			The imp-thing danced around Cyon’s skirts. “Covet her! Take her!” he cackled.

			“Ravish!” the girls shrieked. “Ravish, then kill! Ravish her! Kill her!”

			Sebastian glanced back at Hamilton. “The same dilemma I face,” he said. “Cyon wants to keep some free will. He’s reneging on his agreement.”

			Hamilton shook his head, horrified. “His own sister!”

			“Asmodeus wants his soul,” Sebastian said, and turned back.

			Some of the men-beasts had moved closer now, daring to tug at Cyon’s robe. The girls were doing the same with Anitra, one of them ripping a section of her blouse. “Love, then death!” they screamed. “Ravish her! Love, then death!”

			Cyon pulled himself away from the outstretched hands and turned sharply to the girls. “No!” he commanded. “Leave her!”

			The girls hesitated, then drew back, glancing at Asmodeus.

			“I will gift thee with her death,” Cyon said to Asmodeus, “but her death only, Lord.”

			Asmodeus’ eyes narrowed. He nodded, a faint smile coming to his face. “Then kill her,” he said.

			Cyon turned and gazed at Anitra’s terrified face. Then, as if steeling himself to the task, he moved to the side and drew a heavy stone ceremonial ax from beside the altar. He moved back, his eyes cast downward. Then he lifted the ax high above his head.

			Sebastian stiffened and pulled the vial of holy water from his pocket, then stood perfectly still.

			“William!” Hamilton urged.

			“No! Don’t move!” Sebastian said.

			Something strange was happening to Cyon, some kind of physical transformation as he stood poised with the ax. Instead of hands, there were now claws holding the ax, and as Cyon stared down at Anitra, his face seemed to grow broader and assume the appearance of a tiger.

			“Sister,” he said in a half-growl, “I must do this. Forgive me.”

			The ax rose another three inches, and all the grotesque figures were suddenly screaming and shrieking again, those in back pushing and shoving for a better view. The girls edged back, their eyes wide with anticipation.

			The ax was still high above Cyon’s head, beginning to waver now, as if he no longer had the strength to hold it steady. Then, with perspiration suddenly glistening from his face, Cyon stepped back and lowered the weapon.

			“I cannot, Lord. I will not!”

			A blinding flash came from in front of Asmodeus, and a crash of thunder vibrated through the caverns. At the same time, Asmodeus suddenly seemed to grow larger. His shoulders hunched forward and his chin now protruded as he glared down at Cyon.

			Hamilton frowned, not quite believing his eyes as he watched. Asmodeus looked less and less like Mitri. His chin and snout had grown longer and his skin was assuming a scaly appearance. 

			“William, he’s turning into some kind of a reptile!”

			Sebastian nodded, still watching. The beast stared at Cyon for a minute longer. Then the head lifted and suddenly turned, the eyes fixing themselves directly on Hamilton and Sebastian. Then the voice boomed out – now deep and hollow with a gravelly rasp to it: “Sebastian!”

			Hamilton’s heart stopped beating. The monster’s huge greenish eyes flared, and the snarling voice cracked through the silence. “Come forth, Sebastian!”

			Sebastian didn’t move. He gazed evenly back at the beast, his eyes narrowed. “So that’s why I was brought here,” he said quietly. “He knew Cyon might fail.”

			“Good God, William, you mean he wants you to be his high priest?”

			Sebastian nodded, his eyes still on Asmodeus. Hamilton grabbed his arm. “William, we’ve got to get out of…” He froze in mid-sentence as torches suddenly filled the darkness above them. There was shrieking and squealing laughter, and from the rocky niches and crevices high over their heads, gnarled and twisted little faces stared down at them. 

			“Sebastian, I call!” Asmodeus’ rasping voice boomed.

			Then a second voice came from behind them – the squeaking, mimicking voice of a madman. “Sebastian, Sebastian, Sebastian!” it said as the tiny shadow scuttled into view.

			Hamilton gaped at it, feeling his stomach sink. The distorted little face had thick eyebrows, and the nose seemed to be pushed upward almost to the forehead. But there was no mistaking the caricatured features of Inspector Cabell.

			“Go ahead, Sebastian, go ahead,” the thing cackled. It thrust a torch into Sebastian’s face. “You’re being summoned, Sebastian!” It danced clumsily on its crooked legs, and the dwarf-like creatures overhead screeched with laughter.

			Sebastian looked around and glanced at the faces overhead. Then he stepped out from behind the pillars. “Come on, Ham,” he said.

			They moved slowly through the crowd, past the jeering faces and the hands reaching out to touch them and snatch at their clothing. Cyon watched, the yellowed eyes glinting from his tiger-like face. Asmodeus seemed larger than ever as they approached the altar. 

			“I greet thee, Lord Asmodeus,” Sebastian said.

			The thing that was once Mitri now had flaring nostrils, and the greenish eyes seemed to smolder with greed and hate. “Thy deepest needs, Sebastian,” it roared. “Only thee and I know them.”

			Sebastian nodded. “I know, Lord Asmodeus.”

			Sebastian was gazing at Asmodeus in a trance-like state, his body rigid. Hamilton grabbed his arm. “William, what are you saying? What is it?”

			There was a commotion behind them, and Hamilton looked back. The disciples were edging away, opening a path. Then the onion-eyed beast they had seen earlier came shuffling forward. His clawed hands were curled upward in front of him, and he was carrying something as if it were particularly delicate and precious. Then Hamilton recognized the miniature ivory coffin Sebastian had found in the display case.

			When the lumbering beast reached the altar, Asmodeus’ hand came out – a scaly three-fingered prong – and he took the box. He held it for a minute and gazed coldly at Sebastian. Then he opened the lid.

			The carved figure of Sebastian was inside now, the shaft of a tiny harpoon jutting from the chest. Asmodeus lifted the figure. “A gift, Sebastian. A gift of life.” He grasped the harpoon and drew it from the body, his glittering eyes fixed on Sebastian.

			Sebastian gasped as the harpoon was taken from the figure. For an instant he grimaced as if in pain. Then he looked down and tore at his shirt.

			It took no more than three seconds. The scar was livid and swollen, and then it began to shrink, the diseased tissue contracting and steadily losing its color.

			Then it was suddenly gone, the flesh once again smooth and unmarked,

			A gurgling sound came from Asmodeus’ throat – what might have been a chuckle. He lifted the coffin and the doll figure. Then with an awkward movement he tossed them into the firepit.

			“And now, Sebastian! Become my priest, my favored one!”

			Sebastian straightened, his head high. “I will obey,” he answered solemnly.

			“William, for God’s sake!”

			Sebastian showed no sign of having heard. His body was rigid and he gazed at Asmodeus as though hypnotized.

			Asmodeus stepped back and grasped the folds of his robe. “Behold thy lord!” he boomed, and pulled the robe open.

			A blinding flash enveloped him. Then, as if energized by the light, the body seemed to expand and grow another foot taller..

			When the smoke cleared, the head was twice as large as before – now that of a prehistoric reptile with a snake-fanged mouth. The red robe had dropped to the waist, and below that the two scaly legs ended in three-pronged feet. The thing whipped its head back and forth and snarled, its narrow forked tongue lashing out.

			“Sebastian! Defy him!” a voice roared. Cyon was staring at Sebastian, his yellow eyes glittering with rage.

			The other disciples grabbed at Cyon as quickly as he spoke. He roared and pulled away, but there were too many of them. They pulled his cape away and quickly threw it across Sebastian’s shoulders. They grabbed at the ax, but Cyon ripped it loose.

			“Sebastian, you’re as strong as I am!” Cyon bellowed. “I’ve withstood him!”

			The little thing with Cabell’s face was dancing around Hamilton, squealing and laughing with a sing-song voice. “That’s the law,” it said. “That’s the law. A bargain struck is a bargain made, a bargain made. No one is above the law, no one is above the law.”

			As if in a trance, Sebastian moved past Asmodeus and stood gazing down at Anitra. The other girls came quickly forward, resuming their earlier cries.

			“A kiss! Love, then death!” a ghoulish hag shouted. “Love her, then kill her!”

			Anitra’s gag was torn free and she stared helplessly at Sebastian. “You promised, Sebastian,” she pleaded. “Our bargain… you will kill us all.”

			Sebastian’s hand came forward and tore at her robe, casting it aside. His other hand dropped into his pocket.

			Hamilton stared, uncertain for a moment. Anitra was screaming, and the grotesque women were shrieking and dancing. But the antique cross was now exposed. Sebastian’s movement had been to uncover it from the hanging skirt. Now he had the vial of holy water in his hand.

			Cyon was coming forward, tearing himself loose from the grasping animals, the ax still in his hand. “Sebastian, no!” he roared. He swung the ax high over his head, ready to plunge it into Sebastian’s back.

			Hamilton only glimpsed the movement of Sebastian’s hand. He was moving forward, intent on bowling himself into Cyon to deflect the ax or knock him from his feet. In the same instant the holy water from the bottle splashed across the silver cross. It was as if a bolt of blue lightning jumped from the cross to the ax and then splintered in every direction at once. A thunderous explosion ripped through the cavern.

			Sebastian turned, staring hard at Asmodeus as the disciples backed away. “I adjure thee, O vile spirit, to make thy departure,” he shouted in a commanding voice. “In the names of all we worship, quit this place! Flee, 0 impious one! I command thee, flee!”

			The roar from Asmodeus thundered through the cathedral: “I give thee Hell! Burn! Burn!”

			The flames of the firepit bellowed outward and soared into the darkness. “Burn!” Asmodeus roared again, and the flames hissed and crackled,

			The animals were coming forward again, their courage restored. The Cabell-thing grabbed Hamilton’s leg and held on.

			His back to the altar, Sebastian had the bottle of blessed wine open now. As the beasts charged forward, he swung the bottle in a broad circle, splattering the liquid on all sides. Blue flashes crackled around the semi-circle, and the animals screamed and fell back, crashing over each other in the confusion.

			“Ham!” Sebastian yelled. “Now! The seal!” Asmodeus was moving toward Sebastian, snarling and roaring as his great head swung from side to side.

			Hamilton tried to move forward, but a second imp-thing was now clinging to his other leg, both of them biting and tearing at him.

			“Throw it, Ham!” Sebastian shouted.

			With one hand jammed into Cabell’s face, Hamilton got the seal from his pocket and quickly tossed it.

			Backing away from the lumbering reptile, Sebastian fumbled the catch for a minute. Then he had it. He quickly brought the two halves together and then stood his ground, thrusting the seal at the snout of the monster.

			Asmodeus jerked his head back and stared at the thing for a minute. Then he roared and snarled, swinging a pronged arm as if to knock the seal from Sebastian’s hand. But the swing was a foot short, and he backed away as Sebastian moved steadily forward.

			Hamilton broke Cabell’s grip on his leg and kicked hard at the other dwarf-like creature. Then the two things were suddenly distracted, staring at Asmodeus as the great beast roared and snarled and retreated steadily toward the firepit.

			Sebastian stopped suddenly. For a moment longer he held the two halves of the seal in front of Asmodeus; then he flung them both over the reptile’s head and into the fire.

			For an instant Hamilton thought the entire world had exploded. The ground dropped from beneath him and he was suddenly sprawled on his back as the flames of the firepit roared and shot out in all directions. The animal-things around him were shrieking and screaming, and overhead he could see the stone columns wavering with the shock. A second explosion came within moments, this time from off in some distant corridor. Once again the columns shuddered, sending pieces of debris clattering to the floor. Hamilton came to his hands and knees and hesitated.

			With the seal gone, Asmodeus was moving toward Sebastian again, his green eyes glowing with fury. “I give thee hellfire!” the snarling voice boomed. “Burn! Burn!”

			Sebastian moved to the side, fumbling inside his jacket. When he drew the pistol, Asmodeus paid no attention. The forked tongue darted from the mouth, and then he roared and plunged forward.

			The pistol sounded like a tiny popgun in the midst of all the noise. For a moment it seemed to have no effect on Asmodeus as he rushed forward.

			At the last instant, Sebastian dived to the side, and the great reptile crashed into a column, sending the stones clattering in all directions. The huge rocks falling from above seemed like pebbles bouncing off Asmodeus’ hide. The reptilian head whirled and the teeth gnashed with rage. Then the eyes seemed to flicker with hesitation as the beast stared at Sebastian.

			One of the clawed hands brushed awkwardly at the small spot of blood on the chest, as if trying to knock it away. Then the head lifted, issuing a roar of anger and pain.

			A third and then a fourth explosion sounded somewhere in the cavern behind Hamilton. Huge boulders were crashing down from above, and the stone columns were now beginning to fall. Asmodeus’ disciple-beasts were screaming on all sides as another series of explosions sent violent shudders through the cathedral.

			“Sebastian!” Hamilton shouted. “Get Anitra!”

			Asmodeus was turning away now, snarling and swinging his head from side to side as he lumbered off through the hail of falling rocks. Behind him five or six of the disciples were clawing at Sebastian – snarling and screeching while he beat them off with the pistol butt.

			In a half-crouch and protecting his head from the falling debris, Hamilton moved toward the altar, then collided with one of the disciples going the other way. When he regained his feet he started for the altar again, then stopped.

			Cyon was hovering over Anitra, and she was screaming, striking out at him with a free hand. The blows had no effect as he moved around the altar tearing loose her other bindings. Finally with one movement he swept her off the black stone and swung her over his shoulder. “Sebastian!” he roared.

			It was clear that Cyon was trying to save his sister. Hamilton ducked away from another falling column, then moved off to help Sebastian. He picked up a rock and struck hard at the first beast he encountered. Then he kicked at another, slamming the same rock into its face when the thing turned.

			A roar came from behind, and Hamilton turned to see Cyon knocking two of the beasts to the ground with a broad swing of the ax. “Sebastian! Take Anitra!” Cyon shouted as he swung her down from his shoulder. She was unconscious now, her body limp as Sebastian picked her up.

			“Hurry! Get out of here!” Cyon roared.

			More of the beasts were coming at them, some with knives, the others swinging chains and burning torches. In the surrounding caverns the explosions were almost continuous now.

			“Come with us, Cyon!” Sebastian shouted. “You’ve beaten him!”

			Cyon moved quickly forward to meet the attacking beasts. “Get out!” he roared, swinging the great ax. “Fast! This whole place is going to blow up any minute!”

			 Sebastian hesitated, undecided for a moment. Then a violent shuddering and a cascade of rocks sent him and Hamilton hurrying for the door.

			When they were past the bronze doors, they paused to look back. Through the dust and smoke they could see Cyon struggling with a dozen of the beasts. He no longer had the ax, and they were hanging on his back and grappling with him from all sides, overpowering him with sheer numbers.

			Then a huge explosion rolled through the cathedral, enveloping it in fire and smoke, toppling the last of the support columns. An instant later the entire ceiling came crashing down – a mountain of earth dropping with a deadly thud – sending flames and hissing gases swirling off in all directions. By then Hamilton, Sebastian and Anitra were hurrying through the wine cellar and scrambling up the stairs.

		

	
		
			X

			Hamilton scanned the last of the six newspapers, turning to the back pages of the London Times to finish the story. It told of the fire and the Cyon mansion being destroyed by an explosion of pitch-field gases. And like the others, it named the Cabinet member and all the prominent international financiers who had died in the holocaust that destroyed the old Druid ruins.

			“No mention of demons in any of them, William.”

			Sebastian was stretched out in a soft chair, his feet on the coffee table and a tall drink resting on his stomach. “Would you mention them if you were a newspaper editor?”

			Hamilton shrugged. “I suppose not.”

			“And with Asmodeus gone, the people no doubt reverted to their original human forms when they died. The Daily Express mentioned their having found the bodies of four workmen thought to have been killed in an accident three years earlier.”

			“But no mention of anybody resembling Asmodeus.”

			Sebastian took his feet from the table and sat up. “There’s no way it could have killed Asmodeus.”

			“You don’t think he died from the bullet wound?”

			“No. Demons don’t die from physical injuries. Having come from the gold seal, the spiritual power of the bullet stunned him for a while. But he’ll get over it. He’ll be looking for a new body now.”

			Hamilton shuddered. “Not a pleasant thought.”

			Lilith came quietly into the room carrying a tray with a teapot. “You were thinking of hot tea, Dr. Hamilton?”

			Hamilton stared at her. She seemed considerably more attractive than when Hamilton first visited the house. On that occasion he hadn’t noticed her rather voluptuous figure. “Are you reading minds now, Lilith?”

			She gave him a sly smile and poured the tea. “One thought I see there pleases me greatly, Doctor.” She handed him the cup and walked silently from the room.

			Sebastian grinned. “I’m happy to see you two are getting along better.”

			“Hmph,” Hamilton snorted, and quickly changed the subject. “You realize, of course, William, that you and Cyon had a great deal in common. That night in the ruins you actually considered that offer from Asmodeus. Now, don’t lie, you were tempted by it.”

			Sebastian frowned, considering the question. “Think of it, Ham, all the money and power a man could ever dream of. All the great paintings in the world, control of all the resources and all the governments on earth.” He shook his head, then smiled. “You’re jealous, aren’t you, Ham? You wanted Asmodeus to make you the offer.”

			“I most certainly did not! I wouldn’t—”

			The door opened again and Lilith stepped to the side. “Miss Anitra Cyon, gentlemen.”

			The two men gaped with surprise, then came quickly to their feet. Anitra looked like a new woman – in some ways not too different from the succubus who had first appeared at the house. She had a new hairdo, she looked ten years younger, and her attire was considerably more fashionable than anything she had worn at Cyon House.

			“A pleasant surprise, Lady Anitra,” Sebastian said. “You look… exceptionally lovely tonight.”

			She smiled and shook both their hands. “Perhaps I worry less now, and care for myself better.”

			Lilith was bringing a large flat package into the room. After she propped it on a chair, Anitra smiled.

			“I wanted you to have something in addition to your payment – an extra thank-you gift.”

			Hamilton and Sebastian stared as Lilith tore away the brown paper. Then Sebastian’s eyes widened and he moved forward.

			“The one you admired was burned with the house, of course,” Anitra said.

			It was another Goya-type painting – a strikingly dramatic picture of a Spanish street scene.

			“No, no,” Sebastian said. “This is marvelous. Even better. Will you two excuse me for a minute?” He stared at the painting, entranced by the rich colors and the bold technique of the artist.

			Anitra gave Hamilton an embarrassed look. “It’s really unfair. I should have brought a gift for you too.”

			Hamilton couldn’t keep his eyes off the new Anitra. Was it possible for a woman to undergo such a dramatic transformation? “Really unnecessary,” he stammered. “I, uh…”

			Anitra smiled. “Yes?”

			Hamilton nodded at the doors to the study. “I suppose we could leave William to examine his prize.”

			Anitra’s smile broadened. “Very well, Doctor.”

			When they reached the doors to the study, Sebastian’s voice carried across the room in a matter-of-fact tone. “It’s the Apocryphal Book of Tobit, Ham. Third shelf on your left.”

			Hamilton stared at him for a minute, then followed Anitra into the room.

			“She’s merely had some eye and neck wrinkles removed, sir,” Lilith said after the door closed. “We both know that.”. 

			Sebastian smiled, still admiring the painting. “But Ham doesn’t. They should have an interesting session in there.”

			Lilith moved closer, her eyes narrowing as she studied the painting. “You might look more closely at the picture, sir. The lower-left part.”

			Sebastian glanced at her, then moved closer. There was a crowd of perhaps twenty people in the lower-left comer – Spanish peasants watching a street clown perform. Sebastian carefully studied the faces, seeing nothing unusual. Then his gaze riveted on a man standing at the back.

			The man was not watching the clown. There was a faint smirk on his face, and he was looking out of the picture, staring directly at Sebastian. Sebastian frowned; then his heart dropped. On the man’s shirt, painted in the same crude manner as the symbol in Dr. Qualus’ journal, was a large red A.

			[image: The A of Asmodeus]

		

	
		
			About the Author

			Robert Weverka was born in Los Angeles and educated at the University of Southern California, where he majored in economics. His other novels include: Griff, Search, The Sting, Moonrock, The Widowed Master, One Minute to Eternity, Apple’s Way, The Waltons, I Love My Wife, March or Die, Avalanche and The Magic of Lassie. He and his family currently live in Idyllwild, California, USA.

		

	
		
			[image: Book Order Form]
		

	
		
			[image: Spectre Back Cover]
		

	OEBPS/font/NewslabBold.otf


OEBPS/toc.xhtml

		
		Contents


			
						Cover


						Frontispiece


						Title Page


						Publication Info


						I


						II


						III


						IV


						V


						VI


						VII


						VIII


						IX


						X


						About the Author


						Order Form


						Back Cover


			


		
	

OEBPS/image/bantam-random-house.jpg





OEBPS/image/mobi-logo.jpg





OEBPS/image/epub-logo.jpg
“PUB





OEBPS/image/spectre-asmodeus-a.jpg





OEBPS/image/spectre-order-form.jpg
RELAX! SIT DOWN AND CATCH UP

ON YOUR READING!

Riveting Spy Fiction by Frederick Forsyth!

] 12433 Day of the Jackal $2.50
1 12573 The Dogs of War $2.50
] 12989 The Odessa File $2.50
02975 The Shepherd $1.50
We Have the Bestsellers Guaranteed to Entertain!
[J 12982  The Exorcist William Peter Blatty $2.50
[J 12626  The Wolfen Whitley Strieber $2.50
[J 12113  The Gates of Fire Elwyn M Chamberlain ~ $2.75
[J 12206  The Holocaust Covenant Robert Ludlum $2.75
[ 13688  Trinity Leon Uris $3.50
[J 12152  Days of Winter Cynthia Freeman $2.50
(1 13176  Wheels Arthur Hailey $2.75
[J 12490  Tinker, Tailor, Soldier, Spy  John Le Carre $2.50
() 12797  Stryker Chuck Scarborough $2.50
[ 12313 Fields of Fire James Webb $2.50
[J 12855  Yargo Jacqueline Susann $2.50
[J 13186  The Love Machine Jacqueline Susann $2.50
() 12941 Dragonard Rupert Gilchrist $2.25
() 12513 Raise the Titanic Clive Cussler $2.50
(] 13445  The Mediterranean Caper  Clive Cussler $2.50
[J 13284  Iceberg Clive Cussler $2.50
[J 12810  Vixen 03 Clive Cussler $2.75
00 12151 cel Arnold Federbush $2.25
[J 11820  Firefox Craig Thomas $2.50
12775 Rat Trap Craig Thomas $2.25
[J 13017  The China Syndrome Burton Wohl $1:95

Buy them at your local bookstore oruse this handy page for ordering
Bantam Books, Inc., Dept. FBB, 414 East Golf Road, Des Plaines, 160016 USA

Please send me the books | have checked above. | am enclosing % (please add 75¢ to cover postage and handling).
Send check or money order - no cash or CODs please

Name

Address

City, State, Zip

FBB-12/79 - Please allow four weeks for delivery - This offer expired 6/80 - Visit randomhousebooks.com for current offerings





OEBPS/image/spectre-front-cover.jpg
l T“’\ A

BY ROBERT WEVERKA ?,
Bas€d on kY
the teleplay By d)
GENE ROOOENBERRY  §
& samuel a. peeples |






OEBPS/image/bantam-books-logo.jpg





OEBPS/font/NewslabBook.otf


OEBPS/image/spectre-back-cover.jpg
0-553-13302-0c A BANTAM eBOOK

SPECTR

the cyon family

suddenly wealthy and powerful
BEYONO any natural explanation

kentworth aBBey

them ancient manor,
NOW ReEEKING Of human depravity
and death

anitra cyon

A teERRIf1IEd woman calling for help
from a nightmare of carnal €vil...

william seBastian and OrR. amos “ham” hamilton

two of the finest crIMINOLOGIsts IN the wWoRrLO
this time they were teamed up
Agaist something that was not of this worlo...
A B€ING wWhose minions KIlled for Lust





OEBPS/font/LibraBT-Regular.otf


OEBPS/image/spectre-asmodeus-seal.jpg





OEBPS/font/NewslabBook-Italic.otf


