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      EYES OF HELL...

      Christie raised her head, saw Irene Byaglu's fear-ravaged eyes reflected in her 
        mantelpiece mirror. The woman, her next-door neighbor, had come for help, but new she 
        could barely speak Finally, she pointed a finger at Christie's reflection and cried, 
        “Watching me! Watching me! It is time for me to go, and I do not wish to go!”

      “Go where?”

      “You see the burning eyes? They warn me that I must pay, like the others, And I adored 
        him...”

      Clearly, she saw burning eyes-eyes other than theirs-
      
      
        in the mirror
      
      
        . Irene Byaglu was mad. She screamed, unnerving Christie, and bolted from the room, 
        shielding her face from the mirror.

      For a moment Christie remained numb, shocked by the experience. Yes. The unfortunate woman 
        was certainly mad.

      But what had she 
      
      
        thought
      
      
         she'd seen? Whose eyes? Whom had she adored?

      ---
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      ONE

      Two hours below San Francisco, after the California Coast Highway leaves the fantasy world 
        of Carmel, it narrows to fog-shrouded obscurity, even at midday. It's twists and hairpin 
        turns, trapped between the rugged coastal cliffs and the booming Pacific breakers, require 
        a driver's full attention which Christine Deeth found particularly difficult after weeks 
        of what she came to call “vegetating” in the Golden Gate Clinic.

      As she tried to concentrate on the rapidly blurring world before her, she amused herself 
        with the ironic admission that these images which enclosed her in a world ever more 
        shadowy and insecure, were very like her recent mental state. Both were misted over until 
        individual objects and events seemed not to exist as separate entities. Forcing herself 
        into a stiff upright alertness, she peered into the foggy world she was entering, and 
        found nothing remotely resembling the Lucifer Cove turnoff which had been described to her 
        by that odd, spinsterish heiress visiting the Clinic.

      “You'll adore the place, Mrs. Deeth,” the woman had insisted in that strained, thin voice 
        which was very like her papery flesh and her eviscerated, almost desperately lost look.

      Christie had been listless about the whole thing. She felt she had outgrown the childish 
        habit of “adoring” places and things.

      “No, no,” Edna Schallert protested, her pale glassy eyes shining. “Don't dismiss it like 
        that. I tell you, Lucifer Cove had the most marvelous effect on me--just being there...the 
        air...the absence of problems...everything I wanted to make me happy.” She had added on a 
        brittle, almost hysterical note that was supposed to be a laugh, “What you might call--my 
        heart's desire.”

      Christie fancied she still heard echoes of her own harsh, abrupt laugh that dismissed Edna 
        Schallert's juvenile remark “heart's desire.” Good God! Did spinsters her age still dream 
        of a heart's desire?

      Then Edna Schallert said a surprising thing--surprising because its truth cut into 
        Christine's drifting consciousness. “Mrs. Deeth! You must stop thinking of yourself as a 
        kind of Tolstoi heroine.” The odd thing was, Christie had been secretly rather proud that 
        her predicament was so like that of 
      
      
        Anna Karenina
      
      
        . It made the pain of her lost happiness more bearable to place it on that plane of high 
        literary tragedy.

      “You can't let your emotions commit suicide,” Miss Schallert insisted. “if you go to 
        Lucifer Cove for a few weeks, you'll find in the spa and the hot springs everything you 
        want, to invigorate you. Your husband and children will be yours for the asking. Or...” 
        she looked uneasy at the half-knowledge she had picked up from Clinic gossip. “Or your 
        lover. You could probably get him back. Now, you'll think I'm joking but there is a devil 
        worshipers' coven at Lucifer's Cove, if everything else fails. It's only a-a gag, of 
        course, but it's fun.”

      At this Christine had laughed unreservedly with a return of vitality, as thought he blood 
        flowed once more through her veins. She wanted to re-enter life with all its pain and its 
        sardonic humor. Perhaps this silly place that made her laugh, this rich women's spa in its 
        secret cove, was a starting place.

      That is--if she ever found the infernally concealed road to the cove! Judging by the 
        speedometer reading she had come close to missing the little turnoff. It must be very near 
        now, cutting into the highway from the east, a job in itself since the cliffs bordering 
        that side of the road seemed to hang oppressively over Christie's three-year-old white 
        T'bird.

      In spite of the gloomy fog, the temperature had not dropped by more than a few degrees and 
        she drove with the car windows open. She pulled over to the right shoulder of the highway 
        and let the engine idle while she considered her next move. The incoming breaker below 
        broke in a deafening rumble, spattering her right arm with salty spray that prickled clear 
        through the whisper-thin white wool of her suit. She leaned across the bucket seat and 
        frowned into what appeared to be a sheer drop into an infinity masked by the fog. She 
        shuddered and in this light, automatic reaction to the nearness of death, realized that 
        for the first time since Gene Standish left her, she did not at all wish to die. It was 
        definite progress though she couldn't thank this odd, tantalizing little Cove for that.

      “Where the devil am I?”

      She opened the door on the highway side and got out stretching luxuriously, like a cat, 
        after the long confinement of the car. She looked around. No promising prospects. The 
        highway curved away into the fog in both directions from this little triangle of land on 
        which she stood, and the stark cliffs opposite looked impregnable. No entrance to Lucifer 
        Cove there.

      “Maybe it's a sign,” she told herself with that ironic half belief she found herself 
        adopting since the breakup of her home. “I can never repay the children for the wrong I 
        did to them. Nor Alan. I should turn around now, drive straight back to San Francisco and 
        try to repair the awful damage I've done.”

      For the first time since she had found herself guilty of heretofore unthinkable betrayal 
        and disgrace, she faced her own guilt squarely and was able to call it by its true name: 
        adultery. All the unhappiness and discontent she had known with Alan Deeth could not 
        excuse her affair with Gene and she deserved the pain it had cost her.

      At least, she thought, glancing back up the road, the way home was familiar territory. 
        Anything could have happened to the highway south, including the total evaporation (in 
        fog) of the turnoff to Lucifer Cove. She swung around abruptly, pivoting on one heel over 
        ground strewn with sharp pebbles. The resulting wrench to her ankle gave her a moment's 
        pain and she rubbed the ankle vigorously, during which time she glanced southward, ito 
        what had been an opaque white veil. It looked less forbidding from this angle. It was even 
        possible to make out shadowy images of the landscape beyond.

      Surely, a week of serenity and hibernation at the Lucifer Cove would give me more 
        courage. And the devil of it is, I'll need all the courage I can get if I'm ever to face 
        Diane and Toby again.

      It was a week, self-indulgent excuse and she knew it. Still aware of that indulgence 
        temptingly revealing itself before her eyes, Christie gave her ankle and calf a hard, 
        angry slap and was getting back into the car when she became aware of a new shadow 
        materializing on the cliff's edge perhaps a hundred yards away. Puzzled, not yet uneasy, 
        she stood there watching the curious shadow which proved to be a slight man in white 
        pullover and black slacks.

      In her relief, she found herself laughing at this prosaic end to the mystery. The man 
        himself was hardly frightening. He had heard her laugh and looked over in her direction 
        but he made no move. Maybe he was afraid of her, wondering at this minute why some ghostly 
        female had materialized out of the fog. The idea raised her spirits and she decided to 
        give one more chance to Lucifer Cove, that diamond-studded symbol of her weakness and 
        self-indulgence.

      She moved around the front of the T'bird and called to the solitary man, “Hello, there! 
        Mister! Sir!” There was no doubt she had his attention now. He turned, studying her 
        briefly, and she thought he smiled, but he did not move toward her. For safety's sake and 
        to facilitate matters, she got into her car, backed away from the cliff's edge and drove 
        along the gravel shoulder until she was opposite the solitary man. She leaned across the 
        other seat and spoke to him again. This time he strolled a few steps across the gravel 
        toward her.

      He appeared quite young, certainly no more than her own age, and in spite of the deadened 
        emotional factor in her senses, she was not blind to the charm of his smile, nor his looks 
        in general. The pallor of his skin only accentuated the darkness of his tousled hair and 
        what proved to be extraordinary eyes--large, luminous and curiously somber, as though he 
        carried the sorrows of the unhappy world behind those eyes. She preferred to rely upon 
        that welcoming smile rather than the disturbing depths of his eyes.

      “May I help you?” he asked.

      She wondered what a man who looked like this was doing out on the foggy cliffs alone, 
        without at least one mini-skirted female hanging around his neck, It surprised her that 
        she was beginning to be interested in the actions of other people once more. Perhaps, even 
        indirectly, Edna Schallert's hideaway spa had worked its magic on her. She explained, 
        “Sorry to disturb you but I seem to be lost. Could you tell me if there is a Lucifer Cove 
        somewhere around here?”

      Low as her opinion of her own charms had sunk in the past year, she was pleasantly aware 
        of the young man's interest and in any case, his smile was contagious.

      “You are nearly there. I've only just come from the Cove myself.” He seemed to think this 
        required an explanation and added, “I have a small investment in the valley. The entrance 
        is just around the next curve.” Glancing in that direction, he frowned and moved closer to 
        the car, still looking into what Christie saw only as a fog curtain. “It is quite easy to 
        miss. You must be on the watch for a narrow cut in the cliff wall, just behind the 
        Sentinel Rock. Remember,it begins as a direct road. The roads are better inside the 
        valley.”

      More confused than ever, she thanked him and started forward, noting in the mirror that he 
        was still watching her. She had driven several yards before the idea came to her 
        belatedly, and she stuck her head out, calling to him.

      “Pardon me. Can I give you a lift, Mister...Mister...? She was amused and flattered at the 
        promptness with which he took her up on her offer, making it to the car door with a few 
        quick strides and sliding in beside her with a suspiciously ingratiating introduction, 
        ”Meridon. Call me Marc. Thanks. That's decent of you. I could use a lift."

      It was becoming clear to Christie that he had counted on this lift. In spite of his looks 
        and his undoubted attractions, he might develop into a nuisance. She drove back onto the 
        highway, a bit subdued now as Mr. Meridon, “Call me Marc,” made small talk, obviously 
        imagining it was expected of him.

      “Are you planning to stay for long? You'll like it, you know. The spa is luxurious and the 
        climate practically perfect. We don't get much of this coastal wind. Then the Mineral Hot 
        Springs is...are...”

      “I like the Coast wind,” she interrupted, wondering at her own obstinacy.

      Slightly taken aback, he blinked and reversed himself in a boyish way that amused her in 
        spite of her efforts to remain unmoved by him. “Oh...ah...well! That is, we get a bit of 
        the salt spray in the air. Not...that is...” She caught him sneaking a hopeful grin at her 
        and had to break down and return the smile. An explanation seemed to be in order.

      “I'm only staying a few days. And certainly not for the baths at the hot springs. A friend 
        suggested I come, just to recover my equilibrium.”

      “How did you lose it?”

      “Never mind. It really isn't anyone else's business, now, is it?” It amazed her afterward 
        to reflect upon the easy familiarity that had been established between them on such short 
        notice. It was as if she had known him all her life. Or vice versa. It was wonderful to 
        feel something again. Anything.

      “Here we are,” he cut into her thoughts suddenly. “We nearly missed it. The turnoff is 
        behind that rock. Back up...that'll do the trick.”

      I should pass it up, she thought. I should turn around, throw out this roguish stranger, 
        drive straight back to San Francisco and confront Alan and the children. Tell them the 
        truth: my awful regrets...my need for them...the fact that I intend to make up for the 
        unforgivable thing I did, even if I never get my children back

      She ought to do that. Meanwhile, Marc Meridon watching her with a curious intensity, 
        pointed to the towering granite wall that was apparently Sentinel Rock. He had been right. 
        It was easier to spot with his help.

      “There you are, Mrs. Deeth,” he said cheerfully. “You didn't miss it, after all. I thought 
        you were going to, just for a minute there.”

      When she had made the turn into a narrow, pebble-strewn dirt road whose entrance was 
        almost entirely concealed by the Sentinel Rock, she looked at Marc, surprising a bright, 
        pleased light in his eyes. She stiffened again.

      “How did you know my name?”

      He was so blandly honest he almost shook her doubts. “But you told me.”

    

  
    
      Unknown

    

    
      TWO

      “I don't remember telling you who I was,” she said after a little silence, during which 
        time she pretended to be studying the desolate, dried shrubs and a twisted cypress leaning 
        over the road as if anxious to peer into her face. She noticed the fog had lifted from 
        this little canyon and a feeble sun was doing its best overhead.

      She expected him to give her an argument, to protest, even lie and it was upsetting when 
        he made no reply at all. She tried to glance at him without turning her head and making it 
        obvious that his reaction, or lack of reaction, was of any importance to her. Nor could 
        she explain the degree of its importance. She was not even swayed by his outward 
        attractions, but by some indefinable feeling of uneasiness that she laid to her 
        conscience. She was escaping from the inevitable pain of facing Diane and Toby and the 
        difficulty of explaining, trying to explain, the anguish she had found in leaving them. 
        The courts had made it perfectly clear that she could never have the care of them again. 
        And each time she had gone pleading to the house to ask if she might visit them, she had 
        been refused very coolly and dispassionately by her husband's legal advisers. She would be 
        refused again when she returned to San Francisco. She knew that. But she had to keep 
        trying. Nothing could prevent her from trying.

      Did this dark-eyed stranger know anything about her life and her past?

      He was looking straight ahead, the brief pleasure gone, that sombre expression shadowing 
        his face. She wondered what his business was that made him so depressed. She asked him now.

      “Are you living at Lucifer Cove?”

      "Now and again. I have a few investments?

      His manner was somewhat free, even a bit young, for any investors in her husband's group 
        but he did not seem anxious to explain.

      He was right about the road. The dusty, disgraceful excuse for a turnoff had now blossomed 
        into a respectable series of little paved highways with a string of high street lights as 
        they bisected what appeared to be a tiny, self-contained village with a dozen black and 
        white Tudor buildings. None more than two stories high. It was not difficult to make out 
        the mineral hot springs at the north end of the valley. Puffs of steam spiraled upward 
        into the pale sky from a dozen places behind a high, wire fence that enclosed the 
        sprawling baths. The street branched off ahead, one road curving over flat, sandy ground, 
        relieved from monotony by stunted trees, slanting away from the direction of the sea. Here 
        and there in the sandy wastes, little puffs of steam emerged from the ground wherever it 
        was stained an ugly yellow from the escaping sulphur.

      “Don't turn off. It's straight ahead for the spa,” Marc directed and she wondered if she 
        had also told him where she was staying. Toward the ridge of mountains that provided the 
        east wall of the small valley, she could see dark, evergreen vegetation, bushes and trees, 
        that relieved her first notion of the valley's barren quality. But it would be necessary 
        to climb several hundred feet in order to reach that typical coastal range forestation. 
        The valley itself was actually a kind of cul-de-sac. There seemed to be a dozen roads, all 
        criss-crossing through the valley, any one of which, but only one, could lead out to the 
        coast highway. It was extraordinarily confusing not to be sure how she had come into the 
        valley.

      “Once you get into this place, you're really expected to stay,” Christie remarked with a 
        sardonic whistle.

      “Not at all. Our visitors come and go. One way or another.” It was a curious phrase. She 
        let it go for the moment, however, in the recollection that Edna Schallert had no problem 
        in coming and going. Nor could anyone have seemed happier. True, the Schallert woman had 
        been exceedingly tense but she was the kind to whom happiness was unnerving and it seemed 
        clear that Edna Schallert's “heart's desire” was in the shape of some man or other.

      The further they drove into the heart of the valley, the more sunny the weather became. 
        The fog seemed to have burned away in some magical fashion, leaving no traces of the 
        brisk, salt flavor it gave to all it covered.

      “Turn right for the spa. You park there behind the buildings.” Marc said as they 
        approached the little main street with its consciously quaint Tudor architecture. The 
        street seemed to be the sole connecting point between the fuming hot springs, clustered at 
        the north end of this miniature valley and the various scattered buildings against the 
        south range. Christie turned obediently into the gravel parking lot at the rear of a 
        connecting series of Tudor houses whose black-beamed second stories overhung several 
        parked cars with licenses from places as assorted as Massachusetts and Hawaii, the Virgin 
        Isles and Mexico. She was suitably impressed when Marc pointed them out, including one 
        from Athens.

      “I'd no idea Lucifer Cove was so well known.”

      Marc said airily, “Reputations get around, you know. Word of mouth, I should think.”

      More busy beavers like Edna Schallert, Christie thought, and parked as instructed by her 
        companion. The bright afternoon sun was pleasant, soothing to her chilled flesh, and she 
        found herself rather more enthused about the Cove than she had expected to be. A few days 
        here in which to thaw out her emotions, untangle them, decide what to do with the rest of 
        her life...she knew, even as she made her decision, that it was cowardly, a way in which 
        she might avoid the anguish of those fresh attempts to see the children, to explain to 
        Alan how the affair with Gene Standish had occurred. Alan would never understand about the 
        long, agonizing time during which she tried to reason away all the temptations offered her 
        in that love affair. Alan was a man of business, ambitious, with all his passion channeled 
        into that business. “Sex and love and tenderness were matters for the very young,” he had 
        said so to her that night in his bedroom, only hours before she packed and went to meet 
        Gene Standish at the San Francisco airport.

      She shrugged off painful thoughts and turned to the matter at hand. “I've monopolized 
        enough of your time, Mr. Meridon. Perhaps we will see each other around the valley 
        sometime.” That was a clear enough dismissal.

      He took it in a good spirit, waved a good bye and strode past her before she remembered 
        her manners and held out her hand. “Thank you so much. You've been of enormous help to me. 
        Without you I might never have located this place.”

      He turned and took her hand in his. “A lady with your passion for living wouldn't be put 
        off by a rock or two. You would have found your way here, even without my help. Good bye, 
        for the moment, Mrs. Deeth.”

      Perversely enough, she now found herself unnerved by the prospect of not seeing her 
        helpful guide again. She said casually, “I suppose we can't help running into each other. 
        Lucifer Cove seems so small.”

      “You may be sure of that.” He released her hand and she was aware of an odd, unexpected 
        warmth in her hand which she could hardly credit to him. His fingers were surprisingly 
        cold. That combined with his pallor made her wonder if he was not well. But there had been 
        strength in his grasp, in spite of those thin fingers.

      She realized when he had gone that she still knew very little about him. Remembering him 
        now, while she instructed the ugly, gnomish porter who appeared from a back door of the 
        nearest building, she had a sudden, tantalizing memory of someone in the recent past who 
        reminded her of him. The dark eyes, the pale mouth, the rest of him somehow shadowed...She 
        had seen him, or someone like him, before. At a moment which gave her memory of him a 
        special poignancy. Where was it?

      She followed the gnome through the passage, came out on what must be the main street which 
        was so rigidly black and white in its Tudor imitation that she felt like Alice in 
        Wonderland, faced by a living chess set. There were few people on the sidewalk. A man and 
        woman--the short, stout man noticeably on the wrong side of sixty, the woman very young, 
        very blonde, very tall. Beyond, a block or so away, there was more activity. Several women 
        of assorted hair coloring but curiously alike in figure, were walking toward the steaming 
        baths at the far end of the street. There were five women and all five wore pant suits. 
        The results from the rear were calamitous. Christie shuddered.

      Will l come to that?

      “This way, Miss,” said the gnomish man and she followed him.

      Coming hard upon her view of the five women, the gnome's “Miss” was warmly flattering. She 
        felt better and almost shook off the strange malaise that gripped her when she first 
        stepped onto the sidewalk of this Tudor street from out of the past. She found the dark, 
        paneled entrance hall charming--not excessively Old English but enough to make her feel 
        the pleasant familiarity of the setting. Beyond, there were doorways to the right and 
        left. The gnome turned to the left with her neat, gold luggage and vanished into the 
        reception office.

      Anxious to inspect the surroundings before she committed herself, Christie glanced into 
        the room on the right. It was a large, modern salon decorated and furnished in the most 
        flattering shades of pink, even to the long window drapes carefully closing out any aging, 
        if vital, sunlight. The room was illuminated by slim, exquisitely graceful candles in 
        soonces and candelabra.

      Psychologically, it wasn't a bad idea, Christie agreed, thinking it over--as long as 
        people weren't aware of its trickery. At any rate, an aging face was not Christine's 
        problem at the moment. It should not have been one of the problems of the young woman she 
        saw reading across the room but all the same, the girl with a rather obvious black wig of 
        straight, shoulder-length hair was seated between two sets of candelabra, ideally posed to 
        look sinister, her light eyes, probably blue, made up to accentuate their slight 
        prominence and her mouth dripping either blood or high glossed lipstick. She was not 
        pretty but managed to be extraordinarily interesting. From what Christie could see of her 
        clothes, she wore black and white satin hostess pajamas. 
      
      
        At this hour in the afternoon?
      
      
         They were heavily decorated with cabalistic designs.

      “What have I gotten myself into?” Christie asked herself, walking back to the Reception 
        Office, considering the various oddities she had come upon since she first saw her new 
        friend, Marc Meridon, materialize out of the fog. For one thing, the place was not 
        over-populated. There was an eerie silence that began to prey upon her nerves and she 
        wondered at it. She had never minded silence before. Perhaps it was the lack of bird and 
        animal sounds. She had no sooner made this observation than a blue-gray striped tabby cat 
        strolled between her feet, nearly tripping her, and sauntered on behind her, disappearing 
        into the pink salon. She looked back, beyond the salon's open door, into the dim hall.

      “That's Kinkajou. He means well but he persists in tripping people.” This very pleasant, 
        almost girlish voice, from the office, made Christine swing around hurriedly, more 
        startled than she should have been.

      There was nothing in the least startling about the receptionist, unless it might be her 
        gentle beauty which, unlike the strange young woman in the salon, she did nothing to 
        enhance. Her halo of red-gold hair was pulled back and carelessly bound on her neck with a 
        frayed blue ribbon. Her lipstick had worn oil or else it was colorless and her lovely 
        hazel eyes were entirely without make-up.

      “The cat belongs to Miss Janos,” the girl explained. “Do come in. You are Mrs. Deeth, 
        aren't you? We've been expecting you.”

      “You're having surprisingly good weather here. It was knee-deep in fog at Carmel,” 
        Christie remarked as she filled out her registration card in the neat, paneled little 
        office. Even here the decor was in shades of pink which she strongly suspected was 
        intended to soothe the client as well as flatter her--or his?--looks. Were there any men 
        clients here? It would be unlike the other spas that catered to the very rich female. But 
        then, there were many characteristics about Lucifer Cove that placed it outside the 
        category of the usual spa.

      “I'm Caro Teague,” said the receptionist. “We're a bit protected here...the high range, 
        you know.”

      It gave Christie a sensation of shock to see that the girl was lame. She had a dancer's 
        grace and beauty, yet she clearly limped. Something about the hip, Christie thought. It 
        seemed cruelly unfair. But Miss Caro Teague had not let it sour what appeared to be a 
        sunny disposition.

      “Oh, how silly! They've assigned you the South Suite. 'That won't do. A westerly exposure, 
        I think. Darn! We're booked up there. Let's see...” She was examining a room plan under 
        the glass top of a dainty, kidney-shaped desk that looked too much like a dressing table 
        to be of any practical use. “There should be a vacancy on the front, soon.”

      Christie asked curiously, “What is the big problem with the South Suite? Why won't that 
        do?”

      Caro glanced toward the open doorway, grinned and explained in a stage whisper, “It's got 
        such a knockout view of the Temple up on the mountainside.”

      “I'm not particularly anti-religious. I don't mind looking at temples.”

      Caro shook her head. “You're still young and beautiful, if I may say so, Mrs. Deeth. You 
        don't need the devil yet. But lots of our ladies go up there to the services. They climb 
        the steep, dark path, pulling and panting all the way, just to hear that hocus-pocus, and 
        pray to the devil...or what they think is the devil.” She looked up over the room plan she 
        had been studying and smiled directly at Christie. “You see, they think it's the devil up 
        there. But, of course, it isn't.”

      “What is it then?” Christie asked with amusement. But it seemed less funny when she 
        remembered Edna Schallert's nervous joking about a devil worshipers coven.

      “It's nothing but Nadine Janos, up to her tricks. She must make a fortune out of those 
        poor, silly people who attend her services and I've a suspicion she can furnish drugs too. 
        But I can't prove that.”

      Christie glanced quickly behind her, and Caro nodded. “Kinkajou is her cat.” She leaned 
        over the desk, adding with what Christie felt was a not altogether successful laugh, “Her 
      
      
        Familiar
      
      
        . That's what her friend, O'Flannery, calls him.”

      “Good heavens!”

      “Not exactly,” Caro corrected her and they both laughed.

      Nevertheless, when Christie had suggested she take the South Suite until there was a 
        vacancy and was leaving the dainty office with Caro Teague, it gave her a distinctly 
        unpleasant sensation to see Kinkajou sitting directly in the doorway, curled up on his 
        tail, rigid and graceful as a statue, his gray-green eyes studying her with feline 
        curiosity.
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      THREE

      “Shoo!” said Caro, half-heartedly, but Christie noticed that she ended by stepping over 
        Kinkajou and avoiding him. Christie followed her lead leaving Kinkajou master of the 
        battlefield. The two women went up a dark Tudor staircase whose heavy period look clashed 
        ludicrously with all the pink frou-frou in the public rooms. Christie found the contrast 
        intriguing. As they left the all-seeing eyes of Kinkajou behind them and stepped into the 
        upstairs hall which was rather depressingly black and white, Christie asked whether men 
        were permitted in this building, “Or is this a kind of WYCA in mod pink?”

      Caro laughed. “Everyone asks that. The men's wing is across the pool. I can promise you 
        there's integration. No rules here. Except...”

      “Ah!”

      “Except to obey all your instincts.”

      Just to make some response, Christie said, “All our higher instincts, I suppose.”

      “Oh no. Quite the contrary. However...”

      They passed an elderly chambermaid coming out of a door next to the suite on the 
        south-east comer. She was ugly and drawn, frightening in her drab unhappiness, and this 
        sudden presence of sadness shook Christie out of her pleasant anticipation of a good stay 
        at Lucifer Cove. The woman's flesh had the curious look of paper pulled tight across a 
        package of bones. Christie thought momentarily that it was terror which gave the woman 
        that look. The dead, papery flesh. reminded Christie of Edna Schallert. Curious comparison!

      The chambermaid scuttled along squeezing past Christine with an armful of pink sheets and 
        towels. She spoke to Caro Teague rapidly in a language unknown to Christie. The 
        receptionist asked her short, crisp questions in the same language and then, with the 
        chambermaid out of their hearing, Caro sighed, shaking her head, and unlocked the door to 
        the South Suite. She had a moment's difficulty with the key and Christie asked, "Do

      you have many foreign visitors here?"

      Caro glanced after the retreating chambermaid. “Sometimes Mr. Meridon recommends them. 
        It's the same with the servants.”

      Christie stiffened with interest, “What nationality is Marc Meridon?”

      “Marc? French, I imagine. Someone thought he might be from Central Europe but I never 
        thought so. He has no accent.”

      To Christie, his accent had seemed English and the receptionist's remark was puzzling. 
        Clearly Marc Meridon was to be all things to all women. A talented fellow. The 
        receptionist pushed the door open and waved Christie into a big, ultra-feminine, frilly 
        pink salon with stiff brocade Louis the Fifteenth fumiture and the look of a hotel 
        reception room. Obviously, the bedroom, dressing room and bath were beyond the French 
        windows along the south wall. Her gold suitcases were already across the room beside the 
        dressing room door.

      It might have been worse, Christine thought. She needn't stay in this room. As a matter of 
        fact, she needn't stay in the valley. Simple enough to retrace her steps to her car, drive 
        on over that gridiron of little criss-crossing roads and work her way out of Lucifer Cove.

      Caro Teague's voice, unexpectedly hurried, cut into her thoughts. “Would you mind if I 
        leave you here while you get settled in, Mrs. Deeth? You see, the chambermaid tells me the 
        lady in the next room is behaving oddly. It's only natural, I suppose. She is expected to 
        leave in the next day or so.”

      The subject of departtue, having been on Christie's mind also, gave her second thoughts. 
        Was it actually that simple to leave the valley? She wasn't at all sure that without Marc 
        Meridon's directions, she could find the right road out of all those ridiculous 
        criss-crossing streets that seemed to lead nowhere. Recalling Caro Teague's words, she 
        stared at her.

      “Behaving oddly? Why?”

      "Depressed, I should say. Irena Byaglu is a very up-and-down sort. Moody. When she came 
        here, we all thought she was the most beautiful woman we'd ever

      seen. But Marc was right. He predicted how it would be."

      Out of what Christie supposed was pure curiosity she asked, “Does Mr. Meridon 
        have--ah--connections here? I mean, is he married or anything?”

      “Never gives them a second look onee they're clients. Worse luck. These females are always 
        complaining to me. As if I were a kind of unsubsidized madam selling chances on Marc 
        Meridon.”

      Christie laughed, took the key and a minute later found herself alone in Louis the 
        Fifteenth splendor not at all sure she wanted to spend the first night here, much less 
        seven. She couldn't help wondering also if Marc Meridon had thought she was pursuing him 
        clear into this ghastly pink spa. It was all she needed-fresh male complication when, 
        within a little over a year, she had deserted her husband for a lover who, in his turn, 
        deserted her when a better offer came along. Some woman with more money? She had never 
        really known. Once she realized how she had destroyed her life for this shallow love, she 
        hadn't cared very much who her successor might be. Much of her belief in her own 
        femininity, her belief in her sensuous appeal, had evaporated and the Golden Gate Clinic 
        became her brief haven from a life that had lost all its flavor, all its beauty, with the 
        loss of her children as well as her feminine appeal. Happiness for her included both 
        sensuous experience and the need to be needed. She had lost both.

      She inhaled slowly, deeply, as she had been taught to do at the Clinic in order to restore 
        her tranquillity. There was a faint, seductive perfume in the air of the suite. 
        Fortunately, although she did not recognize the scent, she found it stimulating to her 
        self-esteem. She hoped she would remember to ask what perfume house it came from. She 
        could use a little sensuous self-esteem when she went out of here back into the world.

      Something bounced against the wall separating her suite from that of her troubled 
        neighbor, Irena Byaglu. She wondered what Miss, or more probably, Mrs. Byaglu's problems 
        were. The woman had clearly been here enjoying the pink somnolence and peace of Lucifer 
        Cove for some time. She must be singularly resistant to its magic. Or was it that the 
        woman couldn't get to first base with Marc Meridon? That man had some tantalizing 
        qualities though he seemed a bit young for the sort of woman client found in a spa like 
        this. Unless he was a gigolo, of course. She wondered why it seemed unlikely to her that 
        he was solely interested in these women's money. Wishful thinking?

      "Oh, the devil with it! Am I scrambling out of the frying pan named Gene Standish into the 
        fire named

      Marc Meridon?"

      Nevertheless, the renewal of sounds in the adjoining room shook her up a little. For the 
        first time in months she found herself thinking of someone else's misery rather than her 
        own. She took a step or two toward the door and then recovering her common sense, pictured 
        the indignation of the woman if an unknown Christine Deeth barged in claiming she knew all 
        of Irena Byaglu's secret sorrows and offered unwanted sympathy.

      She shook off the prickle of uncertainty and took her cases into the dressing room. A 
        veteran traveler after sixteen years as the wife of Trans-Ocean Shipping's Senior 
        Vice-President, she managed the unpacking of her travel wardrobe. She hesitated over the 
        Hawaiian tapa-print bikinis. They had been bought during those first days in the hideaway 
        on Maui when, in Gene Standish's arms she had felt once more like a woman, desired as a 
        woman. The bits of bright red and white, or blue and white, or black and white cloth gave 
        her a slight chill ?enow. She went into the bedroom, opened the pink and dull gold drapes 
        to let in the sun.

      The sun was there, a long, attenuated rectangle across the faded but still lovely carpet 
        with its cabbage roses; yet it was not the sharp, burning sun of the Islands, or of 
        Califomia's interior valleys. It was sunlight watered down, a light that spread itself 
        thin, trembling as if fear-ful.

      What a strange idea! How did she come to think of it? She hugged her arms nervously, 
        wondering that she could feel no gooseflesh. It was. a kind of emotional cold then, 
        unreal. To change the direction of her thoughts she looked out the window. It was a 
        soothing, pleasant view. The dark rooftops, most of them a story and a half high, or 
        barely level with her room, were like a doll's village. The street was quiet, almost 
        deserted. A man walked briskly from the end of the street where a little rustic bridge 
        crossed over what appeared to be a dry creek bed. On the far side of the bridge the street 
        became a rocky path winding upward against the mountain that locked in the valley on the 
        south. The path was swallowed up in thick, bushy mesquite and eventually came out just 
        below an impressive white stone building whose facade featured several pillars, an obvious 
        imitation of a Greek temple. An absurdly miniature Greek temple, she realized, after 
        considering the height of the building. It was only then that she remembered the devil

      worshipers' coven. Their meeting place, obviously. And as absurd as Edna Schallert and 
        Caro Teague suggested.

      She wondered about the man walking across the bridge. Was he Marc Meridon? A stout woman 
        and a long-haired youth came walking down the path from the

      little Greek temple. They said something to the man who turned to look after them when 
        they had passed him. It was Marc. Christie hoped he was not foolish enough to have fallen 
        for the devil cult and it was with relief that she saw him turn and walk in the opposite 
        direction, along a path up the mountain to the east. She did not like to think of him as 
        stupid, or superstitious, or a devil worshiper.

      Still, he was a strange man. She wondered for the first time if he was quite as young as 
        she had supposed.

      She went to shower and change, reading with amusement, the Spa's instructions engraved on 
        pink paper under the glass top of the dressing table. Twenty numbers. Twenty “Thou Shalt 
        Nots.” No doubt they told her not to eat anything but rabbit food, not to drink anything 
        but large doses of celery tonic and yoghurt, and to concentrate on Yoga, or isometrics, 
        when she wasn't out jogging off any excess inches. These were not problems that had led 
        Christine to Lucifer Cove. Her daughter, Diane, who was a shapely, beautiful fifteen, 
        boasted, “On my best days, Mum, I don't have your figure or your looks.” It was good to 
        hear but these blessings had never given her the love she needed or the sense of being 
        indispensable to some one.

      Astonishingly and amusingly enough, the Commandments engraved on the pink paper were 
        almost the reverse of her expectations:

      "Go your way and love yourself....

      Treat yourself well.

      Give unto that person which is all you really have--yourself.

      Be happy.

      Take life, take happiness, wherever you find it.

      Bear in mind how you have paid for it in unhappy years past."

      It was 
      
      
        Carte Blanche
      
      
        ! A hedonists' paradise!

      Christine heard her own laugh, a nervous little spurt of sound in the silent room, and she 
        wondered what sly sense of humor had created that shocking, blasphemous set of 
        Commandments. But all through her shower and later, when she massaged her body with the 
        lotion of her favorite perfume, and combed and brushed her still luxurious hair, she 
        remembered snatches of those delightful commandments.

      Wearing a fairly new and very chic St. Laurent play dress that made her look leggy and 
        young, she left the suite in excellent spirits but was nastily shaken out of her mood by 
        the unmistakable sounds of a woman sobbing in the room next to hers. The wretched Irena 
        Byaglu. What tragedies had brought the poor woman to this state? Christine's unhappiness 
        that had sent her, listless and bitter, to the Golden Gate Clinic for psychiatric help had 
        not brought her to suffer quite the misery of this unfortunate stranger.

      In the hall she met a dark, big-eyed, very young chambermaid rushing toward her. 
        Breathless, she gasped, “Sorry. I was to unpack for you, Miss Deeth.”

      “Mrs. Deeth. It's quite all right. I've unpacked. I like to do it myself.”

      “I'm Lili. I just got this job. Don't want to louse it up.” The girl fanned herself, 
        standing first on one thin, bare leg and then the other. She reminded Christine so much of 
        her own young Diane that her heart felt as if it had been squeezed painfully. The girl 
        made a big, sweeping gesture of offering her hand to Christie who shook it with grave 
        correctness but she couldn't entirely hide the laughter in her eyes, and the girl grinned 
        back mischievously. “You make it easier. Wish everyone was like you.”

      Christie went on, only to be stopped on the staircase by Lili's bright voice with its 
        bubbling undertone. “He was right. He's always right.”

      “`Who?” Christie looked over her shoulder. She was sure she knew, and astonished at her 
        own nervous excitement and...inexplicably...fear. She wondered at it.

      ?‹Mr. Marc, naturally. He said you were coming and he said I should watch you."

      The chill returned. “How do you mean? Am I being watched?”

      ?e“Don't be silly. He meant I should watch and see how you look and dress. He told me how 
        lovely you are. You know what? I wouldn't be surprised if he's got a thing going for you.”

      “This is rather sudden, this discussion you had with Mr. Meridon. I only arrived an hour 
        ago.”

      Lili waved away such misconceptions. “No. No. This was days ago.”

    

  
    
      Unknown

    

    
      FOUR

      “You must be mistaken,” Christie said pleasantly, knowing perfectly well this was still 
        another odd fact she had come up against today. Marc could not possibly be aware of her 
        arrival, or even of her existence “days ago”. She had only made her reservation the day 
        before and as recently as this noon she was only half decided upon visiting.Lucifer Cove. 
        Yet there was the haunting resemblance about Marc Meridon. The sense that she had seen him 
        before--at a particularly tense moment in her life. She recalled the mood of sadness that 
        had come over her under the gaze of those shadowed eyes. 
      
      
        Where had she seen him
      
      
        ?

      She had thought the way to the pink salon a perfectly simple one but at the foot of the 
        staircase it was so dark she took the closer of two corridors past the pool in which a 
        rather sleek young man was stretched out on the low poolside diving board under the 
        sunlight that filtered down through the glass roof. He was carefully oiling what appeared 
        to be well-tended, muscular arms using deliberate gestures that gradually unwound into 
        slow-motion as he watched her pass; His whistle was more insolent than sexy. He was 
        smoothly good-looking and reminded her of a sleek, brown otter. She thought there might be 
        women attracted by the otter smoothness and the thick layers of sunburned flesh. She was 
        not.

      “New here, Doll?”

      She stopped, pretending surprise, and looked him up and down. Clearly, he was expecting 
        this and she carefully did not smile.

      “Excuse me. Did you say something?”

      “It's like that, is it?” He sat up, automatically squeezing suntan foam out of a tube and 
        massaging a surprisingly athletic, hairless chest. “Caro said there was a new one. We 
        haven't been introduced. I'm billed as 'Ricardo'. Flamenco, you understand. Caro is, or 
        was, my partner. Pretty thing but she got herself crippled up and that blew it. Maybe 
        you've seen us on the Ed Sullivan Show.”

      “No,” she said. “Sorry.” So this crude boy was tied up with that nice, sunny Caro Teague. 
        Christine found herself regretting the combination. Surely, the girl deserved better.

      Ricardo spoke a bit more rapidly in the clear hope of stopping her again. “While,Caro is 
        doing her thing, I dabble in astrology and palm readings. If you're not doing anything 
        special a little after midnight tonight I can hop up to your suite and give you the 
        reading of your life.” (“I'll bet!” she thought.) He went on blandly, “I find I have quite 
        a gift for the Occult.”

      I might have known, Christie said to herself. Aloud, she said, “Thank you. If I need a 
        reading, I'll remember. Are you affiliated with the devil's cult up on the mountain?”

      “What those phonies? My gift is the real thing.” He was so genuinely indignant she laughed 
        and seeing his advantage, he called to her, "Could you give

      me a hand? I dropped my Sea-and·Ski and it bounced over there by your foot. And speaking 
        of legs..."

      “We weren't,” she cut him off rudely, throwing the tube to him.

      He caught it deftly between his legs, making obscene gestures of invitation she could not 
        misunderstand, and moving into the direct stream of late afternoon sunlight from the glass 
        roof overhead. Christie saw the narrow, calculating eyes suddenly widen in the most 
        unexpected way. She thought that he must have had a seizure and then realized belatedly 
        that he was terrified of something very near her. She swung around expecting some 
        monstrous apparition at the very least. What she did see was so unlike her half-formed 
        fears that she found herself laughing impolitely at “Ricardo” and his unaccountable 
        conduct.

      Nothing more terrifying than the slight, unobtrusive shadow of Marc Meridon. He returned 
        her relieved, welcoming look with the smile she remembered pleasurably from their earlier 
        meeting. He had come in through a rear door, probably after crossing what Caro Teague 
        called the men's quarters. He was still in the half-dark when she first saw him so she 
        could not judge his mood through his sombre, expressive eyes. Just for an instant the 
        possibility flashed into her mind that Ricardo, the athletic dancer with bulging biceps, 
        had surprised some other expression in those eyes, an expression never yet

      flashed upon Christine herself. Most unlikely, however.

      Marc's pleasant voice was friendly, if not effusive to the body-conscious dancer. “Carolyn 
        has been asking where you'd taken yourself off to, Mr. Shahnaz.”

      Ricardo further surprised Christie by scrambling up off the board in haste at Marc's 
        slight suggestion.

      “Thanks, Marc, Old Man. I left my watch in the dressing room and lost all sense of time.” 
        He waved a hand in Christine's direction. “I was so pleasantly engaged?”

      “
      
      
        Were you
      
      
        ?” said Marc softly.

      He had spoken in the most harmless tone Christie could imagine but it was clear as Ricardo 
        passed her, his  bare feet pattering oddly on the echoing tiles, that he could not get 
        away fast enough. Perhaps, after all, it was his pretty Caro he was afraid of. Beneath 
        that red-gold halo the girl might be a virago. One could not be sure of anything in this 
        place.

      “Someone seems to have him on leash,” she said since Marc had lapsed into a curious, 
        reflective silence while considering Christine, then the vanished dancer, and then 
        Christie again. Was it possible he could be jealous? She quickly stilled the small spark 
        of joy at this prospect. After all, Gene Standish had been her last try at passion and she 
        was through with men as lovers.

      What would Marc be like as a lover? Something about him seemed unattainable; yet the 
        passion in him had been almost the first thing she had been conscious of.

      Think of something else...think of leaving here. It was too risky if she stayed. She did 
        not want to lose herself in this strangely appealing young man. Probably younger than I 
        am, she thought wryly. And yet, there were his eyes--ageless, as if they had seen 
        boundless suffering. I must get away from here, before it is too late.

      Too late for what?. She did not know. Instead, she resorted to an old bromide, "A dime for 
        your thoughts?

      He came out of whatever study he had fallen into and laughed. “A dime?”

      “Inflation, you know. Besides, they looked as though they were worth it.” It was a broader 
        hint for enlightenment, than she had intended but he obliged her all the same. Or seemed 
        to.

      “I was thinking they haven't emptied the pool today. It should have been done last night, 
        considering all the greasy byproducts creatures like Shahnaz bring into the water.”

      So that was that. She laughed, pretending to he really interested in the glimmering blue 
        depths so close below the tips of her sandals. Her daughter, Diane, would adore this 
        setup. She spent half her free time swimming and the other half campaigning for bigger and 
        better facilities for people her age. And Toby. What was Toby doing now, at this hour 
        close to his dinnertime? The memory of his young smile... the way he was always stealing 
        her Kleenex, especially the guest colors...he caught too many colds. Was Alan watching 
        Toby's diet? Diane looked delicate and fragile but it was round-faced little Toby who 
        caused them so much worry with his health.

      Christie looked up from the blue ripples of water in the pool wondering how she could have 
        forsaken those children just when they needed her most. And all for a worthless sexual 
        attraction whose power she could scarcely remember. It was not even the power she felt now 
        as her gaze met Marc's.

      “Come along, Mrs. Deeth. You need a small, pleasant break. You've no objection to 
        cocktails?”

      “I could use one after your friend Shahnaz. Incidentally, thank you for arriving like the 
        Cavalry. You saved me from a fate worse than death.”

      He found her exaggeration amusing. “I doubt if Shahnaz would go that far without your 
        assistance. It's something of a rule here. Besides, he's a trifle cowardly with...with 
        some of the residents.”

      “So I noticed. But you mistake me, Mr. Meridon. When I said ?ea fate worse than death' I 
        meant boredom.”

      “Naturally.”

      Yet she was sure he hadn't been thinking of boredom and she wondered that he could 
        actually imagine she was afraid of rape at the sleek, oily hands, and other bargain 
        basement equipment, of Ricardo Shahnaz.

      Marc took her arm lightly and she found herself being led through the labyrinth at the far 
        side of the pool, past blue-green walls of poolside dressing rooms so eerily beautiful the 
        reflection upon them gave Christie the sensation of drowning. The high roof encouraged the 
        sensation, muffling the echoes of their footsteps and even the faint lapping of the pool 
        waters. The air seemed thick, smothering, and she gasped, catching her breath painfully. 
        He stopped, watching her in a concerned way.

      “Christine-Mrs. Deeth! Are you all right?”

      He freed her arm and his hand moved to her face. She shrank from him, not understanding 
        her unreasoning panic, until his lingers touched her mouth lightly and lingered on her 
        cheek in the faintest caress. Dazed, she suspected she was being hypnotized, but in the 
        most irresistible way; for his light touch was like a burning aphrodisiac to her senses 
        and she felt herself helpless to withstand his magnetism.

      The time that passed in those three or four seconds held for her body physical sensations 
        so profound as to blur all memories of past encounters. Even the long years with her 
        husband were nothing, the mere fumblings of puberty. She recovered herself gradually. All 
        was as it had been before those three or four seconds except her awareness that her pulses 
        raced so violently she was afraid he would guess his power over her.

      “I-I believe I do need a drink,” she murmured shakily, conscious of the inadequacy of such 
        an excuse.

      “Come.” She felt his chill fingers laid casually upon her arm again and marvelled at the 
        warm result of that touch. In spite of his sensitive, introspective appearance, he was 
        clearly a man for a woman to beware of, or to enjoy.

      He led her through what appeared to be an elegant tunnel drenched in that oppressive, yet 
        sensually stimulating atmosphere that had overpowered her minutes before. The walls had 
        none of the feminine, flattering pink but were heavily gold. The moulding, the occasional 
        vase or shadow-box set into the wall, even the high, tiny clusters of lights gave off a 
        rich, if physically unflattering, gold radiance. The motif continued as she and Marc moved 
        into a large salon where the walls were paneled with full-length mirrors, each in its gilt 
        or, astonishingly enough, its golden frame. The salon was humming with people, apparently 
        most of the clients of the spa. There were more women than men and several of the men in 
        twosomes were obviously homosexuals. That left an over-supply of females, four in one 
        group, chattering away two at a time so that they avoided hearing each other's replies. A 
        typical cocktail party though a little more opulent than most.

      “How odd!” Christine murmured to Marc.

      “In what way?” She was sure he had been watching her and his question had an intensity, 
        almost a nervousness, that surprised her. Did he care that much whether a comparative 
        stranger enjoyed Lucifer Cove? The thought gave her a vivid, pleasurable sensation. She 
        did not like to feel herself too much under the sensuous power of any man. It had proved 
        disastrous in the past, costing her the most precious of life's gifts, Diane and Toby.

      “I mean... I hadn't realized before that men enjoy mirrors as much as women do.”

      He was relieved. She was quite certain of it now: he did care about her reaction and its 
        impersonal curiosity pleased him. “Rather more than women do, I think...what would you 
        like?”

      “Anything. Are those women having champagne cocktails?”

      “I believe so. The young ones, over in that corner, are drinking what they call a Lucifer.”

      “Sounds fiery.”

      He laughed. “Not at all. The taste is rather mild.”

      She was finding the whole atmosphere much too erotic without knowing why. A drink that was 
        merely mild seemed indicated. She wondered, as she sipped the smooth gold concoction, why 
        he had only specified the 
      
      
        taste 
      
      
        as mild. Also, why did he drink nothing himself? Several females were making “join us” 
        gestures and coy invitations to him.

      When one of the girls, who was scarcely older than Diane, came up to her and occupied her 
        attention at great length by asking questions about her clothes, Christie was aware of 
        Marc's departure, to stroll about the long room, with a word here and there that was 
        received with evident eagerness by both the females and males present. She supposed his 
        monetary investment in the spa must be considerable and wondered that a man so evidently 
        young had carved this important a niche for himself. His well-fitted black dinner jacket 
        gave him a dignity that suited his sombre eyes. He moved with the slim, quiet grace of a 
        man used to wealth and the good things of life.

      Still the girl before her, half blocking her view of Marc, went on chattering, “So my 
        director said what did I want? And I came snapping out to this fat, raunchy old goat that 
        I wanted everything. Everything. That's what I said. And he said he knew a place where it 
        was all possible, and next blink, I'm here....Only the old goat couldn't take the traffic 
        in this place and he blew himself to death.”

      “The traffic?”

      “Sure. You can get just about anything you want if you play your cards right. When I saw 
        old Baldy of Nome stiff in my bed I hiked it for the Coast, I can tell you. Then, on the 
        way out, I see this dreamy dancer, Ricardo, with a body you wouldn't believe, sunbathing 
        out in the sagebrush off the road. .So here I am back again,Ivy Fortman at home.” She 
        clicked her now empty glass against Christie's and added with drunken recklessness, 
        “Here's to the Cove. Drink up, Doll! You trying to make the rest of us lock bad?”

      Christine raised the glass to her lips but hesitated. She had an acute sense of being 
        rushed into something. Deciding to utilize the talkative Ivy Fortman she asked 
        offhandedly, “Do you know him very well? Is he one of the owners here?” With her glass she 
        indicated Marc.

      The girl glanced around, her dull, drug-glazed eyes brightening. "Who? That cute Marc 
        Meridon? What a living doll! He's my good luck gimmick when he's

      around here. Of course, he's away a lot."

      “The last time Christine heard a man described as ”cute" was on the late-late show. 
        Nevertheless, she was caught by the girl's description of Meridon's use to her.

      “Good luck?·How?”

      Ivy's moist, full lips churned voluptuously. “Every time I've wished for anything yummy 
        and Marc Meridon's been near, it's come true. Like--I wanted Ricardo to forget that gimpy 
        dancer he's living with and give me a turn. And he did. Then, I wanted a dreamy black 
        peignoir and nightie I saw in the shop at the hot springs and, out of nowhere, a dark, 
        foreign dame named Irena Byaglu gave me the set that very afternoon. Said she wasn't 
        ?egoing to have occasion to use it after all.' Poor old bag probably found her boyfriend 
        wasn't showing the way he promised. And then I was just perishing for a joint and one of 
        the broads here knows how I can get it all I want. And the Big-H too, if I want, which I 
        don't. Yet.”

      Christine wished she had never turned on this greedy, gossipy little creature and tried to 
        get rid of her by turning away and again raising the “lucifer” to her lips. This time a 
        hand reached around past her cheek and as she jumped in a startled, though not unpleasant 
        sensation of surprise, Marc removed the drink from her hand.

      “You will enjoy a champagne cocktail more.”

      “Why? I was just beginning to like the...whatever it was.”

      “You don't need it yet. You are too fresh.”

      “Fresh!”

      He smiled. “Not jaded. Not at all jaded.”

      He substituted a champagne cocktail into her fingers. For a brief moment they exchanged a 
        look which, for Christie at least, was unreadable. The chill that briefly suffused her 
        body was not due to the room's temperature which seemed excessively warm to her. It was a 
        chill of anticipation, she decided. An outward manifestation of all her roused and 
        unsatisfied senses. Be careful, Christie, she reminded that body which was betraying her.

      She was jarred by a sudden, loud summons to her that seemed to come out of the air itself, 
        or another world. Her name was echoing from wall to wall, mirror to mirror.

      “Mrs. Deeth...Mrs. Christine Deeth...Mrs. Deeth...”

      “What is that?” she asked Marc whirling around in a panic. “Where does it come from?”

      Marc stopped her, pointing to the loudspeakers camoflaged by golden fretwork high on 
        opposite walls of the salon. Belatedly she understood, as she recognized the pleasant 
        young tones of Caro Teague beneath that greatly magnified voice.

      “Telephone, Mrs. Deeth. Long Distance.”

      Her first thought was of some calamity at home to Diane or Toby. Illness. An accident. 
        Toby was so susceptible!

      She said anxiously, “Where can I take the call? Something has happened to my children. I 
        must find a phone.”

      She surprised Marc in a frown as she mentioned the children and she wondered at that, for 
        he hadn't been the least upset when she was first paged. He pointed out an open phone, 
        absurdly period-French, in a niche in the hall and left the salon hurriedly. Her ears 
        still buzzed with the typical cocktail chatter she had left behind her.

      She took up the phone, "Mrs. Deeth speaking?

      “Thank you.” That was Caro. "Go ahead, please, Mr. Standish? She clicked off the line but 
        Christine was too upset to care whether she listened in or not. What the devil did Gene 
        want with her now? He had his mysterious, rich patroness for whose sake he had left her.

      “My little girl,” he began in that unctuous voice that had once held appeal for her. “I'm 
        coming down to see you. I must see you.”

      “No. Listen! I don't...” She got no further. He cut her off.

      “Now, Sweetheart, you mustn't argue with your living master. I said I'll be there and I 
        won't let my little girl down this time.”

      Helpless to damn this flow of long-distance lovemaking, she looked into the salon trying 
        to find Marc. But he had left the room. He must have passed her silently in the hall but 
        she didn't see how it had been done. While she talked she had held the phone in her hand 
        and could not recall having taken her eyes off the open white doors of the salon.

      “Once and for all, Gene...” It was no use. He had been too much in the habit of getting 
        his way with her.

      She looked once again into the salon making quite certain this time that Marc was gone. 
        Then, as she reflected on Gene's spoiled-child manners, she realized with a wry smile at 
        her own weakness that Marc Meridon, like Gene, was probably used to having 
      
      
        his 
      
      
        way.
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      Christie spent the next hour working up a fury against Gene Standish. She had gone into 
        the Golden Gate Clinic for the purpose of understanding her weak, despicable conduct in 
        running away with Gene. And now she deliberately forced herself to recall it. During their 
        left-handed honeymoon in an Hawaiian hideaway, Gene had made his repeated requests for 
        money and then run out on her, leaving a letter so full of specious excuses and talk of 
        his “guilt” at taking her from her home and family, that Christie had believed she could 
        never conquer her self-loathing.

      “He must have run through my rich successor,” she decided now, accepting the fact with all 
        its degrading implications to herself. “And he's coming here to put the old familiar 
        pressure on me.” Gene was an actor-singer whose credits seemed to be rather far in the 
        past.

      It took her some time and considerable self-examination to understand that her great 
        concern was rooted in the fear that Gene's shopworn charm might still work. She was still 
        worried about this when she returned to her suite. She had not seen Marc Meridon since she 
        left him in that sybaritic mirrored salon and no one seemed to think his silent, unseen 
        departure at all unusual. As the talkative young Ivy Fortman said, “What? You looking for 
        Marc? Why, he's gone half the time! No use trying to make time with him. He's a loner.”

      “Thanks. I'll try and remember that.” The implication was that it had been tried!

      On the way back to here suite Christie met Caro Teague arm-in-arm with her precious 
        Ricardo. Caro was glad to see her but it was Ricardo who asked her if she was going to 
        have dinner with them in the spa's dining room. “Swank, Mrs. Deeth. Pure erotic swank.”

      Whatever that meant!

      “It really is quite nice,” Caro added sincerely. “And the food is out of this world.”

      “Thank you. Not tonight. I'm rather tired. It's been a long day.”

      Ricardo was still arguing when Caro, after whispering something to him, nodded 
        understandingly to Christine. "I know what you mean, Mrs. Deeth. This place is pretty 
        overpowering. There's absolutely everything here that you'd ever want. Makes it impossible 
        to leave. I shudder to think how it will be when it comes time for me to go. Outside is 
        simply nothing compared to this. If you're not careful, you get so used to this lotus 
        land, you can't bear

      to leave."

      “Caro!” Her boyfriend showed a lot of teeth.

      As Christie looked from one to the other of them, puzzled, Caro shrugged and turned away, 
        “It's the truth, all the same.”

      From the luxury she had already seen Christie did not doubt this for a minute but it had 
        nothing to do with her present problem. She asked if there was Room Service and once 
        assured went up to the South Suite. With shaking lingers that revealed her inner turmoil 
        and fear of her own weakness, she searched for her key. At the same time she heard the 
        click of a lock behind her followed by a door creaking open stealthily.

      “Mademoiselle?”

      Christie felt both relief at her neighbor's apparent emotional recovery and curiosity 
        about the exotically named Irena Byaglu. Pushing open her own door Christie looked around 
        but her quick smile faded under the scrutiny of a haggard, thin woman, probably in her 
        forties, whose night-black eyes and graying black hair were greatly in need of artificial 
        assists. Irena Byaglu was one of those Mediterranean women whose imperfect, even plain, 
        looks could be heightened by the proper makeup and a careful aura of mystery until the 
        entire world was dazzled. But in her present state she looked as if she had spent the day 
        pounding dirty clothes on a wet rock. Christine's sympathy went out to her at once. She 
        compared the women to herself the day she entered the Golden Gate Clinic not caring 
        whether she lived but without the energy to die.

      She had learned a great deal about herself there and one thing was that her self-respect 
        had suffered more than her other emotions over her betrayal by Gene Standish. Perhaps it 
        might be possible to indoctrinate the unhappy Irena Byaglu with some of those truths she 
        had learned at the Clinic. She held out her hand and after a hesitation, Miss Byaglu 
        extended her own bony, slightly shaking lingers. The two women exchanged quick handclasps 
        in the European way.

      “You speak French perhaps, Mademoiselle Deeth?”

      “A little. Actually I am Mrs...that is, Madame Deeth. Mr. Deeth and I have our 
        interlocutory divorce decree and are waiting for our final.”

      “Just so. Madame,” she went on in French. “I am wishing to talk with you, please. I must 
        leave soon and it makes me very alone feeling. You understand?”

      Christie was feeling the aftermath of that odd, psychedelic cocktail party in the mirror 
        salon which she felt, from this vantage point, had been full of currents and 
        cross-currents, as if the partying group was a series of merry-go-round creatures, 
        mechanically moving in circles. She was bone-tired but the woman clearly needed company. 
        “Of course. I wonder...would you mind coming into my room? I feel as though I were 
        wandering into an empty Grand Canyon.”` She added with an at tempt at a laugh, “All tied 
        up with pink bows!”

      Miss Byaglu squeezed into the Louis the Fifteenth living room beside Christie, as if the 
        devil himself were after her. Once inside the room the woman said, still in French, “You 
        permit?” and crossed the floor trailing yards of what might have been a sexy gray chiffon 
        peignoir on anyone else but Irena Byaglu merely looked like a great, panic-stricken bird 
        as she examined Christie's dressing room and bedroom. Satisfied, she came back while 
        Christie stared at her suspecting her troubles must have driven her over the border. She 
        was clearly not sane.

      “Shall I order coffee?” Christie suggested hopefully, and getting no immediate 
        reaction--the woman was looking behind the couch--she went on, “or cocktails? Some sherry? 
        I was about to have my dinner sent up.”

      “No, no. You order. Eat as you like. I will stay. I am safe here.”

      “But see here...I mean...” It was no use. Her hopes for quiet and privacy had gone down 
        the drain. Making the best of the situation, she pointed to an armchair by the window and 
        the woman sat down, slowly, as if motivated by Christie's slightest command. “Now, you 
        must tell me what is bothering you...what you're so afraid of.”

      Irena Byaglu looked around furtively running one painfully thin hand over her haggard 
        face. Watching her, Christie was shocked to see that in other circumstances the woman 
        might have appeared beautiful had she not been so tense, so shot with terror. The woman 
        picked at the brocaded satin chair nervously. Her gaze circled the room and to Christine's 
        amazement, she pleaded in a still uneven voice full of tremors, “If you please, would you 
        make the television to face the other direction? Do not let it look at us, you understand?”

      “I'm afraid I don't.” Nevertheless, Christie set down her mini-pocketbook and crossed the 
        room to turn the ivory colored television set away from her visitor. Except for its 
        feminine color it was a very ordinary set and she could not imagine why the woman should 
        be afraid of it. Its blank face suggested nothing so much as the need for a good dusting. 
        She stood by the window, glancing out now and then as Irena Byaglu rambled on making little

      sense but obviously finding Christie a good sounding board for her problems and fears.

      “I was so sure of myself, the famous Byaglu, in the theatre of my country and even the 
        cinema. You have heard of Byaglu, naturally, The Beautiful Byaglu. That is how I am 
        billed.”

      “Naturally,” Christie lied, aware of a twinge of pity. “I am told you are leaving shortly. 
        Are you returning to Europe?”

      “Who is to say?” the woman shrugged despondently. “It was heaven to me, this place. After 
        Lucifer Cove, where is one to go?”

      “I don't understand. Then why must you...?” recalling that it was very probably a matter 
        of finances, Christie reddened and broke off. “Do you have a family to return to?”

      “I gave up the outside life for what I hoped to find here. I did not suppose it would 
        end...so...” Her shoulders drew together in a shudder.

      Her fear was contagious. Christie asked uneasily, “What is it you are afraid of? If you 
        leave here, you can leave it behind, can't you?”

      Irena's dark-rimmed eyes stared up at her. “How innocent you are! But you are new. It is 
        always so. Now, it is all for nothing. Over. Finished. And me, also.”

      “You mustn't talk like that. There is the whole world outside. You have only to leave here 
        to find out.”

      “But don't you see? In here, is...everything.”

      That was comprehensive enough. Christie, searching for more arguments against the woman's 
        suicidal despair, looked out the window and saw, through the twilight, the first lights 
        winking from the mountainside temple of the devil worshipers.

      “But Madame Byaglu, I still don't see why you should be so frightened. Does it have 
        anything to do with the devil worshipers? Have they frightened you out?”

      “What!” The woman's face borrowed some of the death-gray of her clothing. “I said nothing! 
        I swear...” She swung around like a creature in a cage, peering terrified into every 
        corner. “I swear I said nothing!”

      Torn by impatience and sympathy, Christie pulled forward a hassock and sat down close 
        enough to the woman to look earnestly into her face. “Madame, you cannot seriously be 
        afraid of that silly devil's coven. I have seen this Nadine Janos downstairs, a ridiculous 
        young woman who is draining the money--and heaven knows what else--from all the visitors 
        to this valley. I heard that she is a complete fraud.”

      “A phony!” Irena agreed, very nearly smiling as she pronounced the typically “American” 
        word. Her remark caught Christie with a long, eloquent string of arguments against the 
        ridiculous devil's coven still unused. She moved away from the woman toward the 
        mantelpiece under an exquisite gold-framed mirror wondering what to do if the woman became 
        violent. Clearly, she had her lucid periods. The quick dismissal of Nadine Janos showed 
        that she had moments of common sense. Christie gazed blankly into the mirror wondering if 
        she could order her dinner without being too impolite. It was not that she was hungry. In 
        fact, the strange events of her first afternoon had `been enough to give her nervous 
        indigestion but at least, the arrival of Room Service would be a hint for Irena Byaglu to 
        unburden herself of whatever troubled her or to leave.

      Christine raised her head and saw Irena Byaglu's ravaged face and body reflected in the 
        mirror. The woman looked up suddenly and Christine saw her mirrored eyes. Irena Byaglu 
        stared, unblinking, at Christie's image for a few seconds during which Christie was 
        paralyzed by what she came to think of afterward as an eerie spell. Then the woman's 
        features twisted; she tried to speak and failed but Christie saw her mouth working 
        frantically. She screamed and pointing a finger at Christie, cried, “Watching me! Watching 
        me! It is time I must go and I do not wish to go.”

      “Go where?”

      “You see the burning eyes watching us? They warn me I pay like always, like the others. 
        And I adored him...”

      Christine was so unnerved by that scream and by the woman's sudden reversion to madness 
        that she stood by numbly while Irena Byaglu stumbled past her to the door, shielding her 
        eyes from the mirror's reflection. Christie did not recover until the mirror shook with 
        the slamming of the door. She stared at the mirror seeing nothing whatever except the 
        reflection of the room. Yes, the unfortunate woman was certainly mad. What had she meant 
        about the eyes watching her?...or watching us? Whose eyes and whom had she adored?

      Christine shook herself and started for the door. Irena Byaglu badly needed help. When she 
        tried the handle of the woman's door, however, there appeared to be no response. The door 
        was locked.

      “Miss Byaglu? May I help you, Miss, Byaglu” She heard sounds inside. The woman was there, 
        obviously. Christie had never been one to interfere in another's business. It was as much 
        selfishness as consideration that kept her from interfering as a rule but something about 
        the unhappy Irena had struck a sympathetic chord in Christie.

      “The poor woman had been thrown over by some character and now she thinks life is over.” 
        Her realization of Irena Byaglu's troubles made her aware that her own world had not died 
        when Gene Standish deserted her. Perhaps a word about her own affair and the family she 
        had given up for Gene might make Irena see that her ex-lover with the eyes that burned 
        from the mirror was no life-and-death matter. Christie tried again, knocking and calling 
        to the woman, but when there was still no answer, she gave up and returned to her own 
        rooms. For several minutes, however, she looked askance at the mirror over the mantelpiece.

      To take her mind off the subject, she looked out the window at the valley and the 
        mountainside beyond. They were shrouded in a darkness so thick it might have been 
        midnight. Only on the steep trail to the Greek temple presided over by the devil's 
        handmaids--and handboys?--were there strings of tiny lights glowing blue in the 
        surrounding dark.

      It might be amusing to, make a pilgrimage up there some night. Edna and Marc, even Irena 
        Byaglu, insisted it was a nest of phonies which would make it especially interesting. 
        Christie did not want to become involved with anything that had a supernatural tinge. She 
        was too unsure of her own impressionability. But if, as seemed likely, the little Greek 
        temple was full of tricks and amusing showmanship, it would be worth visiting.

      Meanwhile, she decided this was no time to be cooped up in her frilly suite, eating alone, 
        having seen only Room Service in the entire evening. It was exactly the sort of conduct 
        they had warned her about at the Clinic, the instinct to crawl back into her shell and 
        avoid people.

      Besides, it did seem that the longer you stared into the glossy, light-catching surface 
        of a mirror the less sure you were that something else was not caught there...something 
        you did not know was in the room with you.

      She was sorry a minute after that she had indulged her imagination with that idea. She 
        showered and changed rapidly, making up her face lightly but carefully at the dressing 
        room mirror. As she was applying the miniature brush with delicate blue to one eyelid, the 
        blue iris looked steadily back at her. She blinked, studied her reflection and saw nothing 
        blazing at her. No burning eyes such as those that drove Irena Byaglu into such a frenzy. 
        What possessed that woman? Burning eyes. That was an unfortunate phrase. She wished she 
        hadn't thought of it. She finished making up more rapidly than usual.

      When she was leaving the Louis the Fifteenth living room some minutes later a light from 
        somewhere in the stark black and white village outside flashed upon the television's blank 
        face and startled her into a long, chilled stare at the television screen. She saw exactly 
        what she expected. Nothing. Across the room above the mantel, the mirror gleamed, catching 
        sparkles from the lamp Christie had switched on near the door. She looked from the 
        television screen to the mirror wondering at the power of the imagination. Burning eyes? 
        Hardly. But just for a second or two the dark, luminous eyes of a stranger were reflected 
        there.

      Or maybe it was just the reflection of auto lights on the village street below.

      She set the lock on the door and went along the strange, black-and-white hall listening 
        almost involuntarily for sounds in Irena Byaglu's suite. Relieved by the silence there she 
        went down the stairs, asked an aging woman at the reception desk the direction of the 
        dining room.

      “To the left, Mrs. Deeth. You are expected.”

      Christine followed directions, wondering at the same time who expected her. The hall was 
        lined at intervals with mirrored panels in gold frames. Their effect upon her, and upon 
        two cozy, elegantly dressed men walking in front of her, was interesting. She saw the men 
        draw themselves up, give their images a half dozen peeks, their lengthy locks a pat and a 
        smoothing, and enter the open doorway of the dining room. She forced herself to refrain 
        from that last, unsure look at her own reflection, and entered the dining room with more 
        confidence than she felt. In spite of the surprises she had found here at the spa, she 
        pictured the dining room as an institutional place, with long banquet tables, sparkling 
        glassware, lot of white napery, and waiters and waitresses in stiff white, all looking 
        rather like nurses in an emergency ward.

      This interior was something else. There were numerous banquettes, mirrored fake pillars 
        and electric candles giving off tiny, firefly light; and over it all, a subtle but 
        pervasive sensual atmosphere. It seemed almost impossible to Christine that any pair, 
        preferably one male and one female, could spend an hour in this room-this cave!--without 
        being impregnated by the insidious and bewitching atmosphere. Obviously, sex, of various 
        sorts, played a devilish part in all the lives she had touched upon so far. No wonder the 
        hot springs were so popular! Christine, waiting to be seated, and embarrassingly aware of 
        being alone, reflected that this was the very atmosphere she was running from, an 
        atmosphere that had enslaved her and revealed her worst and most destructive traits. She 
        heard not music but there was a pleasant hum of voices and the crackle of silverware on 
        china.

      A tall, suave gentleman of elegant Latin extraction, presented himself before her, 
        indicating that he was the Headwaiter. “Ah! Madame Deeth. We have been expecting you. 
        Shall we...” If it was possible, there flitted over his world-weary face a distinctly coy 
        look. “Shall we hope to find you a suitable dinner partner?”

      She said coolly and distinctly, “I think not, tonight.” He was contradicting her 
        graciously when a goodlooking young waiter tugged on his immaculate black tails and 
        whispered something in his ear. Christie had an uncanny feeling that they were whispering 
        about her. She was therefore not too surprised when the Headwaiter turned to her and with 
        a complete about-face said, “If Madame will follow me.”

      She did so and found herself seated at a small, dark banquette in lonely splendor having 
        acknowledged the greeting of Caro Teague and the grin of her companion, Ricardo Shahnaz, 
        on the way.  As she studied the huge gold brocade menu with a rich medallion on the cover, 
        she found the most extraordinary “spa diet” she had ever seen! Having visited the “Maine 
        Chance” and “The Golden Door” with girlfriends in the past, she was shocked, though far 
        from displeased, at the assortment of caloric riches from every part of the globe that was 
        offered her. The waiter unobtrusively standing by made the suggestion of a very special 
        Burgundy to accompany her Tournedos of Beef and signaled the wine steward. A distinguished 
        Prussian who knew his French wines and fortunately did not lean too heavily upon the light 
        German vintages.

      Christine began to sense that she had made a conquest of the wine steward, who introduced 
        himself as Weidtler, after they had discussed the pros and cons of the Mosel Valley 
        vintages. The elegant, slightly aloof quality of the Prussian appeared to melt 
        convincingly before her charms but she was skeptical. Whatever her previous popularity she 
        had never been this irresistible. She was attractive enough to be hailed among her friends 
        as “beautiful” but she had never found herself to be such a sex symbol with headwaiters, 
        wine stewards, athletic dancers and mysterious young men like Marc Meridon.

      After fending off the hints of both the waiter and the wine steward that they would enjoy 
        pursuing her enchantment further, she decided that this unusual spa catered to the 
        euphoria of the client rather than the usual whittling down of a Size 14 to a Size 9.

      A young woman stopped before her in a dramatic see-through 
      
      
        djellabah
      
      
        , all black and white, that accentuated those remarkable round, inhuman black eyes.

      “Mrs. Deeth, may we expect you at the Service tonight? I promise you some excitement.”

      “Excitement? What do you mean?” Then Christine remembered that this was Nadine Janos who 
        presided over the devil worshipers' coven at the little Greek temple.

      Behind the girl stood a rangy, goodlooking man with unruly hair and a manner to match, who 
        put his hands possessively on her shoulders. In a brogue as Gaelic as his face he promised 
        Christie, “Whatever the excitement you'll be wanting. Erotic-like.”

      Christine's eyebrows went up. “I'm not in search of erotica. Thank you all the same.”

      “Ah, well, I've tried, Sweetheart. Old Sean's tried his feeble best.”

      “Don't talk so much,” Nadine told him firmly, suddenly sounding anything but the psychic 
        mistress of a devil's coven. To Christie she said more graciously, “Perhaps another time. 
        Good night.” They were still within Christie's hearing when she was somewhat amused to 
        hear the Priestess say 
      
      
        sotto voce
      
      
         to her roguish companion, “Drunk as usual, damn it! The least you can do is keep your 
        mouth shut.”

      “Not so much fun though, Sweetheart.”

      Christie stared after them curiously. She wondered for the first time if there could be 
        anything to that devil worship business. There was certainly something odd about Nadine 
        Janos in spite of her attitude toward her tall, husky Irish escort. Christie went back to 
        her dinner, finished the ambrosial dessert, a high-calorie fruit and whipped cream 
        concoction, drank an excellent, if unfamiliar, brandy and left the dining room. In the 
        hall outside she took a deep breath of normal, unadulterated air. The contrast with the 
        erotic atmosphere of the salon was noticeable. Gene Standish would adore the entire setup 
        here. It was almost amusing to picture Gene there in the dining room so beset by 
        temptation in the form of moneyed sex that he would go clear off the rails trying to work 
        in as much temptation as was humanly possible to a man in his well-worn forties. She 
        rather hoped he would go through with it. He deserved whatever he got.

      She could not help being Flattered at the male attention she had received even while she 
        remained suspicious of its calculated air. She passed the reception office and the pink 
        salon and wondered suddenly, for no particular reason, where Marc Meridon had gone and 
        what he was up to. She didn't linger downstairs. It had been an unnerving day and she 
        needed to be at her cool, confident best tomorrow to cope with Gene Standish.

      She reached her own door without meeting a soul but when she went into the bedroom she 
        found the bed lamp softly glowing, flattering pink, of course, and the bed coverlet turned 
        down. She sniffed the air. Perfume...soft, seductive. Well, it was all very inviting. If 
        they continued to spoil her like this she would find it hard to leave Lucifer Cove.

      It was extraordinarily quiet. Before going to bed, she wandered through the suite in the 
        yellow chiffon and lace gown and peignoir that she had worn only once, for Gene. Now she 
        wore it merely to “get some use out of it” and as she stopped by the long sitting room 
        windows brushing her hair rhythmically, she frowned at the little string of lights that 
        led up the` mountain to the Greek temple. She wondered if that strange, compelling 
        creature called Nadine Janos was floating around in her psychedelic draperies scaring the 
        natives.

      The silence around her seemed even more alive because it was so unlikely. With the group 
        of pleasure-seekers at this spa it was not natural that there shouldn't be explosions of 
        one sort or another. She was almost relieved when the first noises came from next door in 
        Miss Byaglu's apartment. It sounded as if the woman was tapping her foot in time to music 
        against a table or a chair. The kind of thing that could get annoying if repeated too long.

      And it was repeated until Christie found herself counting brush-strokes in rhythm with 
        Irena Byaglu's pounding of that table. Or chair. Or whatever it was. She dropped the brush 
        on the mantel under the mirror and unlocked the hall door. A minute later she was knocking 
        at Miss Byaglu's door. Under her hand the door fell open. Miss Byaglu's apartment, like 
        the exterior architecture, was monotonously black and white with painted beams and small 
        mullioned windows looking out on the street. But in that first glance Christie got no 
        further than the central black beam that ran the length of the

      room. Suspended from it and swinging in a grotesque arc was the body of Irena Byaglu. One 
        of her slim, unshod feet still kicked at the edge of the cabinet beneath although there no 
        signs of life in the ghastly, swollen face.

    

  
    
      Unknown

    

    
      SIX

      Late in the night Christine tried for the third or fourth time to doze off hoping to blot 
        the scene from her consciousness. This time she curled up in the big chair by the south 
        window in her sitting room and closed her eyes wearily but the pounding in her head went 
        on. She felt a personal responsibility for Irena Byaglu. She had known the woman's state 
        of depression. This result should have been foreseen. Miss Byaglu had clearly reached out 
        to her for help and she had been impatient, nervous and anxious to be rid of the 
        unfortunate woman.

      She knew that people were working in the next room. She could hear furniture being shoved 
        back and forth. Callous, clipped, sensible remarks between the workers--whoever they 
        were--about the difficulty of cutting the woman out of her noose which Christie had been 
        given to understand was heavy gold cording that served as a sash for one of Miss Byaglu's 
        sets of hostess pajamas. The cord had worked into the flesh of the neck, they said, 
        cutting in and burying itself. They cut the woman down but could not get the cord off.

      Christie got up, unfolding her tense body in one quick gesture and went to the telephone. 
        As she passed the mantel mirror, her mind, heavily. influenced by the fate of Irena 
        Byaglu, played an eerie trick and she seemed to catch a glimpse of something else in the 
        reflection, a shadowy thing with a movement like an apparition, yet when she swung around 
        in frantic haste she saw that she was alone. What she had mistaken for a wraith, no more 
        pronounced than a puff of cigarette smoke dissolving in air, simply did not exist. She was 
        alone in the room. No phantom shared it with her, spying on her. The mirror was mistaken.

      She laughed shakily at the absurdity and was brought back to the reality by the voice of 
        the night operator on the telephone. She asked if there was a bellman on duty and if he 
        would bring her up some aspirin. The voice obligingly agreed that nothing was easier.

      “Or would you like something stronger? You've only to suggest, as you know, Madam.”

      What did that mean? How strong? And in what way? Were there no laws about prescriptions at 
        this odd place? “Aspirin will be quite sufficient, thank you.” Let's not overdo the 
        hospitality!

      As the pounding over her temples grew worse, she went into the bathroom which was 
        helpfully furnished, like a Lady Hilton room, with all the little travel gadgets. She 
        soaked one of the pink face cloths in cold water and pressed it against her forehead. Back 
        in the sitting room she tried to convince her jangled nerves that they were being soothed 
        by the dripping terry cloth.

      The bellman's discreet knock on her door came surprisingly fast. She threw the cloth on 
        the mantel and was careful not to look into the mirror. Did they keep their aspirin supply 
        handy beside the switchboard?

      Better than that. Or at any rate, more generous than that...Christine didn't know whether 
        to be flattered or insulted when the young man arrived in a black and silver uniform that 
        he must have been poured into and presented her with an oval silver box at least three 
        inches long, much too big for a half dozen pills. His smile begged her to open the box and 
        properly thank him. She obeyed and was a good deal shaken to find several cigarettes and a 
        half dozen capsules of artistically varying colors. Demerol, Nebutal, Seconal and others 
        she didn't recognize. Stunned, she took up a cigarette, examined it and distastefully 
        replaced it. What her friends called by the dated nickname “Mary Janes”, she recognized as 
        Marijuana. She wondered if the white powder in the half-capsule was Heroin. All that was 
        needed was a combination of spoon, heat and a needle! With an effort she looked up 
        blankly, trying not to reveal her anger and resentment.

      “I don't seem to see the aspirin.” His knowing expression sagged slightly. “Oh? That. Yes. 
        You'll find some in. there under the cigarettes. Those little round pills.”

      She couldn't refrain from a chilly remark, “'Thanks. I do know an aspirin when I see one.” 
        Fortunately, these aspirins had the trade name imbedded  twice, forming a cross, and she 
        lifted out two. “That will be all. Oh. Just a moment.” She went and got her handbag. She 
        gave him a dollar, returning the silver box and all its contents except the two aspirins. 
        He took the dollar but pressed the box upon her urgently.

      “No, no. It belongs to the client. That is you.”

      She insisted, more severely, that she didn't want it but he claimed in growing agitation 
        that these were invariably his orders. He seemed so frightened she finally let him drop 
        the silver box. beside the little table lamp, within his reach at the doorway. She had 
        decided by this time that it would be easier to explain her dislike of drugs tomorrow to 
        the person on duty downstairs or even the manager, whoever that might be.

      Generally, in a spa of this general type, there would be pastel uniforms adaptable to 
        strenuous exercise, and there would certainly be a severe regimen consisting of all sorts 
        of “Thou Shalt Nots.” There would also be the beautiful, stiffly coiffured females of an 
        uncertain age who welcomed, warned and stood over the clients to be sure they did not 
        slack off. It was beginning to be clear that “spa” was a misnomer for Lucifer Cove. 
        “Non-spa” would be more appropriate.

      The bellman had just turned away from her when they were both startled by the opening of 
        the door to the late Irena Byaglu's apartment. A man in white backed out hunched over one 
        end of a stretcher. He must be an ambulance attendant,·although Christie had heard no 
        sirens announcing the arrival of either the ambulance or the police, who followed the 
        second attendant and the sheet-covered body. The two police struck Christie as a bit 
        unusual. Their black uniforms and white helmets suggested they were motorcyclists. As they 
        left the room silently, without glancing to either side, they set their white bubble 
        helmets back on their heads with an almost mechanical precision their cold eyes still 
        focused on some spot in mid-air a few yards ahead of them. Their anonymity puzzled 
        Christie. She tried to read the insignia on then sleeves but couldn't make it out.

      When they had gone and she caught the young bellman shuddering elaborately, she remarked, 
        “What town has jurisdiction here?”

      “The County, I expect, M'am.” He added quickly to forestall her further questions, “I 
        wasn't on duty when they were sent for. 'Night, M'am.”

      She said good night and glanced at Miss Byaglu's door which was ajar. She wondered who 
        would come and attend to the unhappy woman's affairs. Were there relatives? Who would look 
        for her will, or pack and ship her possessions? She could not help thinking, “There, but 
        for the Grace of God, go I.”

      She stepped out into the hall, closed the dead woman's door and then, after a nervous look 
        around the empty hall, went inside her own sitting room and locked her door. She was much 
        too engrossed in her thoughts to pay any attention to the mirror over the mantel, or for 
        that matter, to the blank, wholly uninteresting face of the television set.

      Christine went to bed late and then, being nervous and keyed up, found herself in the all 
        too familiar grip of insomnia. She tossed around, changing position often, plumping up and 
        flattening out pillows, and all the time, the help for it, the easy, quick way to calm 
        down and sleep lay in the sitting room on the lamp near the door...almost any sleeping 
        capsule she could possibly want or need was there.

      Until she remembered that silver box, she had been coping with her problem by the methods 
        learned at the Golden Gate Clinic, mainly with an attempt at easing her mental state. But 
        the minute she remembered those capsules, so tempting and harmless--one capsule? Many of 
        her acquaintances boasted ten or more in a night!--she found it harder to rely on the 
        mental effort that involved self-control.

      Giving up after nearly an hour of dwelling on the silver box, she snapped on the lamp. 
        Then she got up, not even bothering to take up her peignoir or step into the yellow satin 
        mules, and hurried through the bathroom and dressing room, catching glimpses of her pale 
        golden flesh beneath the transparency of the gown that had once. seemed so important to 
        the pleasure of Gene Standish. At the Clinic she had come to think of the flesh as of 
        secondary importance but here in this paradise for nymphomaniacs the very air she breathed 
        was permeated with erotic stimuli. It was another thing to

      puzzle about.

      The silver box was exactly where the boy had left it. There was no reason to believe it 
        had vanished, yet she felt a curious uncertainty as if the whole business of Irena Byaglu 
        was an ugly, painful dream and the boy's visit with the silver box all part of her 
        nightmare. She reached for the box. The metal was cold in her palm. She used her thumbnail 
        to open the catch but the pressure was not enough. Leaning wearily against the wall, 
        annoyed with this small difficulty, she was about to try again when she distinctly heard a 
        sound in Miss Byaglu's room just beyond the wall. She started uneasily, moving  away from 
        the wall. Someone was moving furniture of all things at two in the morning! But the sounds 
        were stealthy. She might have missed them entirely if she hadn't been so close to the 
        intervening wall. A desk drawer was opened and closed very near her on the other side of 
        the wall. Then there was silence.

      Her free hand reached for the lock on her door. She slipped it quietly and opened the door 
        several inches. Irena Byaglu's door was still ajar as it had been before she closed it. 
        The rest of the hall was silent and deserted lit only by eerie little clusters of electric 
        bulbs resembling candle sconces along the wall to the staircase. Christie took a step 
        toward the other door. Her bare foot made no sound on the thick hall carpet and this 
        success led to another step.

      She was within reach of the Byaglu door when it opened silently and abruptly and she found 
        herself, half naked and chilled with nervousness, face to face with Marc Meridon. He 
        seemed much less surprised than she. There was even about his sombre eyes a crinkle of 
        amusement...and something more as he looked her up and down. Embarrassed as she was to be 
        caught like this, she was too proud to rush coyly into her room and hide her nakedness 
        behind a door. She raised her chin, pretending a pride and indifference to the awkward 
        scene that she was far from feeling. But though she opened her mouth, she could think of 
        no excuse.

      He said with a charming smile, “I've disturbed you. I'm sorry. I only just returned and 
        was told.”

      To take his mind off his obvious interest in her partially exposed body, she said quickly, 
        “It was tragic. The poor woman came to see me early this evening. I should have known then 
        what was in her mind. She seemed to feel there was nothing to live for. I-I'm afraid I 
        wasn't much help.”

      “It is done now. You must not dwell on it.” His gaze went from the fold of chiffon over 
        her breasts to the silver box in her hand. She found it disconcerting that he seemed more 
        concerned over her than over the unfortunate Irena Byaglu. “I see you 
      
      
        have 
      
      
        been dwelling on it. Just remember that she was weak. That is all. Weak. At any rate, it 
        will all be taken care of, Mrs. Deeth. I have located the lady's will which leaves all 
        these painful matters to her friends here. We will see to it.”

      Christine found this in no way consoling. “You mean--she is to be buried here?”

      “Not buried. Cremated, of course.”

      His 
      
      
        “of course”
      
      
         seemed odd but it was not a subject that would help her to sleep tonight. She was moving 
        in a gingerly way toward her room and appearing extraordinarily interested in her welfare, 
        he added, pushing her door open for her, “Never mind. You will want to return to bed now.”

      She was anxious to do that very thing and couldn't explain to herself the disastrous 
        effect he was having on her libido. His touch on her wrist, gentle as it was, enflamed her 
        and she went in with him, as docile as though she were his property.

      “Now,” he said, releasing her in the sitting room, “take your capsule, go to bed and sleep 
        until you are rested and refreshed.” Seeing her struggle with the silver box, he fingered 
        it briefly, without pressure, and the lid sprang open.

      She fumbled with the contents·-·something within her hating this box, hating to resort to 
        this weak crutch of drugs.

      “Start tonight with these.” He took out a pair of Nembutal capsules and then looked at her 
        in the steady, sombre way she found both disconcerting and appealing.

      Then to her surprise he dropped the capsules on the carpet, grinding them in with his 
        heel. “No. Go to bed, Mrs. Deeth. You won't need these, I promise you. Go on.”

      Obediently, she crossed the sitting room leaving the box in his hand. The drapes at the 
        long south windows were a few inches apart and she saw the little lights on the 
        mountainside blink out. The sight angered her. She said fiercely, “There's the group 
        that's responsible for Miss Byaglu's death. Those idiotic devil worshipers! I'm sure they 
        planted some absurd idea with Miss Byaglu that she must die. She talked very oddly.”

      “I doubt if they have that much influence,” Marc assured her as he set the box of capsules 
        back on the lampstand.

      She frowned out at the little temple shimmering in the moonlight. “Devil worshipers! What 
        next?”

      “I've no doubt their antics would amuse the devil if...”

      She jerked the drapes closed, cutting him off impatiently, “Assuming there were a devil.”

      Marc's appealing smile made her aware of her own temper. “I stand corrected. 
      
      
        Assuming there were a devil
      
      
         he would find Miss Janos and her doings highly amusing. Good night, Christine.”

      He was gone and she hated her own betraying body that had reacted so sordidly. Not only 
        had her body betrayed her to this man but her condition had been an open invitation which 
        he had ignored. The crowning ignominy.

      She crawled into bed; shaking with chills, and to her amazement, found that Marc's promise 
        was fulfilled. She went to sleep almost immediately only to dream of eyes burning in the 
        darkness. That was not part of Marc's promise.

      She was awakened late in the morning by the monotonous buzz of the bedside telephone. 
        Groping in the filtered sunlight, she dragged the phone over to her stomach and set it 
        there while she talked.

      “Christine Deeth. Who is this?”

      “Sweetheart, you're cross with me. And I can't blame you. But at least, you'll hear my 
        side, Sweetie. It's only fair. Sweetie?”

      Gene Standish knew how she hated being called “Sweetie.” He had done it in the old days 
        only when he  wanted to get a rise out of her. Now was the wrong time to start. She made 
        up her mind not to allow him to anger her. Or make her reveal any important emotion. He 
        wasn't worth an important emotion. But still, there was the prickling fear of her old 
        weakness for him. Was it possible the whole love affair might start all over again? Could 
        she actually be such an incredible fool?

      She set the telephone back and looked around the room, breathing deeply, and stretching. 
        So he was coming up here in half an hour undoubtedly expecting to pick up where they left 
        off months ago in that luxury suite on Maui! Christie would not have been a normal woman 
        if she hadn't been curious to know what had happened to break the 
        Bubble-With-the-Dollar-Sign who was her successor in Gene's life.

      There wasn't much time. She got out of bed and on her way to run the shower, she caught 
        sight of her figure in the dressing room mirror. A disheveled, thinly-clad body flashed 
        back at her and remembering the events of the previous night, she was shocked at the 
        length of time she had been seen by Marc Meridon in this condition. The hours of sleep had 
        blurred the sensuous power she felt in the presence of that slight, young stranger. No 
        matter. Last night's episode was too late to rectify but she meant to behave herself in 
        the future, especially around Mr. Meridon! There were several shocking aspects of her 
        brief encounter with him. One was her own susceptibility and the others were questions 
        about the whole matter of Irena Byaglu. She had no reason not to believe Marc when he said 
        he had been searching for the dead woman's will but why should it be found, or expected to 
        be found, in a room in a temporary residence? Why not in a safe deposit box or with her 
        lawyers? Apparently, Miss, Byaglu had left it to Marc to make all arrangements. What was 
        Marc to her, precisely? Christine recalled vaguely the woman's laments about a man she had 
        loved. She seemed to ask, “How could he do this to me?” Christie had an uncomfortably 
        jealous twinge at the thought that Irena's faithless lover might be Marc.

      She was still nervous after her shower and her efforts to look her best in the rapid time 
        allotted to her when she heard the well-remembered code knock on the door. She went 
        through the sitting room to let Gene in, eying her reflection critically as she passed the 
        mantel mirror. Because Gene's favorite color was yellow she carefully chose white, a 
        sharkskin shell and mini-skirt in a flattering, sexy imitation of a tennis dress. Her legs 
        were among her physical assets and they were shown to their best advantage, 
        sunlamp-tanned, below the skirt. She could not understand why it was so important that Gene

      Standish see her at her best but there had never been any moment, even when she ran out on 
        her family to go to him, that seemed as important as showing him now what he had 
        sacrificed.

      Her success was all too apparent in his face as he stared at her in the doorway. He 
        followed this with an old-fashioned, sexy whistle that delighted her vanity, if not her 
        heart. She had been hoping against hope that he would have begun to look seedy and 
        second-rate-his face and body mirroring his seedy little soul. He was looking great, 
        however, the sandy-gold hair with that careless wave, the body with its limber stage 
        poise. He reached for her and got her under the arms before she could wriggle free.

      His voice was soft. His stage voice, she thought scornfully. “I couldn't do it. I couldn't 
        stay away any longer even if I knew it was for your own good. Its no use. In spite of 
        everything, I couldn't stop loving you, Sweetheart.” She said nothing and he looked her 
        over. “Hello, Beautiful. It's been an eon. I don't know how I stood it but I felt it was 
        for your own happiness. I tried.”

      He was kissing her quickly, skillfully, over her cheek and not quite achieving a kiss on 
        the lips. Once his technique had thrilled her, driving her wild, she thought. Now she was 
        conscious only that his lips were moist and his kisses calculating and systematic. She was 
        so relieved at her own deadness to his charms that she laughed lightly

      “You haven't lost your touch, Gene. You do it awfully well.” She made no effort to free 
        herself but her greeting hit him in his most vulnerable spot, his sexual prowess.

      Slowly, he drew back, with his fingers outspread and exploring-first her rib cage, then 
        her breasts in what he had been told by innumerable women was a voluptuous come-on. His 
        blue eyes were misted with passion.

      “Sweetheart, where ever did you find this place? God! What a paradise! I was feeling a 
        complete drag when I got here. If I hadn't hailed one of the denizens of Lucifer Cove, I'd 
        never have found the place at all.”

      She was caught by this. “You mean...he met you too?”

      .

      He laughed his scorn of this misconception. “He! The devil with your he. No. Some cute 
        little twit with gorgeous legs. She was wearing--well, almost wearing--a bikini, in all 
        that fog, if you can picture it! Showed me the way into the valley. I suppose she'd been 
        swimming at one of those beaches below the cliffs. I don't envy her the pleasure.”

      She freed herself from his now absent-minded clutches and watched him enter the sitting 
        room looking around in the old proprietary way, as if he were pricing its contents for a 
        quick sale. She was surprised to discover her own disappointment at his praise of Lucifer 
        Cove. Now that she was no longer afraid of his power over her, she couldn't understand why 
        she panicked at the thought of his remaining here.

      “Let's go down and get some. coffee, shall we? I haven't had breakfast yet.” She couldn't 
        resist needling him. “What happened to your plans, Dear? I heard you were seen in Mexico 
        City and Acapulco with some charmer.”

      He really was uneasy over her reception. She could tell by the rapid way he spoke and the 
        way he moved around the room with slightly theatrical movements that he wasn't sure of 
        her. “Oh...that. No. Nothing serious there. I thought...at least, I hoped, that you'd be 
        happily reunited with your family by now. I know how you missed them. But apparently, our 
        sacrifice went down the drain...so...”

      “So?” she echoed sweetly. It was obvious that he intended to resume their affair and was 
        putting his betrayal in the light of a noble gesture committed for her sake.

      “How about having a bite up here?” he ventured hopefully. “You've got a nice little suite. 
        Why don't we just stay here and be comfortable? Talk about those gorgeous nights on Maui. 
        Remember, Sweetheart?”

      “How could I forget?” she asked lightly. “But I know just the place for you. You'd adore 
        our dining room here at the spa. It has everything...for people like you.”

      He asked provocatively what “people like him” wanted from life but she did not rise to the 
        bait. She wanted to prevent the recurrence of those private moments with him that he was 
        aiming at and she was also anxious to judge by the reactions of the spa's residents what 
        they knew about Irena Byaglu's death. Perhaps, too, she could learn more about Marc 
        Meridon. His presence in the dead woman's room last night and the fact that he was legally 
        named to handle her affairs after death were both facts that needed explaining. She might 
        even have to take it to the police.

      “Not that it's my business,” she excused herself as she and Gene Standish left her suite 
        and went downstairs.

      Ricardo Shahnaz, who had been lying in wait in the Pink Salon, popped out on them as they 
        passed and motioned Christie into the empty salon, ignoring Gene who, to Christie's 
        amusement, seemed jealous of the dancer.

      “Can I talk to you...in private?” Shahnaz wanted to know. Even in the warm pink glow of 
        the salon he looked quite green with terror. So much so that the sight of him, even more 
        than his manner, gave Christie a premonition of evil to come.

      This is Gene Standish, an old friend of mine," she explained. Shahnaz glared at Gene who 
        remained glued to Christie as though he were afraid she would vanish if she went into the 
        salon. Poor Gene. He really must be hard up for money!

      Shahnaz insisted, “I've got to talk to you. Alone!”

      “My darling has no secrets from me,” Gene said, squeezing Christie in his proprietary way. 
        Nevertheless, he was a trifle unsure of himself and, amusingly enough, thought the 
        revolting Ricardo Shahnaz was his successor in her affections. It would be just like Gene 
        to suspect she had been fooled by the very obvious Shahnaz. After all, she had fallen for 
        Gene, the part-time actor, hadn't she?

      “Darling,” she said to Gene kindly, as to a troublesome child. “Go down the hall and talk 
        to the receptionist or something. This won't take long.”

      Her manner, clearly patronizing, caught him by surprise. His well-preserved face darkened 
        with the beginnings of a frown but he must have felt that this was no time to pull the 
        sulking routine that had worked so well on her less than a year ago. In those days he 
        would have had her frantically begging his forgiveness and agreeing to do anything to make 
        amends. This time, he rearranged his features to represent wounded pride, drew himself up 
        to his full six feet and strode out.

      “The boyfriend?” asked Shahnaz. He pulled out a precisely folded handkerchief and mopped 
        the sweat from his shiny brow.

      “At one time. What is it, Mr. Shahnaz?”

      Carefully closing the salon doors behind her, he whispered hoarsely, “It's about Irena.”

      It occurred to her suddenly that he might be the great love for whom Miss Byaglu had died. 
        “Yes?”

      "They say you were there when she...when it happened?

      What was he getting at? He certainly didn't look grief-stricken. He was terrified but not 
        for Irena Byaglu's tragedy. Studying him with curiosity, she corrected him, “Not when it 
        happened. I talked with her earlier in the evening. And, of course, I found her body.”

      He ducked his head closer to hers and she was so startled at the suddenness of the 
        movement she put her hand out to push him away. He misunderstood her gesture and made a 
        grab at her hand. “No. No. Please don't keep it a secret. You can trust me now. This has 
        happened before here. She was murdered, wasn't she?”

      This was a horror even Christie hadn't imagined. “You can't mean someone in this place did 
        that to her! Hanged her!”

      “By suggestion only. But it is the same. I told her two  days ago not to let herself be 
        persuaded but to make one more try for life. It was no use.” ?e

      “I don't understand. You mean someone persuaded her to kill herself?”

      The door knob turned slowly behind Christine.'She was sure it was Gene trying to remind 
        her that he was waiting, but though the sound was scarcely audible, Ricardo Shahnaz 
        clearly feared something or someone else was out there in the hall on the other side of 
        the door. His fright was contagious. She reached for the door knob and jerked it open, the 
        beginnings of fear covered by her anger.

      In the doorway Gene Standish shrugged with elaborate innocence. “Sweetheart, isn't it 
        about time for that breakfast you promised me?”

      She joined him, with a parting suggestion for the dancer.

      “Mr. Shahnaz, if you have any questions about Irena Byaglu's death, you might task Marc 
        Meridon. He was there.”

      -“That stopped him,” Gene announced with satisfaction, looking back at Shahnaz as they 
        passed the reception office.

      “Why? What happened?” She glanced around.

      “He's still standing there. He looks stuffed. What's he so scared about? I thought he'd 
        faint at something or other you said.”

      She explained briefly that there had been a suicide the previous night but Gene failed to 
        see any connection and changed the subject to one more suitable.

      “Gorgeous creature in reception named Carolyn Teague. How long has she been here?”

      But Christie refused to be lured into jealousy. She couldn't get the suicide out of her 
        mind. Besides, there was something horribly real about Ricardo's panic.

    

  
    
      Unknown

    

    
      SEVEN

      The real horror of Irena Byaglu's death came to Christie later when she discovered the 
        determined effort of Lucifer Cove's inhabitants to pretend it hadn't happened. With the 
        curious exception of Ricardo, no one wanted to talk about it or even question the facts of 
        her death.

      As Christie had predicted, Gene fell in love with the dining room of the spa. Even at 
        breakfast, with its size reduced by two-thirds, the place had an air of erotic fascination 
        which Christie found hard to accept at this hour of the morning. Gene played with the 
        silverware thoughtfully and when Christine idly wondered what he was drawing on the 
        old-fashioned damask cloth, she discovered that it was a series of figures. He saw her 
        looking at the cloth and too late she realized that it had been his object to attract her 
        attention all the time.

      “What on earth! Is that your weekly budget?”

      With careful regret he shook his head. “I was thinking. I could use a little of the quiet 
        and charm of Lucifer Cove, but unhappily, this richness is too much for a poor working 
        man.”

      Watch it, she thought. “Have you been working lately? Can we see you on t.v.?”

      He looked suitably modest. “I do have a nice bit in the new Cinerama thing. It's a 
        fictional history of the Donner Party done as a musical.”

      The Donner Party's history of starvation and reputed cannibalism seemed an odd choice for 
        a musical. "What's the main theme, ?eI've Grown Accustomed to Your

      Taste?'"

      He actually flushed indignantly. “That isn't very funny.” Recovering, he shrugged and 
        managed an unwilling smile as he reached over the tablecloth to take her hand in his. She 
        let it lie there motionless and cold while she reflected that for this sort of meaningless 
        tactile pleasure she had destroyed her relationship with Diane and Toby and committed the 
        ultimate sin against her husband. 
      
      
        What are you doing today, Diane? How is your first year in college? Toby, are you well 
        and happy? Will you ever answer my letters? Will you ever forgive me?

      Gene's voice brought her out of that depression which had closed over her at intervals 
        ever since she deserted Alan and her children. “Would you mind awfully, Sweetheart, if I 
        move into the Cove for...oh, a week or so?”

      “Naturally,” she agreed, too busy with her thoughts to cover the bald reply.

      “Do you care so much, Christie? Does my presence upset you still? That only proves you 
        haven't gotten over me.” He took a deep breath. "You know, we were never

      meant to be apart. We tried. We did what was right but it's no use. We belong together?

      “Can you afford it? The rates are pretty high,” She hoped that would discourage him but 
        instead he said cheerfully, "I think I could swing it. That young fellow I talked to while 
        I waited for you seemed to think I could swing it. Said they had rates, and so on. Told me 
        all the advantages. I got a look at the pool and that fabulous Gold Salon. You know some 
        of those mirrors have real gold

      frames?"

      But she was still back at the beginning of his ramble.

      “What young fellow?”

      “The goodlooking chap I met outside the office Dark hair and eyes. Named Meridon. A nice 
        guy. Maybe a little young for this place.”

      “Do you think so?”

      He looked at her in surprise. “I didn't think about it at all. Why? Does his age matter?”

      She frowned, wondering why she had even brought up the subject. It was so trivial. As if 
        it mattered! In fact, why did she feel that curious ambivalence between Marc's looks and 
        the air of mystery that made him seem older?

      “Not at all. But I just don't see you enjoying it here. Actually, it's only a health spa.”

      “Not the way Meridon put it. He seemed to think I'd fit in very well.”

      It annoyed her to have Marc pushing Gene to join thecommunity. She hoped he had not known 
        whom Gene came to see.

      “Did Mr. Meridon know why you are here?”

      “To see My Little Girl? Of course.”

      A shadow fell across their faces and Gene, glancing up, exclaimed happily, “Well! Speak of 
        the devil and you hear the flutter of wings. Or is that angels I'm thinking of?”

      “I'm afraid angels are in short supply these days.” Marc smiled taking the hand Gene 
        extended but he looked at Christie who remembered their last meeting and was aware of a 
        self-conscious warmth in her face.

      “Have you persuaded your friend to join us?” Marc asked her.

      “I don't really think it's Mr. Standish's sort of place.” She stared up at Marc trying to 
        convey a plea not to pursue this matter but he only went on smiling while he contradicted 
        her politely, “I think Mr. Standish is ideally suited to Lucifer Cove.”

      She was so angry she snapped, “In that case, I can hardly wait until he attends one of 
        those devil worshiping séances on the mountain. I doubt if that is his bag. It wasn't for 
        Miss Byaglu.”

      “But Irena laughed at the coven,” Marc reminded her.

      It was perfectly true. The woman had seemed to ridicule the idea.

      While Marc explained to Gene the game Nadine Janos had created for fun and profit, in 
        which they supposedly worshiped Satan, Christie sat back puzzled watching the two men. 
        What was Marc's object in encouraging Gene Standish? She sensed that Marc had been jealous 
        of that fool Shahnaz and his attentions to her at the pool yesterday. Marc had seemed 
        possessive. There was his attitude last night in her room. She knew men well enough to 
        feel that he was definitely interested in her yet the wasted time encouraging Gene. 
        Surely, he was shrewd enough to guess at the shallow qualities of Gene Standish and by now 
        he must know Gene was merely a nuisance to her.

      Or was that why Marc encouraged the man to stay? It made no sense.

      She got up and when Gene made ready to accompany her, she waved him away, ignoring Marc 
        altogether.

      “I have some letters to write. I'll see you gentlemen later.”

      Gene showed signs of following her but was stopped, very casually, by Marc. Christie heard 
        him suggest, “One of the young ladies will show you around. Have you met Miss Ivy Fortman?”

      Christie, amused, left hastily. Nothing could be more appropriate. She had clanging 
        memories of talkative young Ivy, who had confronted Christie in the mirror salon with her 
        suggestions of a strictly amoral life. Meanwhile, it seemed fairly obvious that Marc 
        Meridon was one of the owners of this spa.

      It was only later that she wondered at Meridon's casual volunteering of Ivy Fortman's 
        assistance. Was Ivy an employee of the spa? Or did Marc simply know from past experience 
        that Ivy would oblige? Christie was shocked to find herself hoping that his knowledge of 
        Ivy . Fortman had been gained in a` capacity that was not personal. However, in spite of 
        Marc's undeniable appeal, she resented his efforts to lure Gene Standish back into her 
        orbit.

      She felt that she wanted to avoid all men for a little while including both Marc and Gene 
        Standish, so instead of going up to her room she stopped in the foyer and went out the 
        front door. The street was warm with a kind of smoggy, blurred heat bouncing off the black 
        and white houses that made Christie wish she had brought along a pair of sunglasses. A man 
        and woman blocked her way to the south toward the little temple halfway up the mountain, 
        so she stepped over the small cat belonging to Nadine Janos, and conscious of Kinkajou's 
        curious gaze, she went north to the big, wire-fenced grounds of the mineral hot springs. 
        She could see the sulphur curling up in many plumes of smoke all over the fenced grounds 
        beyond the three main pools. There were several little sulphur spirals pushing out of the 
        ground before she reached the hot springs and wherever they emerged they left an ugly 
        yellow stain crawling over the ground, killing all that it touched.

      Few people lingered outside the fences of the hot springs but the pools inside were 
        crowded. Christie, cautious over the evil aspect of the place, walked around the fences, 
        trying to avoid the sulphurous yellow fumes. It was hellishly unpleasant and nothing like 
        the soft, sybaritic charms of the spa. Yet the two places were equally popular and from 
        the look of the familiar faces in the foremost pool, it appeared that nearly everyone she 
        had seen drinking in the mirror salon was out here at the hot springs, sweating it off, 
        including the drugged enchantress known as Ivy Fortman, surprisingly scrawny in a bikini.

      One of the stout, bald men she vaguely recalled seeing drunk in the salon last night waved 
        to her now from the heated pool calling what she supposed was an invitation to join them. 
        She waved but pretended not to understand as she continued to circle the hot springs. When 
        she had returned to the front gate from the east side, she stood a little while and stared 
        around at the enormous peaks of the coast range which shut in the valley. It occurred to 
        her suddenly that if one wanted to get out of Lucifer Cove in a hurry it might prove a 
        trifle difficult. There was a regular maze of little roads crisscrossing the westerly half 
        of the valley so that finding the correct road out onto Pacific Highway #1 would be 
        largely a matter of luck.

      “Not that I intend to leave today, at any rate,” she told herself. “And besides, Marc 
        could be counted on to help me. After all, he helped me into this place.” But she couldn't 
        help thinking there was something eerie about the place especially this hot springs 
        shimmering in its yellowish vapor, out of the bowels of the earth.

      A woman came climbing up the steps out of the pool her black suit clinging wetly, 
        picturesquely on her thin but sensuous body which managed to capture the admiration of the 
        viewer in spite of the almost fleshless bones. Christie recognized Nadine Janos.

      “Not much to the colleen,` and that's a fact,” said an Irish brogue laced with whiskey 
        fumes that drifted across Christie's nostrils.

      She looked around and grinned at the big, rangy O'Flannery who stood beside her sharing 
        her view of the devils High Priestess. “But I see she catches your eye,” she reminded him.

      He shrugged and threw away a half-smoked cigarette. “All the same, it's a damn fool I am 
        over that girl. -Because you're a fair dish yourself, Mrs. Deeth.”

      It seemed to Christie providential that she had run across this likable rascal so soon 
        after Irena Byaglu's death. She thought if she played it warm and friendly, rather than 
        with her instinctive cool suspicion, she might learn something significant about how they 
        had persuaded Irena Byaglu to kill herself.

      "I had to get away from the spa for awhile. Everywhere I went that poor Miss Byaglu's 
        suicide was the chief topic of conversation?

      That was a lie but why-in heaven's name should he look so surprised...or curious?

      “You don't say! Then it's a changed bundle they are entirely!”

      “How do you mean? Surely, a death...and a suicide, at that...would be likely to arouse 
        comment among the clients of the spa.”

      He shrugged his big, lose shoulders. Though he seemed to know what he-was talking about 
        and even sounded interested in the subject, it was perfectly clear that he couldn't take 
        his eyes off the fascinating, if slightly serpentine, Nadine Janos drying herself on the 
        tile edge of the pool with gestures interesting in their snake-like grace.

      “Like any other place, it's happened before. Death? Well, now, all the pretty folk you'll 
        be seeing hereabouts, they're here for the good things in life. Not the bad. They've no 
        ear nor eye for death and them that do...well, they're not long for the Cove.”

      Chilled, she hugged her bare arms. “Am I to understand they often have deaths in this 
        valley?”

      “What else can you expect? They get everything they want, these lovely Beautiful People. 
        You might be after calling it an Un-Health Resort. What comes over a child when he's eaten 
        too much and comes on to be full as a tick?”

      She wrinkled her nose at that homely old comparison but had to admit, "They get sick.?

      “Just so. And there's such a thing as to be sick in the mind. Like that poor woman, Irena. 
        Many's the time I've seen her with everything she's ever wanted. Looks... she kept the 
        young look at the spa salon. Great place, that. Love and sex...you'll excuse the 
        frankness...she was so gone over Marc Meridon you'd never believe it! She'd have gone 
        through hellfire for him.”

      “Marc Meridon!” She felt a sinking jealous emotion she had thought quite dead in her. “But 
        he's young enough to be her...her son!”

      His humorous eyes watched her lazily. “Not so's you'd notice! I've been here four years, 
        off and on, and I'm told by them that are gone now but was here six years before I was 
        that Marc Meridon looked ten years ago the way he looked when I came and I'll be telling 
        you flat out, he's not changed an eyelash in my four years. Found the Fountain of Youth, 
        he has.”

      Bewildered, she considered this, not sure why the news repulsed her so much. “This beauty 
        salon must be fabulous,” she said finally.

      He shook his head. “I've never seen him in it. I take treatments myself. For the hair, you 
        know. My Nadine, My Little Witch, likes it red. None of that tattletale gray it I'm to 
        share my witch's bed and board.” His frankness shook her a little but it seemed clear that 
        for all his teasing and light handling of the subject his affection for Nadine was on the 
        level. Returning to the subject that interested her most, which had an odd way of 
        entangling itself in the poisonous heart of this otherwise delightful place, she asked, 
        “Is Miss Janos like Marc Meridon? Has she never aged? I suppose this is her home.”

      “Lord love you, no! Nadine was doing the astrology bit along with having a finger in the 
        palmistry pie when she met Marc.”

      Another ex-mistress of Marc's?

      “And like Irena Byaglu, she was in love with him when she came to the Cove?”

      “Not so's you'll notice. Nadine has a bit of the devil in her. Neither she nor Marc was 
        the type for the other, Praise the Saints! I've a notion Marc is amused at our act.”

      “Your act?”

      “Now what'll you be calling it, else it's an act? Our little game of summoning up the 
        devil and then sending him back to that crematory in the earth.”

      "Don't! The thought of cremation reminded her of Irena Byaglu's fate and depressed her. 
        She was continuing her walk past the wire fence when O'Flannery called after her.

      “Come along up tonight. Services begin at ten. You'll get a bit of fun at it, I'll 
        guarantee. Besides, we could use the donation.”

      She smiled sardonically and gave him a non-committal wave. At the same time Christie saw 
        Nadine Janos, sleek in her black swim suit and flattering thong sandals, approach the 
        fence that separated her from her Irish lover.

      She said something to him to which he seemed to react indifferently. Christie wondered if 
        she herself was the subject of their discussion. Both of them were now staring after her.

      Her first inclination was to have nothing to do with the devil worshiping coven but the 
        more she thought about it the more she suspected it might have something to do with Irena 
        Byaglu's dejection and suicide. If so, it was a cruel hoax and ought to be exposed.

      She went into the grounds of the mineral hot springs and looked around the foyer and in 
        several labyrinthine halls. It all reminded her too vividly of a hospital and the tangled 
        halls, like the road out of the valley, suggested it would take considerable concentration 
        to find one's way back out again.

      A stout, pretty little Latin woman well-packed into a geranium pink maillot swim suit was 
        giggling as she pattered out of one of the sterile halls toward the reception desk where a 
        Nordic amazon in white held down the fort. The little woman giggled breathlessly and 
        boasted between giggles, “I did it! I found my way out. Quite a trick. I usually get mixed 
        up and wind up in one of your steamy, hellish melting pots.”

      The receptionist received this harmless-boast with a frigid smile. “Do you, indeed! The 
        arrow markings are on the walls. The right wall in every case. Red. Blue. Black. Yellow. 
        The blue leads out here, as you may note. May I help you, Mrs. Deeth? Are you interested 
        in taking a little dip or having someone work over you? You'll never forget our rubdowns. 
        The utmost in pleasure?” Christie looked at her. The amazon went on, with scarcely a 
        pause, “that is to say, pleasurable comfort?”

      It was eerie to have everyone know Christine by name but apparently the Cove was intimate 
        enough so the word of any new clients got around. Yielding to her curiosity about the 
        various mazes, Christie said, “You mention arrow markings. Are there similar road signs 
        leading. out of the valley? I don't recall seeing any.”

      The amazon patted the back of her too youthful golden tresses. “No one seems to have had a 
        problem recently. I doubt if you will, Madam.”

      “Ah-ah,” the pretty Latin woman cut in with a coy but not unlikable laugh. “You forget 
        that poor Cypriot shipowner, Mr. Demos.”

      “He lost his footing. He should have remained at sea level,” The amazon dismissed Mr. 
        Demos brusquely.

      “You know how dangerous those mountain trails are. Anything else, Signora Santini?”

      The little lady laughed and shrugged goodnaturedly. She leaned across the amazorn's desk 
        and ignoring the presence of Christie, the stranger, she said, “It was fun yesterday. Talk 
        about good trips! We flew! I mean flew!” She flapped her short, rolly-polly arms. “No bad 
        effects. Nothing but sheer heaven.”

      Christie left, unobserved by either of the women, but in a distinctly negative frame of 
        mind. If this is escapism, then I'm ready for the rigors of life outside!

      Her face must have registered her opinion of the place accurately because her expression 
        seemed to disturb Mare Meridon who was talking to Caro Teague on the sidewalk in front of 
        the spa. Carolyn greeted her with the friendly, unobtrusive manner she always used but 
        Marc frowned and after his meddling in the encouragement of Gene Standish Christie was 
        glad to see him worried. The more she heard about him the more odd he sounded. As she came 
        up to the pair, she made up her mind she would tell him she was leaving tomorrow. That, at 
        least, would cut her off from that mysterious charm of his which she was resolutely 
        determined to ignore.

      Caro said, “We have settled your friend, Mr? Standish, Mrs. Deeth. I'm afraid if you would 
        like him to take over the suite next to yours it won't be quite in order until tomorrow.”

      “I prefer that he isn't next door to me. In fact, I won't be keeping my own rooms much 
        longer,” Christie assured her stiffly, conscious of Marc's eyes upon her. There were 
        moments when she wondered if he could read her mind.

      Before Caro could reply to this Marc must have made some gesture that she understood, for 
        the girl turned and went inside the foyer leaving them alone. His quiet voice wove its 
        spell and it took all Christie's will power to resist its plea.

      “Aren't you happy here? Is there something you want that hasn't been provided, Christine?”

      She blinked and swallowed hard, trying to avoid his eyes, her gaze wandering over the 
        black and white Tudor front of the building but her eyes returned to meet his and she took 
        refuge in conversation to relieve that spell which was like an irresistible warmth 
        suffusing her body.

      “You call me Christine. Had we met before I saw you on the coast highway?”

      In the little pause that followed her question, there was the now-familiar and fascinating 
        glow in his eyes. She tried to avoid that fascination but the sensual weakness that she 
        recognized in herself made it impossible. Still, she did her best to preserve a coolly 
        calm facade in spite of the charm he exerted upon her.

      “I rather imagine you are thinking of the San Francisco airport last year. You may have 
        seen me at the gate to the Aloha Flight just after you had turned around rather rapidly...”

      “And stepped on your foot! How ridiculous!”

      She laughed at the memory but the coordinate thought was less happy. She recalled now the 
        reason for that abrupt turnabout during which she had found herself face to face with an 
        extraordinarily attractive young man whose pallor was startling against the darkness of 
        his hair and eyes. Curiously enough, it was this pointless, momentary encounter that 
        crystallized her determination to make the flight with Gene Standish. She had almost 
        turned back ready to give up and return to her family. Almost.

      Watching her changing expression, Marc teased her, “It wasn't ridiculous to me, I assure 
        you. It made me envy your companion.”

      She caught her breath as she pursued this involved train of thought with its disquieting 
        `suggestion of omniscience on Marc's part. “If you remembered me from that incident, you 
        must have remembered Gene as well. Did you have something to do with his arrival here?”

      “Not in the sense you mean. I know him, of course. We met some years ago.”

      That puzzled her. “Then he has been here before_?”

      “Oh no. I felt...that is, he didn't seem to be quite ready for the Cove.”

      “I wish he weren't ready now...while I'm here.”

      He smiled. “But he is. I never knew a man more ready.” As her eyebrows went up, he added, 
        “Don't worry. I doubt if he will trouble you for very long.”

      Since she didn't understand him, she shrugged off the curious remark, and excusing 
        herself, she walked past him into the foyer. As soon as she had left him she regretted her 
        abruptness, especially since he watched her in that haunting, sombre way of his and she 
        had a disastrous longing to comfort him for whatever sorrows seemed to trouble him.

      This feeling was compounded by the next unpleasantness. Gene Standish stood in the doorway 
        of the reception office flanked by Caro Teague and Nadine Janos, whose black swim suit was 
        nicely set off under a white lace jacket that did not quite cover her loins. Christie 
        heard her ex-lover discussing the evenings entertainment available at Lucifer Cove. Caro 
        was defending the night life.

      “There is a kind of club at the hot springs. A lot of the women go. Some men. They...I 
        suppose you'd call it a...a disco. They dance. There's a bit of noisy music, if you can 
        call it that. My ex-boss, Ricardo Shahnaz, teaches the women all the modern dances.”

      “Sounds ghastly. A covey of old women!”

      Nadine laughed and taunted Caro, “I told you so. He's not the sort for your precious 
        little disco. What I can offer...”

      “No, no! Many are young women. Lovely creatures! Why, Ricardo says...”

      Knowing what this temptation would mean to Gene, Christie stopped and listened, amused at 
        the predictable result. Gene turned to Caro. “You make it hard to say no.” And then, to 
        Christie's further interest, he added curiously, “Is that where Mrs. Deeth has been 
        entertained during her stay?”

      Flustered, Caro tried to ignore Nadine Janos' harsh laugh, “I don't know where she went 
        last night. She was with Mr. Meridon, I think.”

      Nadine said, “Come to the service tonight. We'll give you thrills you won't soon forget. 
        Maybe we'll produce some devils for you. Horns, tails and all.”

      “Not on your life! My tastes run more to the lovelys. Like this one, for instance.”

      Christie peeked around a black-painted post and saw that he was indicating Caro Teague. 
        She devoutly hoped poor Caro had no substantial money salted away. If so, it wouldn't 
        remain salted away very long.

      “Aha!” Nadine jibed. “I was told you came to the Cove to see Mrs. Deeth. And it does seem 
        to me I've heard your name mentioned in connection with another of the clients here.”

      Gene was in no way warned by this. “You are tangling my major interests up with my minor 
        ones. Miss Caro's suggestion sounds like what I'm looking for. What time do the 
        festivities begin?”

      "There's quite a bit of therapeutic massage and so forth that goes on first. So it's after 
        eleven. Somewhere around midnight?

      “The witching hour,” he remarked, grinning.

      “No, sir,” Caro corrected him. “That's Miss Joan's' department. My friend Ricardo only 
        conducts a little normal...fun. Between nice normal males and ,females.”

      “Will you be there?”

      A Christie was surprised when the girl said quietly, “I haven't been at the ?eCouples' for 
        some time. Not my speed.”

      “
      
      
        Coupling
      
      
         would be a better description,” Nadine put in contemptuously. “I suppose you'll be taking 
        Mrs. Deeth.”

      Gene began, “Naturally, I expect...” when Christie made her appearance, very bright, very 
        gay, somewhat brittle. “Did I hear my name? What am I naturally expected to do?”

      “Oh, Sweetheart!” Gene took possession of her pulling her to him and trying to plant a 
        kiss on her lips but getting her `ear instead as she tilted her head at the last second. 
        He tried to save face by .the quick explanation, “They are having some delightful 
        little...What did Miss Janos call it...coupling...” He laughed lightly, dismissing the 
        vulgarity as a joke. “Anyway, it's tonight at the hot springs; I simply agreed we'd look 
        in on it.”

      Privately disgusted, Christie fairly exuded sweetness. “You're sure you want to go, 
        Darling?”

      “Absolutely. It ought to be a blast”

      “Wonderful for you, Darling.” She added then, “But not for me. Miss Janos? I've been 
        wanting to attend one of your...is it séances?”

      “Services, Mrs. Deeth. Marvelous. We'll plan on you. Tenish.”

      “Now, see here, Chris,” Gene began, but as the two girls were staring at him expectantly, 
        he could only shrug and look decidedly disgruntled. At the same time, he lost his sweating 
        clutch on Christie who calmly freed herself.

      “This should really be a special night,” Nadine promised one and all. “Don't let us down, 
        Mrs. Deeth.”

    

  
    
      Unknown

    

    
      EIGHT

      Having committed herself to join that preposterous devil worshipers coven that night, 
        Christine found the afternoon and evening hours rushing much too fast. There were moments 
        when she asked herself if this visit to the creepy little temple on the hill was quite as 
        stupid as some of the other moves she had made recently. She fortified herself with the 
        memory of the unfortunate Irena Byaglu. She was certain that the sinister influence of 
        Nadine Janos and her acolytes was, in part, responsible for the woman's depression and 
        suicide. And there were other curious matters that concerned her.

      The moment after Christie promised to show up at the temple, she glanced out to the 
        sidewalk but was not too surprised to see that Marc had disappeared in that quiet, almost 
        uncanny, way of his. She was anxious to know what Marc Meridon's reaction would be to her 
        plan for visiting the temple. He had appeared to be amused about the coven. And he had 
        emphatically demonstrated an interest in her. There was his memory of their first meeting, 
        for instance. Would he try and talk her out of the visit to the temple? Or was there a 
        chance that he might go up the mountain with her? A fascinating possibility. It would make 
        things more pleasant. And much safer.

      It did occur to her fleetingly that she and Marc were getting on rather friendly terms and 
        that Marc was far more intelligent than Gene Standish. When it came to that, he was far 
        more intricate, more mysterious, than the complex and inhibited Alan Deeth whose bed and 
        name she had shared for over fifteen years. Her relationship with Marc, no matter how 
        casual or how intimate it proved to be in the long run, would not be as simple as her 
        previous relationships with the two most important men in her life. But she must watch 
        herself, never yield completely, never let Marc Meridon get possession of both her body 
        and her emotions in the way Gene Standish had managed so easily.

      As she thought of Marc, remembering qualities about him aside from his obvious physical 
        attractions, such as the haunting power she felt in his presence, she knew that if it went 
        further, she would never get over Marc as completely as she had Gene. So long as a faint 
        hope of some future contact with her children remained alive, there was no time for any 
        serious relationship with a man like Marc. Diane and Toby must come first and she 
        suspected that Marc was not a person who came second to anyone.

      She had not written to Diane this week and as she went up the dark period staircase to her 
        suite, she was mentally composing a light, newsy letter with no pressure, no pleas. for 
        understanding, nothing but the easy gossipy quality that just might interest her daughter 
        enough to provoke an answer. Even a post card would be a glorious breakthrough.

      Christie was so intent on the mental creation of her letter it wasn't until she was 
        nearing the late Miss Byaglu's door that she heard the steps behind her. She would have 
        supposed it was Gene trying to iron out their relationship except that she still heard him 
        downstairs politely trying to get out of a conversation with a blue-haired female client 
        of the spa. For a second or two as Christie looked around uneasily, she thought she made 
        out Irena Byaglu standing there in the half-dark of the hall.

      This eerie vision of a drawn and haggard woman in her forties began to speak and 
        crystallized into the almost forgotten Edna Schallert whose advice had sent Christie to 
        Lucifer Cove.

      “Did I startle you, Mrs. Deeth? I beg your·pardon,” murmured Miss Schallert in a watery, 
        breathless voice as she reached out one thin, clawlike hand, pinching at

      Christie's arm to hold her back.

      “No, no. It's quite all right. I had no idea you were at the Cove.” As a matter of fact, 
        Edna Schallert's comings and goings disproved the beginnings of Christie's worry that 
        people who came to visit Lucifer Cove somehow had difficulty getting out. Edna Schallert, 
        a very ordinary woman of ordinary tastes, was here again and doubtless would be gone once 
        more when she chose to go. So much for the fear that had been growing in Christie during 
        the past half hour, the absurd suspicion that, in some strange way, Marc Meridon exerted 
        enough power to keep the Cove's clients here in the valley.

      She might have guessed the fear was perfectly ridiculous, an imaginary barrier she had 
        placed between herself and this irresistibly attractive man simply because she felt 
        herself falling for him. Why not try a little moral power on herself instead? Refuse to 
        yield to those degrading impulses of her body that had left Toby and Diane without a 
        mother. It was quite true that she had gone through much the same reasoning a year ago 
        before she ran away with Gene. In fact, at the very second she encountered the unknown 
        Marc Meridon in the airport she had been in the process of changing her mind, ready to 
        return home and make another effort to save her marriage.

      Poor Marc, she thought. He was actually responsible for her fall from grace. Without in 
        anyway intending to do so, by his presence there in the airport, he had added that one 
        tiny bit of weight to her decision to run away with Gene. My first step downward to 
        perdition. Some day, she thought, when I know him better, I must tell him that. It will 
        amuse him.

      To the haggard Edna Schallert she said sympathetically, “Won't you come in? We can have a 
        cocktail.”

      “I'm afraid I don't drink,” Edna apologized.

      “Tea, then. Do come in. You look tired.”

      The woman preceded her into the sitting room, looking furtively behind her. “Just...just 
        frightened. Would you mind locking the door, Mrs. Deeth?”

      Christie turned the lock aware that this kind of scene had been played out only hours 
        before with a different client of the spa. However nonsensical the idea of terror might 
        be, it had its contagion. What was the heart of that contagion? What terrified them so 
        much? In Irena Byaglu's case it had been the prospect of suicide. As nearly as Christie 
        could tell, Ricardo Shahnaz seemed afraid of Marc. Now, here was Edna Schallert whose 
        nervous, almost hysterical enthusiasm for Lucifer Cove. had brought Christie to the spa in 
        the first place and the woman gave every indication of sheer panic in the “heavenly spa” 
        as she had called it only weeks ago.

      “Do sit down, Miss Schallert. Let me get you something to calm you.” She watched the woman 
        sink into a chair and was just turning away to get the silver pill box when she noticed 
        Miss Schallert squinting hard at the oval mirror over the mantel.

      Not 
      
      
        that
      
      
         insanity again! Christie groaned silently and gave furtive attention to the woman as she 
        located the box. She waited until Miss Schallert settled back in her chair and closed her 
        eyes with a sigh, then she went into the bathroom and ran water into a glass. Like most of 
        the amenities in Lucifer Cove, the water was excellent and when desired, poured out ice 
        cold with no sign or smell of the minerals that served the hot springs so well.

      When she came quietly back to the sitting room, Edna Schallert opened her eyes and looked 
        at her in a blurred way. Upon being presented with the silver box, she fingered it 
        tentatively, then handed it back to Christie, with a shaking hand. “I couldn't. He likes 
        me when I'm vital. Alive. He said so.”

      “
      
      
        Who
      
      
        , for heaven's sake?”

      "My...my darling? Edna Schallert felt for a handkerchief and finding none, accepted the 
        pink tissue Christie offered.

      “I don't think I understand. Is your...er...darling here at the Cove?”

      Edna peered at her shyly over the tissue. “I was sure you didn't know. I was sure you 
        didn't do it just to hurt me.”

      Christie nodded, feeling like an automaton. “Quite right. I didn't do it to hurt you.” Did 
        they all go crazy when they visited her in this room?

      “You see,” Miss Schallert began, “I told you how I'd visited here and learned to make 
        myself attractive for...for the opposite sex. Then I was advised to go somewhere romantic. 
        So I did.” She looked up at Christie who found her terribly sad, re-living that 
        long-delayed first ` love which had apparently come to Edna Schallert “somewhere romantic.”

      Christie tried to make her way through this morass of sentiment. “You went somewhere 
        romantic, Miss Schallert, and fell in love? And it made you happy. That was why you 
        advised me to come to the Cove...to cure my own unhappiness. That was awfully good of you.”

      Edna Schallert blushed. “You see, I wanted to share my happiness. Only I didn't expect to 
        share...”

      Christie had lost track of the woman's meaning. She was still a few sentences behind. 
        “Miss Schallert, why did you come to the Golden Gate Clinic? They said you were visiting 
        another patient. You weren't, though, were you?·You deliberately came to see me and tell 
        me about Lucifer Cove. Why?”

      “Well. You see, I was told to.”

      Astonished, Christie stared. “Who told you?”

      “Just...someone. The thing is, I felt I wanted to pay for the wonderful happiness I'd been 
        given. And it seemed a little enough thing to do. But then...I began to lose him.”

      “Lose the person who sent you to me?”

      “No. Oh, dear, no! I mean the man I love. Gene.”

      Christie sat down abruptly on the hassock. She felt breathless. None of this was what she 
        expected. All during the woman's stumbling explanation, Christie had been uneasily waiting 
        for Marc's name. But it seemed that all this was leading only to the disastrous affair 
        with Gene Standish.

      “Am I to understand that this man you loved...”

      “Love, Mrs. Deeth. 
      
      
        Love!
      
      
        ”

      “This man is Mr. Standish?”

      Eagerly the woman jumped onto her words. "And you've only known him the last few days. 
        I've loved him ever since I met him. That was in Hawaii months ago. He'd been with some 
        female or other, but it meant nothing. We...we had a little tiff last week about money. 
        About my will. Ahsurd thing. I meant to provide for

      dear Gene very fully. I swear it, Mrs. Deeth!"

      “I believe you.” She hoped this did not sound as ironic as, in fact, it was.

      “But Gene thought I was accusing him of being a...a gigolo. And the next thing I heard, he 
        was here in Lucifer Cove and they were linking his name with yours.”

      Her voice broke. She leaned toward Christie whose own heart seemed to twist a little at 
        this evidence of a desperate passion. It was hard to remember she herself had once felt 
        this way about Gene Standish.

      “Please don't, Miss Schallert! I am not in love with Gene and_I am quite sure he will be 
        delighted to make up the quarrel or whatever it was that separated you. I couldn't, and 
        wouldn't, stand in your way, I promise you.”

      Edna Schallert fumbled for Christie's hands and shook them frantically. “You mean that? 
        You swear it? How can I thank you?”

      It was easy enough after that to calm Edna Schallert and assure her that once Gene saw 
        her, there would no longer be any doubt of his devotion. Christie had no qualms about 
        promising this. She was fairly sure that as soon as Gene understood his renewed stake in 
        Miss Schallert he would renew that devotion he found so easy to turn on and off.

      The woman was on her way out of the suite, after a hasty glance at the mirror, when 
        Christie stopped her unable to get over her curiosity about the effect of an innocent and 
        quite ordinary piece of glass.

      “Miss Schallert, what did you expect to see in that mirror?”

      “Me? N-nothing. Myself, that is. I mean...I wanted to see if I looked all right. But my 
        eyes are all bloodshot. I'll have to hurry to my cabin and re-do my makeup.” At Christie's 
        surprise, she explained carefully, “You see, I have a lovely little place up on South 
        Mountain. The spa was filled when I came. I leased my cabin from Mr. Meridon and he 
        furnished it charmingly, just to oblige me.”

      “Mr. Meridon!” It was very kind of Marc. She couldn't decide why the gesture seemed 
        uncharacteristic of him.

      “Oh, yes. He's a delightful young man. And young as he is, there's a wise old head on 
        those shoulders. It was he who sent me to the Beauty Salon here, where they really took me 
        in tow. And he advised me to visit Hawaii and you know what happened there!”

      “I certainly do. Now, you rim along and find your Mr. Standish.” The incredible idea 
        occurred to Christie that Marc had planned to break up her own affair with Gene by sending 
        Miss Schallert into his orbit. It was too ridiculous to dwell on. Anyway, she would be 
        leaving the Cove in a few days. Giggling, Edna Schallert went- away. Christie devoutly 
        hoped she would do as she was told.

      In order to be certain she avoided Gene, Christie ate in her sitting room while she 
        finished her letter to Diane and began one to young Toby. At nine o'clock with less than 
        an hour before she was to appear at the devil worshipers coven, she found she could not 
        finish her letter without hearing Toby's young, slightly off-pitch and Diane's dear, 
        vibrant tones. She took up the telephone and asked for an outside line. While she waited, 
        she examined her face in the mantel mirror noting a slight pallor and wondering if she 
        needed a blusher. Christie didn't want the self-confident and interprising Nadine Janos to 
        imagine her tricks tonight would drive the color from her cheeks.

      By one of those eerie coincidences, as she stared absently into the mirror with her 
        thoughts busy on the phone call, the eyes reflected in the glass became subtly different, 
        larger and darker, and the power of the gaze intensified, until she failed to recognize 
        the glowing eyes as her own at all. She blinked, telling herself she had wasted too much 
        time thinking about the aberration suffered by both Irena Byaglu and Edna Schallert who 
        had likewise found something extraordinary in this mirror.

      By enormous effort she almost convinced herself but she could not mistake that strange and 
        compelling passion which had briefly shown through her cool, reflective gaze. Fortunately, 
        the voice of the operator came through on the phone to distract her, requesting the number 
        she wished to reach. She gave one of Alan's home numbers and waited.

      She caught herself sneaking a look at her reflection, imagined again that the gaze was not 
        her own, and looked away hastily. Her imagination must be working overtime. The maddening 
        thing about it was the sensation it produced: that someone was watching her, perhaps 
        listening too...that some presence shared this room with her.

      Various noises on the telephone line prepared her for the worst. There was no one home to 
        answer the phone, not even Alan's secretary, quiet, efficient Nora Paley, who had begun to 
        run the household lately, handling such mundane but important matters as laundry, menus 
        and the paying of the household bills. Christie set the phone back and wondered briefly 
        where Miss Paley was. The woman slept in now but occasionally was included on movie 
        expeditions, particularly when Diane and Toby wanted to see a film to whose admission an 
        adult companion was necessary. It was the obliging Miss Paley, a neat, 
        thirty-five-year-old spinster who gave Christie the news of the family and Christie knew, 
        through her own lawyers, that she had sincerely tried to act as a liaison between the 
        members of the family and their outcast mother.

      When it became clear she was not going to contact the children tonight, Christie went into 
        the dressing room and picked up her three-year-old mink jacket to throw around her 
        shoulders against the chill of the California mountains at night. As she did so, she 
        glanced furtively at the mirror over the dressing table and cupboards.

      No sinister...or beautiful...or haunting eyes stared back at her there. She made a face at 
        herself. “Idiot! You are allowing these foolish women with their menopausal terrors to 
        infect you! Stiffen your spine! Get some guts! Don't let your imagination run on so 
        preposterously.”

      She had hoped her self-scolding would do some good but when she went through the sitting 
        room a few minutes later on her way out, she caught another faint glimpse of that other 
        Thing staring out of her own reflection in the mantel mirror. She was so shaken by this, 
        she found herself even terrified to glance at the fat, convex face of the television set 
        across the room from the mantel mirror. Absurd panicl All it revealed when turned off was 
        its distorted version of what went on in the mantel mirror. She hurried out into the dark 
        hall and stumbled over a soft, almost boneless object which spat out an ear-splitting 
        screech but did not scuttle away as most cats would have done.

      When Christie jumped back, torn between impatience at Kinkajou's silent, unseen presence 
        and worry over the safety of the little creature, Kinkajou slunk back and curled up 
        against the toe of her shoe.

      “Go away,” she commanded but so unconvincingly she could have kicked herself for her 
        weakness. Kinkajou must have recognized the voice of a Cat-tolerator for he paid no 
        attention to her command and when she circled around him and went down the stairs he 
        ?edogged' her footsteps silently but with unwavering determination. She passed the pink 
        salon where the doors were ajar and a pair of lovers, both male, were going through the 
        conversational preliminaries to an affair. Ever since Christie's own affair with Gene, she 
        was reluctant to make judgments on the conduct of others. She ignored the voices now but 
        thought she saw a way to distract Kinkajou.

      “Shoo!” she whispered, urging him toward the little open space between the two doors. The 
        would-be lovers inside would probably appreciate Kinkajou who could be such a quiet 
        audience.

      That might be so but the cat was obviously heterosexual and chose to stick by her. She 
        thought she would be able to drop him off at the reception office as she passed on her way 
        out but the door was closed and presumably locked. On the dark sidewalk she stamped her 
        foot, said severely, “Scat!” and laughed in spite of herself when Kinkajou merely stared 
        up at her, his golden eyes enormous and unmoved, his ears pert little furry triangles that 
        made Christie think of busy antennae with a life of their own.

      She gave up and started along the street in a southerly direction walking rapidly. 
        Although she had heard of no criminal violence at Lucifer Cove she thought the long 
        distance between street lights, combined with the minute size of those lights, was 
        carrying period decor too far. The street with its austere black and white buildings many 
        of them pitch dark was extremely oppressive. She very nearly turned back, but though none 
        of the residents was near her at the moment, at least a half-dozen men,and women were 
        climbing the trail between the blue glowing trail lights and a laughing, giggling hippie 
        twosome of unidentifiable sex and fringed buckskins crossed the bridge at the end of the 
        street and were moving onto the trail, arm in arm.

      They looked harmless enough and she was relieved when their careless saunter let her 
        approach to within a few yards of them. Under the next light she caught a ` good look at 
        the smaller of the hippie pair, whose short hair betrayed her as the female. It seemed to 
        Christie that the weak, blubbery face was familiar from the front pages, and in an 
        unpleasant way. She dropped back a few steps only to find that Kinkajou, grown skillful 
        through his dealings with Christie, had eluded her feet but was following her. Still 
        wondering about the female hippie ahead of her, she was surprisingly glad to see the 
        little striped cat who appeared to be the only friendly face on this chilling mountain 
        trail. She reached down and the tabby leaped into her arms fastening his claws into one of 
        her mink sleeves.

      Ahead of her, the girl with the newsworthy face passed under another light and with a gasp 
        that Christie tried belatedly to stifle, she remembered when she had seen that face on the 
        front page. It was in conjunction with the trial of the girl and her Heroin-addict 
        boyfriend for the bludgeon murders of her wealthy parents. There had been a mistrial and a 
        hung jury, and here was the girl...probably the boyfriend as well...free to live it up 
        expensively at Lucifer Cove. She thought of asking Marc how many other people with this 
        girl's background were welcomed here but decided not to in view of a generally held theory 
        that moral transgressions like her own were on a par with murder!

      Christie turned back and frowned at her view of the valley stretching out in a narrow 
        ribbon below. It was remarkably dark and forbidding with the only notable signs of life at 
        the opposite ends of the valley on the grounds of the mineral hot springs. There the 
        hellfire from the sulphur springs cast all the building lights in a smoky yellow glow. 
        Christie wondered if Gene was having the time of his life at the “coupling.” Probably not, 
        unless there was money for him in the sexual experiments going on there tonight. Perhaps 
        Miss Schallert had found him. She hoped so. Meanwhile, she thought, “I am behaving just as 
        ridiculously, freezing to death in the foggy night, climbing up to my own Shangri-La, an 
        idiotic devil's temple...”

      It hovered just above a switchback at the end of the ever narrowing trail. The temple 
        itself was intriguingly lighted from behind the doric pillars and in the domed ceiling of 
        the portico. With its soft moonlight effect beaming down as if from heaven, it looked much 
        closer than that cold, dark valley far below. Christie watched the hippies climb ahead of 
        her and when they had turned and were briefly out of her sight on the switchback, she 
        stroked Kinkajou and whispered, “It looks easier to go up than to go back. I'll protect 
        you if you'll stick by me. You may have more influence with these satanic characters than 
        I have.”

      It was rather uncanny to see Kinkajou blink his intelligent eyes in agreement. Supported 
        by his opinion, Christie climbed the last sector of the trail carefully sticking to the 
        inside of the path. In the darkness she could hear pebbles, sticks and occasionally shale 
        sliding over the edge and into the thickets that masked the lower end of the trail. She 
        made an abrupt U-turn, her heel crunching down on a loose layer of shale, and heard the 
        slab go hurtling down the mountainside reminding her again to move away from the edge. She 
        was now on the level with the temple and as she approached she could hear an odd chanting 
        th-at reminded her of churches in Eastern Europe, heavy with imagery and ikons. She slowed 
        her nervous steps until the hippie pair had gone between the pillars under the silvery 
        light that suffused the scene and then she stepped up. As she passed beyond the pillars 
        and to the little basilica within, a startling figure greeted her-a gangling creature, 
        probably male, hooded like a monk, camouflaged by a black gown that made her think of the 
        weird-looking Penitentes in Spain's celebrated 
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        . Christie jumped back, at the same time losing Kinkajou who leaped out of her arms and 
        scampered out of sight, doubtless to join his mistress, Nadine Janos.

      O'Flannery's welcome voice soothed Christie from behind his ridiculous getup. “Take it 
        -easy, Mrs. Deeth. You'll be wanting a robe and stuff for the service.” He handed her a 
        black gown and a pointed hood that made her think the Ku Klux Klan had designed it. She 
        got into the outfit at once, deciding as she did that she was just as anxious as the rest 
        of this grim little congregation not to be recognized.

      It was difficult to breathe in this silly--but oddly frightening hood-and though there 
        were eyeholes cut out and carefully stitched they interfered with her eyelids every time 
        she blinked. She was only glad she'd had the foresight not to wear false eyelashes. She 
        found there were no chairs set in orderly fashion in the temple as they might have been in 
        a church and most of the hall was filled with weird creatures hooded and disguised like 
        herself in black. She had expected chairs and an interested, dutiful congregation. These 
        creatures, all standing, were like an army of evil. She realized that by standing they 
        allowed themselves more latitude to move rapidly. She disliked that idea.

      As she approached them an aisle was formed, subtly, almost without her awareness of the 
        mass movement. She could not find a place to stand in the back, however, and had to walk 
        between the tall, sinister black columns of “worshipers” until she was within two rows of 
        the altar. She stopped, found a place and a moment later, was flanked on both sides by 
        other masked black creatures. The hoods moved like automata as heads turned her way, the 
        eyes, eerily alive and sinister in those peaked head coverings, gleaming at her. She 
        remembered suddenly the illusion in the mirror of her sitting room, the eyes that were not 
        hers but gazed at her constantly from her own image in that curious glass. She shuddered, 
        wishing once again that she had not agreed to join this idiotic but intensely realistic 
        bit of tornfoolery. She would have welcomed Kinkajou as a comrade but he had long since 
        disappeared. Obviously, he wanted no part of devil worship and she couldn't blame him. He 
        was an intelligent cat but perhaps, like herself, he had too powerful an imagination.

      “Who are these people around me?” `she wondered. “Surely they are only clients of the spa, 
        people at the hot springs...” But tonight, in the blue glow of light from the high placed 
        little globes and the steady vertical flame of the silver candelabra on the altar, every 
        black-clad creature she saw here and whose eyes she felt staring at her was a thing from 
        another world. Had very many of them been involved in cases as savage as the murder of 
        one's parents for money and the kicks necessary to a drug addict? lf so, this was a place 
        of demons and fiends.

      She shivered and made up her mind that during the first break in the “service” she would 
        get out of here, make her way back down the mountainside and at daybreak leave Lucifer 
        Cove with its dubious pleasures to the sick Edna Schallerts of the world.

      A chanting began again. Eyes and peaked hoods faced forward. Christie saw Nadine Janos 
        standing there behind the altar in the process of overturning a silver crucifix and 
        resetting it. The silver, especially made for the purpose, balanced cleverly, upside down. 
        It seemed a childish blasphemy. There was nothing childish about Nadine, however. She was 
        immensely effective, swathed from head to foot in white, more Babylonian than Grecian, 
        with a headpiece of progressive crowns, one above the other, rusty-looking and ancient, 
        adorned with zodiacal signs. Her face was white and bloodless and her faintly protuberant 
        eyes enormously impressive as their hard stare seemed to penetrate the hoods that masked 
        her congregation. The latter muttered and babbled in a language unknown to Christie who 
        began to suspect, in spite of Nadine, the business really was childish.

      The mumbo-jumbo reverted to repetitions of a code which involved a great many sentences 
        beginning “Satan represents,” all of which were points for self-indulgence. She translated 
        Nadine's bastard Latin roughly into a creed glorifying lust, lasciviousness, adultery, 
        sodomy and all points in between. The reaction of the coven in repeating the Creed, often 
        in English, gave Christie what a Scottish nurse at the Clinic had called “a Cauld 
        grue”.She imagined she could feel the stirring of sexual desire and the raising of the 
        libido inside those Black Robes flanking her.

      Some sort of Eucharistic Rite began, or so Christie assumed. Seven figures peppered 
        through the hall moved down toward the dais where they took up seven large silver chalices 
        and held them above the peaks of their hoods like an offering to their Priestess. Nadine 
        “blessed” the chalices with a mumbled Latin prayer. These chalices were then passed along 
        to members of the coven who received a sip. or two, or in some cases considerably more, of 
        the gold liquid within the silver goblets. Paper was exchanged at the same time, so 
        Christie had no doubt the length of the “sip” depended on the amount of paper money 
        exchanged. She had a strong inclination to laugh but fortunately refrained. There probably 
        was some form of aphrodisiac in the chalices. Were the drinkers to be shuffled off to the 
        hot springs and the “coupling” that so intrigued Gene Standish? Or did Nadine and her 
        “devils” satisfy these sexual demands here at the temple?

      The lighting had dimmed and eerie music, commonly associated with space movies, was piped 
        in, low enough to be haunting and unobtrusive. Spherical lights flashed and gleamed as 
        they descended, apparently detached, for the ceiling over the dais and their prism out had 
        an effect so hypnotic in their slow turning and flashing that Christie thought them 
        considerably more dangerous than the aphrodisiac.

      While Christie was far from effected sexually by all these trappings, she found herself 
        growing more and more nervous, her pulse jumping, her heart stifling her. It was several 
        minutes before she understood that what she felt was fear. And the most tantalizing part 
        of it was that the tricks themselves were obvious. There was something more...some 
        illusive terror whose source was far beyond these nonsensical trappings.

      Abruptly, at a signal from the Priestess' thin hands, the crowd knelt and Christie, doing 
        likewise, expected to hear the ludicrous creaking of bones and muscles but the roar of the 
        combined movement drowned these human noises and as she knelt, her head slightly bowed but 
        her eyes busy, Christie felt a rush of bone-chilling wind through the little basilica. 
        Without raising her head she made out a curious pageant behind Nadine on what she thought 
        of as the “stage.” Two hooded and robed figures, male, to judge from their size, carried 
        between them the supple body of a blonde young woman loosely shrouded under a  sheet of 
        black nylon or chiffon opaque enough to be titillating because her deep, bronzed flesh and 
        her supersized breasts were otherwise quite naked beneath.

      The black-robed crowd arose again with the shuffle of feet and the snap and rustle of 
        robes. Christie smiled grimly. Though the Janos woman had been intriguing and O'Flannery 
        likable enough to promise something unusual at this coven, everything so far was childish. 
        The congregation would desecrate the sacraments on the bare flesh of the blonde whose 
        well-brushed hair, suitably enough, dragged on the floor as her two bearers laid her on 
        the altar. She twitched and moved, obviously trying to find a more comfortable position, 
        while the black figures stepped back flanking Nadine in her pristine white.

      Nadine's mumbo-jumbo began to make sense or an unpleasant sort when she switched from some 
        incomprehensible language into English and called for those who had given themselves up 
        entirely to the love of the flesh and banished all others but themselves from their 
        concerns to take this oath on the body of the blonde whom she referred to as “an acolyte”.

      Around Christie there were scattered singles, mostly men to judge from their size and 
        movement, who accepted Nadine's invitation and advanced to the altar where they 
        mysteriously avoided the thinly veiled nude temptation of the blonde and instead, drew 
        bamboo sticks out of an um beside Nadine's left hand. Apparently, the sticks were numbered 
        as in al Chinese fortune game, for the winner in a comparison of sticks before Nadine 
        swept the nude blonde off the altar and made off with her into the dark regions behind the 
        dais. The last thing Christie and her Black Mass companions saw of the blonde was her bare 
        toes flexing, her fingers digging sensuously into the shoulder of the winner and her hair 
        dragging in an unsanitary way along the floor as she was borne off to her private orgy.

      Nadine held up an old silver cup crusted with what appeared to be rubies, all of which 
        needed polishing. A liquid filled the cup. Christie had no doubt it was a drug like the 
        other drink with aphrodisiac properties. Then she began to recite something in Latin which 
        Christie occasionally understood as a play on the Apostles' Creed. This turned into an 
        explanation of the all-important Personal Ego and its gratification by Cosmic Awareness; 
        Christie was not surprised that the vibrant, yet careful control in the woman's voice had 
        its effect upon her hooded listeners. They swayed, muttered and chanted in low, monotonous 
        rhythms never drowning out that peculiarly effective cold passion in the voice of their 
        Priestess. Christie could not understand what Nadine was working up to...until too late. 
        It was a request for “acolytes,” a tantalizing, horrifying promise of sexual gratification 
        that Nadine promised “would please their Lord Lucifer.” So this sexual license was the 
        explanation for the popularity of the coven! The carrot offered to the donkey! If there 
        really were a devil, he must be laughing somewhere in hell at this minute over Nadine's 
        very basic bribery to membership.

      Christie saw the black, peaked hoods turning to her, the eyes of unidentifiable creatures 
        Hxed upon her in a bright, inhuman way. She began cautiously to edge toward the narrow 
        center aisle. She had no intention of being the next “acolyte” and the disgusting danger 
        looked all too real. She began to wish she had told someone she could trust, like Marc, 
        where she was going. She could use his help now.
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      From the absurd, the devil worshipers coven had rapidly lapsed into the disgusting. 
        Christie had no objection, except aesthetic, to the part the blonde played-those big 
        breasts were outsized! But she preferred to play out her own sex life in reasonable 
        privacy before one man at a time, not in front of a crowd of bright-eyed, black-robed 
        sadists. Belatedly, she realized that they had her cut off from the portico and the path 
        by which she had entered and although she had a sneaking notion she could count on 
        O'Flannery to help if she explained her “mistake” in joining this crowd, there was no 
        .telling where he was at this minute.

      If only Marc were near! He was the one man she could count on, the one man she cared most 
        to see, at such a time. Then, the second meaning in that thought shocked her. Would she 
        have become an “acolyte” to Nadine's mumbo-jumbo religion if Marc were the “priest”?

      Thank heaven for Kinkajou, Christie thought, seeing the little cat peer out at the crowd 
        from behind Nadine on the dais. Then he leaped away into the dark of the hall opening off 
        the back of the dais.

      Her movements had given the Black Robes the idea that she would try to escape by the way 
        she had come. She let them think so, seeing the way open toward the altar and the dais 
        where Nadine stood, holding out the old silver cup as if tempting her. Behind Nadine's 
        left shoulder, at the far end of the dais, was the open doorway and the passage through 
        which the lucky winner of the correct bamboo stick had disappeared with the blonde. 
        Christie figured he and the blonde would be too busy to stop her and it also was the 
        direction taken by the clever Kinkajou. If all else failed, of course, she would tear off 
        her robe and hood, yell bloody murder and promise she'd have the place investigated by the 
        County's nearest vice squad. At least some of this gang would be frightened by the threat 
        of notoriety and exposure.

      Christine got a whiff of what appeared to be pure alcohol from one of her neighboring 
        Black Robes and didn't know whether this was to her advantage or not. It might slow their 
        reflexes but tickle their libidos. She took a breath, swung around, elbowed her way 
        through wavering hands and made a broken field run to the three steps at the side of the 
        dais. Nadine, looking dazed, wide-eyed and open-mouthed, watched her approach, saw the 
        direction she was headed for, and as she passed, broke into a sudden, hideous smile worthy 
        of Lucifer himself.

      “What does she know that I don't know?” Christie asked herself as she found herself 
        swallowed up in the hollow darkness of what appeared to be a hall lined with tile or 
        stone. Still running, she managed to shed the robe and stifling hood.

      Ahead of her Kinkajou's eyes glowed like small signal lights. He did not move along the 
        tile floor until she started after him. Then he shot forward, surprising her by taking 
        what appeared to be a lefthand turn but she felt at the moment that he was the only friend 
        she had in this place. She heard a patter like rain drops behind her over the dais and 
        into the hall, and assumed it must be some of the drunken, hedonist, Black Robes, still in 
        pursuit of her. Marc Meridon, and even lrena Byaglu, had found this place ridiculous. No 
        one had said it was dangerous! She meant to have a few choice things to say to O'Flannery 
        next time they met.

      Meanwhile, she was greatly indebted to Kinkajou. With that wonderful and almost 
        frightening perceptiveness of a cat, he was leading her to the outside. She felt a 
        distinct, cold draft cut across her face and lash her nyloned legs, sending a chill-but a 
        natural chill-through her body, despite her loosely wrapped mink jacket. The little cat 
        shot away on a tangent and hesitated in what was apparently a doorway. His eyes glowed at 
        her over his shoulder.

      Breathless, she whispered, “Coming. Coming.”

      He dashed into the room and became impossible to locate as his dark fur blended with the 
        darkness. But she followed all the same. For a few seconds Christie looked around, 
        puzzled. It was a small room with what appeared to be a shuttered window. After adjusting 
        her eyes to the very faint aura of light entering the room she made out miscellaneous 
        black objects she assumed were the meagre furnishings but there was no sign of Kinkajou. 
        Or, if present, he had his glowing eyes closed; for there was no way out of the room 
        without crossing her own path.

      “Kinkajou?” she whispered. “Pretty Puss...Here, Puss...”

      She thought she heard the faintest rustle in the far corner and called again to Kinkajou. 
        For a second or two she thought she saw the cat's magnificent eyes gleam at her across the 
        room from a point a little above her head, probably on top of some article of furniture. 
        She started carefully toward the creature and then, thinking she must be having 
        hallucinations, realized it was not a cat she saw there but a man. Yet the eyes...surely 
        those were the feline eyes she had seen just before the cat vanished. She very nearly 
        screamed but the hand that reached out and closed upon her wrist in warning had a familiar 
        touch. She was intensely relieved.

      “Marc? Mr. Meridon?” Her whisper was so faint she could hardly hear it herself but was 
        satisfied it was Marc, even before he hurried her back into the hall and toward the source 
        of that heavy night draft. She marveled that they did not stumble over Kinkajou but it was 
        evident the cat had passed her somehow in that tight, dark room.

      By the time they reached the out-of-doors and she could breathe tangy mountain air faintly 
        peppered with sulphur fumes from the distant hot springs, she was laughing. Seeing her 
        rescuer in the moonlight she admitted to herself that he was so welcome she would cancel 
        all plans to be furious with him for not warning her about the temple. Although she was 
        breathing hard from her run, Marc, in what appeared to be a black pullover and slacks, was 
        hardly winded. He was in excellent spirits. He saw the way she glanced around anxiously 
        and assured her,

      “They can't touch you now., 'I'hey know better than to try. Come. I'll take you back. Have 
        you dropped something?”

      She was staring at the dusty, pebble-strewn ground. “Miss Janos' cat, Kinkajou, helped me 
        get out of there. Or get to you, at any rate. I wonder where he disappeared to. He's a 
        darling. Here, Kitty...Kitty...Kitty...”

      He reached for her again, amused at her pursuit of the cat, and started off along a path 
        that led past the length of the temple to the cliff-edge trail. His quiet voice was 
        authoritative enough to keep her from worrying about that idiotic coven of black robed 
        devil worshipers. She went along beside him, enjoying her obedience.

      “Don't worry about Kinkajou,” he said; "He is a smart.

      Cat."

      This sounded so funny to her that she laughed. She didn't know whether this was meant to 
        be Marc's ancient version of American slang or a simple statement of fact from a man who 
        appreciated cats. She said, “I hope so. He must have slipped out of that room where I 
        found you.”

      “Probably.”

      She heard faint sounds as some of the coven moved out to the temple's portico and she 
        hurried her steps. “How did you happen to be in the temple? I thought you despised this 
        sort of thing.”

      As they moved down the narrow trail, hearing the pebbles and shale rattle off into black 
        space uncomfortably close, she welcomed Marc's help as he drew her closer and explained 
        belatedly, “I saw you going up to the temple. I thought you might not be amused.”

      “To put it mildly.” But she tried to make the remark sound light, casual. “Do you often 
        visit the temple? You certainly know your way through that labyrinth. It looked like such 
        a small place from the outside.”

      "Some of it is underground?

      They were moving easily yet rapidly down the trail and she had such a curious confidence 
        in him that she said a few minutes later, “They say you are an owner of the spa.”

      He did not deny it. Feeling foolish because she suddenly had a sense of an enormous, 
        inexplicable gulf between them, she went on, “Did you know that some of your clients here 
        may be guilty of the worst crimes?”

      He surprised her by smiling faintly. She felt that his answer was deliberately 
        provocative. “What are the worst crimes?”

      “Matricide. Parricide. There is every likelihood one of those people at the temple tonight 
        murdered, or helped to murder, her parents. Or are you one of those people who believe 
        passionately that you can rehabilitate murderers?”

      “I don't imagine the girl and her bearded friend will be here long, Their kind use up then 
        time rapidly.”

      So he knew exactly whom she meant. Then he stopped abruptly, raised his hand from her arm 
        to her face, held her chin by thumb and forefinger, studying her. “Or have they annoyed 
        you already?”

      She was shocked by the look in his dark eyes, haunting in its familiarity. Where had she 
        seen that glow which did not warm her but made her shiver? There was nothing frightening 
        about his looks, more attractive than imposing, more quiet than threatening. Somewhere in 
        her brain a warning was triggered by a memory...She felt almost apprehensive for the 
        safety of the two hippies or anyone else who incurred Marc's anger.

      She talked rapidly. “They haven't annoyed me. They don't even know me.” She was relieved 
        when a noise behind them on the trail made it necessary to put off the subject. Two of 
        Nadine's masked congregation were stalking her and Marc. Still in black, with their robes 
        slapping around them they reminded her of a pair of predacious night birds. They looked 
        enormous in the sudden gleam of a trail light as they strode closer. Christie glanced at 
        Marc, then back fearfully at the two following. Even their shadows seemed likely to 
        overpower her slim companion who appeared unaware of his danger. She forgot the strange 
        fear he had represented only minutes before.

      She hurried her steps, expecting Marc to do likewise, but found herself gently, though 
        definitely, drawn back by his hand. She looked behind him, trying by a nod of her head, to 
        warn him. Instead, the moonlight revealed the flash of his teeth in a smile which baffled 
        her.

      The two Black Robes reached Marc and Christie and one flapping sleeve made a grab at Marc.

      “You tryin' to block our way, Boy?”

      While Christie stiffened, feeling all the tension of their danger, Marc stopped and turned 
        to look at his would-be tormenters.

      To Christie's astonishment and relief, the Black Robe drew back his arm as if it had 
        touched fire. She could not quite understand what had happened because Marc looked his 
        usual harmless, quiet self but the two Black Robes clearly reacted with impressive 
        submission.

      “Sorry, Sir.”

      And while Christie watched, unbelieving, the two weird creatures hurried past her and 
        Marc, not once looking back until a furtive glimpse at the bottom of the trail, followed 
        by a greater hurry across the bridge. Could it be possible that the same, strange, unseen 
        power she had felt in Marc was perceived by those insensitive and unimaginative bullies?

      “Well!” Christie breathed thankfully. “You handled that awfully well.”

      “Young friends of mine,” he explained with indifference as he and Christie resumed their 
        walk. Quite suddenly his voice held a note she had scarcely ever heard before. Sad. 
        Haunting. There was in it a note which brought forcefully back to her the pain she had 
        known when she left Alan and her children. 
      
      
        “Christine, you must not be afraid of me.”

      “Afraid!” she lied. “Don't be silly. Why the devil should I be afraid of you?” Still, it 
        was an excuse to broach the subject which, in an odd way, he himself had approached. ··

      “I don't know. I hope you aren't. I sometimes have that effect on...” She was sure he 
        stopped a second or two but he went on so smoothly the pause may have had no significance, 
        “. . . on clients in the valley.”

      “I can't imagine why.” She almost meant it but taking, this for an indication that the 
        subject was not forbidden she decided to mention the oddities she had noticed here at 
        Lucifer Cove. “Except that you seem to scare that Ricardo Shahnaz out of his wits.”

      He laughed. He almost appeared relieved. “I wouldn't I worry about Shahnaz. He worries so 
        much about himself.” He considered the matter. “His little mistress is a bit more of a 
        problem.”

      “That pretty Caro Teague? I can't imagine how.”

      “No. I suppose you wouldn't. I hear our happy little coven stampeding down the trail.”

      She looked over her shoulder but not with the terror she had known a few minutes ago. She 
        had more confidence in him now. “There are a great many of them strung along the trail.”

      He was clearly amused at her. “Don't worry. They will ignore you. Nadine-Miss Janos---will 
        understand from now on and she controls the others quite well.”

      Christie did not argue the matter but she remembered that last bright piercing stare of 
        the devil's Priestess and the devilish smile that accompanied it at the prospect of 
        Christie's becoming an “acolyte” aided by the bodies of those sex-hungry clowns in black 
        hoods. “It won't matter after tomorrow. I'm afraid I'll have to be leaving then.”

      “Oh?” He looked at her. She thought he was surprised but whether he cared, one way or the 
        other, she couldn't tell. “We haven't made things interesting enough for you?”

      She had to laugh, but wryly, at this understatement of the year. Aside from tonight's 
        messy near-rape, did he regard the hanging-suicide of poor Irena Byaglu as “uninteresting”?

      “I hope you don't provide this much interest for every visitor. But I haven't been 
        permitted to see my children for a very long time and I want to try again.”

      “If you are running away from your friend, Standish,” he suggested lightly, “I can promise 
        you he won't be around long to bother you. I'm familiar with his type.”

      She felt like reminding him that he couldn't very well go around playing God and 
        eliminating whatever, and whoever, got in his way but her eerie experiences during the 
        last twenty-four hours had been such that she didn't want to alienate the only person she 
        felt she could count on in this hedonists' paradise. Anything else she might be able to 
        feel for Marc, she banished from her consciousness.

      The street was nearly deserted as on the previous night and Christie was more than a 
        little relieved when they reached the spa and walked in. The reception room appeared to be 
        locked. Voices came from the corridor leading to the sybaritic dining room and judging by 
        the rumble and clatter of noise in the pink salon, a cocktail party was in progress. 
        Christie thought she was being escorted to the heavy, dark staircase on the way to her 
        room but soon she noticed serpent-swirls of steam issuing forth from the direction of the 
        pool with its strange, sea-bottom beauty. She made no objection as Marc walked with her 
        into that high-vaulted room which seemed to contain the echoes of all the visitors who had 
        ever found pleasure inside its blue and green, shining walls.

      They were alone as they moved along the blue and green tiles beside the pool, which 
        rippled lightly like a calm sea stirred by a breath of air.

      “It is beautiful. Really beautiful,” she murmured softly. He looked at her and she knew he 
        heard and shared this languorous, sensual moment. The knowledge frightened her.

      “I mustn't think of it!” She tormented herself, trying uselessly to put down the old 
        passions, the old cravings. She smiled, a wry, half-smile as he gazed at her. “Not to be 
        melodramatic but I lost my little son and my daughter at an age when she needed me most. I 
        lost both of them because I wanted to satisfy the kind of craving that this place seems to 
        exude through the very walls.”

      “I know.” He noted her startled look and possibly to take her mind off this depressing 
        talk he added, “Come. I'll show you around. You'll find the atmosphere contagious.”

      “I hope not,” she thought. “I've already caught enough of the sensual feeling of this 
        place...”

      Nevertheless, its power over her was almost overwhelming. She found her body yielding with 
        a delicious, languid pleasure to the fire of his touch as his arm drew her to him and they 
        moved together along the pool's edge. He spoke in his low, perfect voice of famous lovers 
        who had enjoyed what he called “the therapeutic sensuousness” of this pool, these magical 
        surroundings. She was jarred slightly by the knowledge that so many of the names he 
        mentioned from the film world, the political world, international jet set had come to bad 
        ends but she supposed it was to be expected. They all had one thing in common. They built 
        their loves and careers around the satisfaction of their own selfish desires whether these 
        desires were sexual or romantic or desire for power or money. She decided, still in the 
        marvelous aura of Marc's attraction, that these people deserved their fate. But it seemed 
        a trifle unsettling that Marc himself should be acquainted with them all.

      Beyond the diving board, where yesterday Ricardo Shahnaz had been massaging that shiny 
        body he was so proud of, there was a sea-green and gold lounge for swimmers in an 
        unobtrusive corner of the big room. The aura of erotic stimulation had such an effect on 
        Christie that she tried to free herself from Marc's clasp but found her efforts 
        unsuccessful-like slow motion, as if she were floating on a tropic sea whose turbulence 
        was all far below and unseen.

      She was vaguely aware, in a dream-like wait, that she lay in Marc's arms, that his eyes 
        were like flashing prisms, captivating, hypnotizing her as she was enveloped in wave upon 
        wave of sensation that pierced her weakened resistance until it was open--first to the 
        entry of exquisite pain and then of a fire clawing at her vitals as though her body housed 
        a satanic thirst that would not be quenched.

    

  
    
      Unknown

    

    
      TEN

      Christine had not believed the simple act of copulation, varied though it might be in 
        performance, could be sustained with the high degree of ecstasy that glowed and burned 
        within her as she gazed into Marc's face timeless minutes later. His features, all but his 
        eyes, were indistinct, varying and changing with the flicker of the blue-green waters in 
        the pool beside them, for she still lay upon the gold couch, and Marc's deep eyes held her 
        delectably captive, her senses still drowning in the remarkable power he had for 
        controlling her body's erogenous zones.

      “How long have you wanted me? Tell me!” he said, speaking distinctly though hardly above a 
        whisper. The question was like a command softly gloved.

      She confessed, to her own surprise, “I think I must have wanted you that night we passed 
        each other in the airport.”

      He smiled. "I meant it to be. And you did respond?

      “Don't they always?” she teased him, intending the question as rhetorical. A joke.

      “Usually.” He lowered his head, his lips skimming lightly over her throat. Her first 
        momentary jealous reaction must have registered in her face. His head cast her own face in 
        deep shadow as he kissed her, stifling questions.

      Later, when he was helping to find and collect articles of hers, as he gently placed the 
        jacket around her shoulders, he said in his low-voiced way, “Are you imagining you are a 
        kind of momentary activity with me, that I make such elaborate plans for every female at 
        the Cove?” Before she could confess that she did, he added, “I have known all the tricks 
        for more years than you can believe. The world is full of women...”

      “I believe 
      
      
        that,
      
      
        ” she said with at sudden bitterness.

      “But I have not often used half a dozen creatures in order to take one woman.”

      That startled her. "You talk about human beings as if they were...animals?

      The slight arc of his eyebrows told her that he probably thought of them as animals. Or 
        else he enjoyed what he called 
      
      
        using
      
      
         human beings. It shook her out of the delicious aura of sensuality with which he had 
        surrounded her. Trying to recover her cool protective manner she limped a few steps beside 
        the pool before she discovered she had not recovered one of her shoes and stopped to look 
        for it in the faint, blue-green light. Marc had it in his hand. He stooped and took her 
        ankle between strong but surprisingly gentle fingers and set it into the shoe. She wanted 
        to pull away, to resist his overwhelming influence, and found it impossible.

      “I've got many things to do before leaving. Please excuse me.”

      He smiled at her sudden formality and to her deep shame, she smiled back. But she was 
        moving away from him and when he put out his hand to stop her, she walked around him, 
        dangerously close to the water gently moving in the pool below. Marc let her go but he 
        said with assurance, “You need not run away. Do you think tonight was something cowardly? 
        Or shameful?”

      “Of course, it was! Weakness is always cowardly. Shameful!” She was remembering that other 
        time when her body betrayed her and the ensuing disaster to her family and herself. She 
        loathed her own weakness but just for a second a terrible thought came to her, 
        needle-sharp and she almost accused him aloud: 
      
      
        “Were you responsible for that other sin-my adultery?”
      
      
         But the idea was grotesque. Senseless. She hadn't even known Marc existed when she fell 
        in love with Gene.

      But she 
      
      
        had 
      
      
        known Marc. At least, they had met, if briefly, in that airport. She stared at him and he, 
        frowning, asked, “What is it? Why do you look at me like that?”

      She moved away, very self-conscious now and anxious to avoid that insidious charm of his.

      “I'm sorry. I was thinking of...of something else. Good night.” She wanted to laugh at the 
        mockery of her own parting from a man with whom she had just shared an unforgettable act 
        of physical union.

      She had gone out of the huge room with its strange little ghostly echoes and nearly 
        reached the staircase when she heard Marc close behind her. How had he gotten here so 
        rapidly without making a sound?

      “Please, Christine. Please do not be afraid of me.”

      This plea which he had made once before and which had the effect of twisting her heart 
        painfully was so preposterous she stopped and turned to him. It was impossible to be angry 
        or to run away. He was merely a gentle, quiet young man of surprising sensuous appeal with 
        a psychotic and altogether ridiculous fear of “frightening” people.

      “I'm not afraid of you. I couldn't be. That isn't why I am leaving the Cove, you know. 
        I've got to keep trying to recover some kind of relationship with my children.”

      He watched her with a tantalizing suggestion of sadness and calculation. She wondered what 
        plan those thoughts entailed. In any case, she refused to let it involve her. Already, she 
        was deeply ashamed of the weakness that had made her yield to him tonight. While not 
        excusing herself for this weakness, she was beginning to suspect she had been influenced 
        by an hypnotic power in him that partially explained the degrading episode in the 
        sea-green room.

      “You aren't leaving then, merely because you think this...” he glanced back at the pool, 
        “happens with all my...our beautiful clients?”

      “Doesn't it?” she asked lightly, softening the sarcasm with her warmest smile. She thought 
        of the other evidence which helped her to resist that troubled, endearing look in his 
        eyes. “To tell the truth, Miss Byaglu mentioned someone here and I assumed it was an 
        unhappy love affair that made her...do what she did.”

      She went on up the stairs. She half expected him to react sharply, frightened. Did he know 
        Irena had mentioned him? Instead, his eyelids scarcely flickered as he looked up at her on 
        the stair landing. She was aware that his face was more mature than she had suspected and 
        she wondered fleetingly just what his age was. If he was younger than she, which she had 
        originally suspected, he was remarkably knowing about women. Now, a trifle relieved 
        without quite understanding why, she decided he was simply older than he looked.

      “When Irena Byaglu came here,” he explained patiently, with an earnestness that convinced 
        her, “she was nearly at the end of her existence as you think of existence.”

      “You mean she was critically ill?” .

      “Not in the way you mean it. It was a sickness of the soul.”

      She thought this an extraordinarily old-fashioned expression for a man as modern as Marc. 
        Or had he actually been old-fashioned all the time? There were so many things about him, 
        besides those amazing looks, which made him the least modern man she had ever met.

      “Did she love you?”

      This time he did lose his patience briefly. “She had spent some fifty years living her 
        life in the fullest way possible. Irena had fame as an actress from the time she was ten. 
        She has tried drugs, men, women...”

      “Women!” She hadn't seemed the type but then, what precisely was a 
      
      
        type
      
      
        ?

      “Experiences of every kind. You saw only the end product. She once was arrested for 
        smuggling heroine from Beirut to Marseille but she escaped that charge. It was not the 
        only occasion when she acted as a courier. But let me tell you, Christine, every one of 
        those steps was taken entirely of her own volition. She invariably had a freedom of 
        choice.” He had raised his voice a little which surprised her even more than his curious 
        choice of words. There was something else in his voice, a completely cold, analytical 
        quality from which all sentiment, all pity and sympathy were missing. It shook her. She 
        had a sudden premonitory chill and she found herself moving away from him, up the stairs, 
        as if she had seen herself and her own soul so ruthlessly dissected.

      “Free Will, philosophers call it.” She said that as she moved away, trying to be 
        matter-of-fact, so he would not guess her fear of this place, her sudden terror of Lucifer 
        Cove and all the temptation represented by Marc himself.

      “Christine...”

      She leaned over the heavy banister and waved to him, forcing a smile. “Good night, Marc.”

      She was relieved to hear voices in the hall below, a low buzz punctuated by giggles that 
        seemed to be a man and woman. Then the man calling to Marc who had been about to follow 
        Christine. It was Gene Standish's voice that made him turn back. He seemed reluctant. She 
        took the opportunity and went on to her own suite hurriedly past the closed door of what 
        she still thought of as lrena Byaglu's room.

      Inside the sitting room with the door locked, she leaned tiredly against the mantel aware 
        of a trembling through her body partly triggered by fear and partly too by the terrible, 
        ecstatic memory of the time   Marc on the gold couch beside the pool.

      She glanced at her watch. Two-ten in the morning. -There were still several hours before 
        she could call the children. Meanwhile, how was it possible to sleep? She glanced at her 
        disheveled reflection in the mirror and found nothing to cheer her there. She had always 
        been reasonably confident that the light makeup which brought out the color of her eyes 
        and the gold of her still lustrous red hair was right for her. But after tonight's 
        incredible series of experiences she had an uncombed, sloppy look that made her face a 
        voluptuous stranger to her.

      Too tired to move for a minute or two, she stared at her reflection aware without surprise 
        that the curious phenomenon first suggested to her by Irena Byaglu still existed. The eyes 
        which were not her own glowed faintly behind the blowzy, flushed face of the woman who had 
        come from an act of love with a man who both captivated and troubled her. Still, the eyes 
        were barely discernible. By a supreme effort she dismissed the image of the watching eyes, 
        and picking up her fallen jacket, slapped the mirror with her free hand and walked into 
        the dressing room.

      It was three o'clock before she completed a bath and massage and was ready for bed. She 
        astonished herself by almost immediately going to sleep.

      She dreamed. As though the subject had been planted by hypnosis she could not keep Marc 
        out of her dreams. The eroticism came through. Yet she could never afterward remember any 
        of the details of the dreams only that Marc was in all of the chain of curious little 
        vignettes that made her shudder. She could not remember afterward why the scenes terrified 
        her unless Marc's presence made her keenly aware of her own weakness.

      What had Marc said? That Irena destroyed herself through her own freedom of choice? And 
        that freedom amounted to a choice of every destructive force! In Christie's case, she had 
        already yielded once tonight to an erotic weakness. Whether Irena's greatest weakness had 
        been erotic or otherwise, Christie considered that she herself had already taken the first 
        step along Irena's disastrous path and the idea was horrible enough to explain her chain 
        of nightmares.

      She awoke once, abruptly, just before dawn in a freezing sweat. She was aroused to 
        consciousness by her own voice crying out: “Kinkajou!” She could not perfectly understand 
        why she had cried out but she knew what she was afraid of 
      
      
        Kinkajou! Where did you disappear to tonight? Are you safe now? You tried to save me. 
        Where are you at this minute, Kinkajou.?

      It was as if he had vanished into the darkness of that room tonight and only seconds 
        later...or was it hours...Marc was in the same room, so obligingly! How had he known 
        unless Kinkajou communicated Christie's danger to him?

      What a perfectly laughable idea!

      Still only half awake, she lay there in all the sumptuous richness of the bed with its 
        flattering pink satin fittings and felt the prickling sense that she was not alone. 
        Another presence shared the room. Horrified by this strong awareness of something she 
        could not see, she snapped on the lamp. She could make out nothing ominous, no visible 
        roommate. Yet the very air itself seemed busy, in motion, as if a Presence had passed 
        through it. The eerie sensation did not leave her for several minutes and she was still 
        shaking when she snapped off the light.

      In the morning while she was dressing, she looked out of the nearest bedroom window and 
        saw, as always, the little temple of the devil worshipers standing out in its near white 
        purity of line against the rough, evergreen brush of the California mountainside. The 
        irony of it struck her now after the orgies of the previous night but she had to give 
        Nadine Janos full marks for a monumental sense of humor.

      About a mile east of the temple and a little below it was a building she had not noticed 
        before, probably because its coloring blended unobtrusively with the mountain foliage. She 
        thought it must be a large cabin very likely the one Edna Schallert had leased from the 
        obliging Mr. Meridon. Edna would know something about Marc. She apparently had a great 
        many dealings with him.

      “Edna's the one to see,” she decided. “And since I did her what she thinks is a 
        favor--turning over Gene Standish to her--she ought to feel obligated to tell me what she 
        knows about Marc Meridon.”

      Why this was so absolutely necessary she could not have told herself. She would be leaving 
        today! In all probability, and if she knew what was good for herself, she would never see 
        him again. Last night should have warned her of his overwhelming physical attraction and 
        if there was one thing that would complicate her life, making it more difficult than ever 
        to win back a small place in the children's affections, it was an involvement with another 
        man.

      Before going to breakfast, she tried again to reach her family in San Francisco. This time 
        there was at least some reaction in the rather gloomy old Deeth mansion. A maid answered. 
        A cleaning woman who was new since Christine's years in that cold, spotless antiseptic 
        house.

      “Miss Diane? No. She is gone. I do not know where. She do not say.”

      “Has she gone out with her brother? May I speak to Toby?”

      “The boy is gone too. Also Miss Paley. Maybe they go together. The family is all gone. 
        They do not all go together, I think.” There was some sort of discussion at the other end 
        of the line. Christie held her breath wondering with aching intensity if the woman was 
        being coached. Then she came on the line again, “Somebody here says the children go to 
        Oakland for several days while Mr. Deeth is out of town.”

      Alan's widowed sister lived in a pleasant and luxurious apartment on Lake Merritt and 
        Christie guessed the children would be there. She wondered briefly where Miss Paley had 
        gone but it seemed logical that she was with Diane and Toby. Hanging up, she searched 
        through her little gold address book until she found her sister-in-law's unlisted 
        telephone number but this proved to have been changed when she called and it was 
        impossible to obtain the new number. She gave up finally and went down to breakfast 
        planning to drive up to San Jose later in the day and over to Oakland. Alan's sister had 
        never been particularly fond of her and Christie's own actions had broken the last frayed 
        threads of a formal “in-law” relationship but it was possible Christie could at least 
        persuade the woman to let her see her children for a little while.

      In the dining salon which was surprisingly crowded, Christie was seated too near the 
        banquette occupied by Gene Standish and Edna Schallert for her own or their comfort. While 
        other conversations of interest and considerable amusement went on around her, she could 
        not avoid recognizing the voices of Gene and Edna in an alcove separated from her merely 
        by pillars covered in gold leaf. Gene was disgruntled. Edna was tearfully protesting. 
        Would the wretched woman never understand that whining and tears were the easiest way to 
        ?eturn off' a man, especially a shallow Gene Standish type, whose sole interest in a woman 
        was the gratification of his own whims, mercenary and otherwise?

      “But Sweetums,” came her high-pitched, querulous voice while Christie winced both at the 
        endearment and the ringing clarity, “I told you, you are provided for. Absolutely. You 
        would never have to take another acting job if you'd rather not. Trust Funds. And your own 
        bank account. And some really sound Blue Chip Stocks. But my nieces and their husbands 
        have expected something for their old age, you know, and I couldn't let them down 
        entirely.”

      Hurt, very much on his dignity, Gene complained in a suitably lower voice, “How would it 
        be letting them down when I thoroughly intended to take care of them? Do you think I would 
        cheat them out of their inheritance when I'd given you my word? It's your lack of trust in 
        me that hurts, Doll. You act as if my word was no good. It hurts!”

      Christie turned away deliberately hoping the conversations on the other side would drown 
        out the possibility of her eavesdropping on poor Edna in this shabby way.

      This time it was a young man and one whose voice was considerably older discussing what 
        seemed to be their own hangup. “I gave the dough to the guy that organized those couplings 
        at the hot springs. Name sounds like a sneeze...Snazz! Snazzy! Something like that.”

      “Shahnaz.”

      “Yeah. Him. Dog track, it was. Or so he said. Anyway, what do I do but triple my stake. 
        Not double. Triple! Gave it to me not an hour ago. Fabulous, this place. Gets so you never 
        want to leave it. Joker that put me onto this place though-Jake Harbine. Know him? Anyway, 
        damn fool drowned a couple of weeks ago in that God-damned pool in this very building. 
        Dove in and cracked his head. Used to win fantastic bets here. Most incredible luck I ever 
        knew. I told him I'd like it to rub off on me.”

      “I've been having a run of luck myself since I got here. Sold a couple of screen 
        originals. And a treatment that's not bad, not bad at all, for the Boob-tube. Ideas just 
        kind of came to me here. Then, one night I was romancing that little blonde named Ivy 
        Fortman I met in the mirror room and got a brainstorm for this series, you see, where...”

      Gene Standish's outraged tones on Christie's left cut through the plot of the brainstorm 
        on her right, “I thought you cared. I thought I meant something to you. The truth is, you 
        lied to me yesterday. You haven't changed one iota. Come bleating to me about how I 
        misunderstood you in Hawaii! Hell! I didn't misunderstand you! You think you can buy me? 
        And for one measly extra annuity?”

      “But a hundred and thirty more a month, Sweetheart! On top of the funds. Don't you see? 
        That's extra. Oh, Sweetheart! Don't do this to me again. I couldn't bear it.”

      “Well, Christ! I can spend a hundred and thirty in one day. This is your idea of a fair 
        shake with nothing but some trust funds and piddling stocks? Have you got some idea I live 
        in a poverty pocket? You told me things would be different. That I'd-we'd live in the way 
        I'm--we're used to. I mean...I've got certain standards!”

      Poor Edna! Part of Christie genuinely pitied her but the other part wanted to shake the 
        woman until her teeth rattled just for being so incredibly stupid.

      The headwaiter, taking Christie's order, also heard the adjoining conversation, and with a 
        significant, conspiratorial smiled at Christie, shrugged. She did not like his smile or 
        his assumption that she would be amused.

      “If I were running this place, there would be some changes made,” she thought and looked 
        away from him contemptuously.

      Presently, however, when she was enjoying a sweet and juicy pink grapefruit and the 
        tenderest, most delectable mushroom omelet and perfect coffee, Christie had to admit that 
        Marc, if it was he, knew how to get the very best out of his chefs, at any rate. She was 
        finishing breakfast some time after Gene and Edna had left without seeing her, when Caro 
        Teague came hurrying in and asked the headwaiter if he had seen Mr. Meridon. The waiter 
        had not.

      “I am told he is out of the valley.”

      “Where the devil does that man go when he disappears?” Caro asked, half humorously, half 
        exasperatedly.

      “I never knew anyone who could disappear the way he can and just when we need him. What he 
        could use is a good, strong-willed wife to keep him in tow.”

      The headwaiter was barely interested, “He is needed?”

      “Yes. Two people we haven't counted on. Businessman and his girlfriend, I think. I only 
        talked to her on the phone. She sounded quite nice. I mean...they don't come recommended. 
        However...” she stopped charmingly, leaving Christie much more interested than the 
        headwaiter in Marc's whereabouts. judging by the excellence of the meal she had just 
        eaten, Marc must go out of the valley to pick out his own foods and select his own 
        employees. Did he ever sleep? He had been out of the valley somewhere the previous night 
        and seemed to accomplish a great deal during the few times he was back at the Cove.

      At least, she thought ironically, with a blush that she could feel, he accomplished a 
        great deal with me!

      This was supposing, of course, that Marc was the real owner of the spa. Christie 
        remembered suddenly how meek the two black-hooded creatures had become last night at the 
        sight of him and revised her first thought. Was it possible that Marc did control the 
        whole valley? She had been stupid not to come right out and ask him what his position was 
        here. It seemed somehow genuinely frightening, and awe inspiring, if he did control the 
        whole valley.

      She left the dining room and went upstairs to pack, wondering at the same time how she 
        could get Edna Schallert alone for a few minutes. The woman was her first link with 
        Lucifier Cove and Christie, putting together her half confidence with what Marc said, she 
        was pretty sure he had been responsible for a good deal of poor Edna's trouble. While he 
        had undoubtedly used some sort of influence involving Christie, she was honest enough to 
        give herself full credit, or discredit, for running away with Gene Standish. But Edna? Was 
        her.problem the same with Marc?

      “How could I have been so incredibly stupid about Gene's weaknesses?”

      This made her laugh. Was it only the fact that Gene had been worthless which made her 
        crime adultery? Wasn't it just as adulterous that she had known an ecstasy she would never 
        forget in Marc's arms?

      She packed rapidly, paying no attention to correct folds, wrinkles and loose corners. She 
        brought her largest bag into the sitting room, set down the gold case and was turning back 
        to the dressing room when she saw, out of the corner of her eye, the flicker of light on 
        glass. She turned back.

      Someone had turned on the television set. A nervy bit of doing. She herself had not 
        touched the set. It must have been the chambermaid. She studied the image. The picture was 
        dim. She would not have noticed it except that it flickered annoyingly. It was only after 
        she had gone over to the set and touched the pushbutton that she knew the set was already 
        turned off.

    

  
    
      Unknown
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      One of those freakish coincidences, probably. Crossed wires. Something of the sort. She 
        couldn't even make out the picture. Nor could she understand immediately why she found 
        this silly accident so nerve-wracking. She left the set and crossed the room. It was not 
        until she had taken her jewel bag and makeup case from the dressing room that she realized 
        she had been avoiding the sitting room's mantel mirror in a most cowardly way. As she 
        crossed the room and collected all her things in one place, she forced herself to raise 
        her head and look into the big mirror. Behind her head it reflected the flickering 
        indistinct image on the television screen.

      She made a great pretense of studying her face in the mirror. At least she had the 
        consolation of seeing nothing there in her reflection except her own features, looking 
        considerably more subdued and carefully made up than the passionate, flushed face of last 
        night's sexually satisfied Christine Deeth.

      “I won't look. I will not look behind me into that idiotic Boob-tube! It is some trick. 
        It's got to be.”

      But there it was, boring into the back of her skull, the wicked, flickering thing behind 
        her, and she knew if she went over to examine it, she would see those awful eyes again. 
        However, the trick was accomplished. It had all the mental power of voodoo torture. It 
        could reach her without ever touching her. Until she came to Lucifer Cove she had no idea 
        she was as susceptible to this kind of torment as the most illiterate child being 
        destroyed by the pins in a ouanga-doll.

      Was it, after all, some kind of trick? Some Candid Camera joke? Kinkajou's great eyes 
        flashed into her memory and finally, in a progression from the cat, her thoughts jumped 
        chaotically to Marc who had appeared last night shortly after Kinkajou left her. The cat 
        might be serving Marc in some way. Then she forced a laugh. The cat would hardly be 
        capable of playing such tricks on her as this mirror-television thing. But Marc?

      And what of Irena Byaglu? She had known about this trick. It hounded her, perhaps hounded 
        her to her hideous death. Even Edna Schallert had looked askance at the mirror in 
        Christie's suite. So Christie was not the only one who “imagined” the impossible!

      The suite seemed a trifle oppressive. She surprised herself by stumbling over nothing and 
        stood momentarily in the doorway to the dressing room, clutching the door frame. She had 
        never before known herself to get an attack of vertigo. When she had taken a few long 
        breaths she realized the oppressiveness of the room had caused this curious reaction in 
        her system. Recovering her equilibrium, she opened a window in the sitting room. The air 
        outside was warm, a trifle muggy, and smelled strongly of the sulphur which must come from 
        those devilish little spirals of yellow fumes that peppered the north end of the valley.

      To the south, however, the mountainside looked warm and summery with its dusty green 
        foliage hovering over the various trails, one leading to the white Greek temple, others 
        clinging to the cliff and wandering over the mountain peak ending heaven knew where. Was 
        it these trails out of the valley that were taken by Lucifer Cove clients who seemed so 
        anxious to escape? Would they even walk? What was their hurry? Their fear?

      Too many mirrors and television sets, perhaps. But this time she did not find it very 
        amusing.

      She caught herself drumming her fingernails nervously on the window pane and stared at 
        them several seconds before she understood the tension that gripped her. The valley, in 
        spite of its hedonistic pleasures, seemed to have a very large percentage of disastrous 
        endings. Or was it because of these pleasures? But that idea was a bit puritanical and 
        hardly fitted Christie's own recent conduct. She stopped drumming rapidly.

      Meanwhile, a woman who looked, from the rear, very much like Edna Schallert was walking 
        south along the street toward the trail to her cabin. She was alone. It seemed the right 
        moment to catch her and learn, if possible, what she knew about Marc Meridon. There was 
        certainly a connection between them. He had sent her to Hawaii. He had known about Gene 
        Standish and Christie. But was he satanically clever enough to have foreseen the result?

      Christine turned away from the window, quickly flipped the combination that opened the 
        smaller case and got out a pair of stacked heeled shoes she used for long walks. She 
        slipped her feet into them and left the apartment quickly, hoping none of the spa's 
        hedonist clients would stop her.

      She nearly ran into an interesting duo just inside the foyer. Gene Standish seemed to be 
        trying his charms upon a blue-haired dowager whose jewelry, especially an enormous, 
        unreal-looking ruby, caught the sunlight and nearly blinded Christie who was several yards 
        behind Gene. Christie tried hard not to feel a patronizing pity for both the dowager and 
        Edna Schallert as she backed up and went out the opposite side of the building through the 
        big, sea-bottom room where several swimmers were making the usual splashing, laughing, 
        shouting sounds that echoed off the high roof.

      She ran across Kinkajou in the hall outside the mirror room. Someone had failed to check 
        the system of indirect lighting and some of the golden glow was gone leaving the area 
        depressingly shadowed. Nor was the golden glow ever the most flattering of lights, even at 
        its brightest.

      “Kinkajou! What the devil are you doing here in the dark? Where did you disappear to last 
        night?”

      Kinkajou had nothing to say to this but hung around her ankle until she picked him up and, 
        stroking his soft, sleek fur, carried him out with her through the parking area and then 
        through the passageway to the street. She believed, since last night that he was a good 
        luck symbol for her. It was surprising how eerie she always felt when she hurried along 
        that strangely empty thoroughfare with its stagey Tudor buildings. Far in the distance 
        Edna Schallert had crossed the bridge and taken a cliffside trail which led, eventually, 
        to the top of the mountain and over across the Coast Range. The cabin she had leased from 
        Marc was somewhere just off that trail.

      Christie, walking rapidly, was soon close behind Miss Schallert who appeared to be very 
        dejected, looking round-shouldered in an old gray cardigan sweater, and dragging her feet. 
        A slight, warm breeze ruffled her exceedingly fine hair but she made no effort to control 
        it. Christie's sympathy went out to her. She understood more and more of what the woman 
        was going through.

      “Miss Schallert?”

      The woman looked back over her shoulder, smiled tremulously. "Oh, it's you! It seems I owe 
        you an apology?

      Wondering if Edna Schallert had discovered her prior claim to that popular gigolo, Gene 
        Standish, Christie tried to forestall any explanations of the painful Hawaiian interlude 
        by changing the subject hurriedly.

      “Miss Schallert, I wonder if you would help me...in quite a different matter.”

      “Different? But I thought...” The thin skin of I Edna Schallert's face was mottled and 
        pink. She had obviously been crying. Probably nothing that Christie said would make much 
        impression. She was so deeply sunk in this despair over the collapse of her love-life that 
        she would turn any other subject into a connection with Gene. “Really, Mrs. Deeth, I 
        simply can't talk to you now. Maybe some other time. Tomorrow? Or-or later, if you don't 
        mind.”

      “I'm afraid I won't be here tomorrow. I'm driving up to Oakland after I leave you.”

      Distressed, Edna sniffed and fished for a pink tissue in her sagging sweater pocket, 
        explaining in what Christie suspected was an effort to gain time, “Excuse me. I'm allergic 
        to cats.” When Christie shifted Kinkajou but said nothing, the woman went on hurriedly, 
        “But you only just arrived a couple of days ago. You mustn't leave yet. Really, you 
        mustn't!”

      “I want to see my children, if possible.”

      While Kinkajou stared thoughtfully over Christie's arm at Miss Schallert, the two women 
        walked on together more or less absently making their way around the slippery layers of 
        shale. Edna puzzled Christie by her insistence, even her panic, at Christie's impending 
        departure.

      “You were supposed to stay longer. That is, when you and I talked in the Clinic that day, 
        you were interested in a--a rest cure. You promised me you would give it a decent try.”

      Amazed at the woman's passion, Christie repeated incredulously, 
      
      
        “I promised you?”
      
      
         Kinkajou twitched fretfully at her tone.

      Miss Schallert baclctracked even more strangely. “That is-I meant to say-you gave me that 
        impression and I, in turn, assured...” She broke off.

      This made no sense and Christie pursued the mystery with more curiosity than ever. “You 
        assured ...who?”

      “Myself.”

      It was fast thinking, worthy of a quicker brain, a more clever conspirator than Edna 
        Schallert. The woman looked around obviously hoping to change the subject and ventured 
        with phony excitement, “Good heavens! That looks just like Gene--I mean Mr. Standish down 
        there coming out of the Spa. Do you think he's coming this way?”

      Christie couldn't be sure. The man was too far away. Not that it mattered anyway. “Miss 
        Schallert, will you ” please be honest? Tell me who sent you to the Clinic. Wasn't it the 
        same person who sent you to Hawaii?"

      “B-but that's ridiculous. I told you dear Marc suggested I should go to Hawaii to find my 
        happiness! Not that it worked out that way,” she added gloomily. “My cabin is this way. I 
        turn off the main trail.”

      Christie tried again. “Won't you please help me? I've seen so many odd things here since I 
        came. I know someone is interfering with my life and I simply can't understand any of it. 
        What is being done to me?”

      Edna Schallert looked back at her with dawning sympathy. “I know it must be horrid. I was 
        told the whole thing would be for your sake, that your-your sanity was endangered and you 
        needed what Lucifer Cove could give you.”

      Christie hoped the embarrassment that this caused her was not understood by Edna 
        Schallert. Someone knew Christie so well it was shocking. It also made her all the more 
        determined to fight her way out of this morass into which the helpful Miss Schallert had 
        been persuaded to lead her. “Who was this person with my welfare so tenderly in mind?”

      Edna glanced uneasily at Kinkajou, put her hand out in a vague way as if to blot him from 
        her sight and said in a shaky voice, “You ask me things when you know perfectly well what 
        the answers are. Don't make me betray-·-I mean, I thought it might be a secret admirer who 
        wanted to make you happy.”

      Well, we've got that out, Christie thought, considering Kinkajou thoughtfully. “You mean 
        Mr. Meridon sent you to visit me at the Clinic. And he sent you to Hawaii all those months 
        ago. He told you that you would meet someone there?”

      “Someone very special,” Edna added carefully. “You wouldn't like to see my cabin, I 
        suppose. It's behind the clump of trees. That twisted cypress looks just like an old witch 
        huddled there over the cabin, doesn't it?”

      It did and Christie found its shadow depressing. It reminded her of the black-hooded 
        creatures who had surrounded her last night at the temple. Though she had a pretty good 
        idea Edna's invitation was a polite bluff and that nothing would please her less than 
        another woman's presence, Christie wanted to pursue the mystery of Marc's conduct. She 
        went along with Edna who gave one rather desperate glance down toward the spa, now swathed 
        in a mid-day haze, and having apparently given up hope of seeing Gene again accepted the 
        inevitable. She began to point out various aspects of the elegant cabin that more nearly 
        resembled a chalet.

      “The little porch-I mean balcony up there opens off the master bedroom. You get a view of 
        the whole valley from there. It's where I usually eat breakfast when I'm alone. Mr. 
        Meridon employs such nice people. I needn't even cook. My meals are prepared for me by 
        servants from the spa. There's a cute kitchen here, though. At any rate, my own servants 
        at home aren't nearly as efficient.”

      They had gone up three wooden steps to the front, door and Miss Schallert started to turn 
        her key in the lock but the door opened silently under the pressure of her hand and she 
        jumped as if she had been burned.

      Christie and Kinkajou looked at the door and then at Edna curiously. The woman felt their 
        attention. She shrugged, pretending an indifference, a lightness, that she was far from 
        feeling, as Christie could tell.

      “The one thing I do find annoying here is the lack of privacy. So childish!”

      As far as Christie could see or hear no one else was in the cabin. She wasn't quite sure 
        what Edna meant, unless...

      “Have you had some experience with people spying on you?”

      Edna looked at her sharply and a little light of fear seemed to leap to her eyes. “What do 
        you mean? What have you seen?”

      Christie looked around the charming little circular living room with its hanging spiral 
        staircase in the center and an attractive, inviting fireplace in the west wall. No mirrors 
        here. No television set either. Was it intentional? Christie said directly, “I've seen 
        that if I were staying I here at Lucifer Cove I would get rid of all mirrors.” Edna's head 
        swiveled around nervously and Christie added for good measure, “TV sets as well.”

      “Then you know!”

      “What is it? How is it done? Is it a joke?”

      Edna lowered her voice. “I don't know exactly. I mean, I heard about it from the Byaglu 
        woman when I first came. So I had them take out the TV set from here. And the hanging 
        mirror in my bedroom too. It...” she laughed raggedly, “it upset Gene. You can't imagine 
        how he loves mirrors.”

      “How well I know!” Christie found herself with a handful of claws as Kinkajou made a 
        sudden decision to get down and go off on his own. She let him go and went slowly around 
        the room herself, looking for some substitute for the spying eyes in her own suite at the 
        spa. She found nothing that Marc (if it was Marc) with his weird sense of humor could use 
        for his trick of pretending to watch his clients privately. Perhaps he didn't care about 
        Edna's conduct. Certainly, the woman had managed to defeat him with a neat little trick.

      But was Marc responsible for projecting some ancient horror movie star's eyes through the 
        supposedly normal room furnishings? As a joke, it was so purposeless. If Marc himself, 
        with some supernatural means as yet undetermined, wanted to peer at Christie and Irena and 
        other clients, she thought she would never fail to recognize his own remarkably fine eyes. 
        The eyes in the mantel mirror and the eerie “thing” faintly projected through the t.v. set 
        were totally unlike Marc's eyes which she so much admired. He had never flashed upon her 
        anything like that look of hellfire that filled her with terror when she saw it in the 
        mantel mirror.

      “I wonder if it could be our conscience that looks out at us from those mirrors,” she 
        suggested finally, catching Edna unaware. The woman started, asked vaguely, “What was 
        that?” and felt for another of her pink tissues. Clearly, she was still concerned over the 
        loss of Gene Standish.

      “Never mind. Try not to think of painful things,” Christie said, attempting to express in 
        her brief good bye something of the sympathy the woman probably deserved. The truth was, 
        Christie had other things to think about, among them the mystery of Marc Meridon's unusual 
        efforts to get her to Lucifer Cove. If it was merely some sort of physical desire for her, 
        a sexual interest in making love to her and then going on to new conquests, he had 
        certainly made elaborate plans.

      Christie, calling to Kinkajou and still admiring Marc's charming cabin-chalet, left me 
        unhappy woman to her sorrows and walked back down to the center of the little town. Her 
        thoughts reverted to the maddening affair of the mirrored reflections and she wondered how 
        Marc or his skillful employees managed it. It was clearly impossible for Marc to be 
        pulling these tricks himself while out of the valley on his mysterious and frequent trips; 
        unless of course, he had the happy faculty of being in two or three places at once.

      Considering Marc's employees, she thought Ricardo Shahnaz a likely candidate for honors as 
        Jokester of the Month, yet he was obviously as terrified of Marc as the late lrena Byaglu.

      Nadine Janos? Very possibly. She had the right diabolic humor for it. What if the mirror 
        trick was not meant to be funny but instead a forewarning of something dreadful, like the 
        Byaglu's death? Or the actual eyes of some evil watcher who knew every step the clients 
        took, every action, almost every thought?

      She swept this horror away into her subconscious. But it refused to leave entirely.

      “It's certainly time I was getting out of this place,” she reminded herself, "when I start 
        dipping into the supernatural?

      She reached the spa without passing anyone she knew. Rather incongruously, there was a 
        little circle of four young people, shaggy-haired, shaggy mustached and shaggy-sexed, 
        gathering in the shadow of the Tudor architecture drooling over a new race car from Italy. 
        It apparently had been bought by one of the shaggy group ho kept insisting, “I tell you, I 
        wigged out is all! And I made no deals. But me and the Bossman here, Meridon--he got me 
        the grass, he's made a connection so's I get the Big H--anyway, I'm to go back on the Rod 
        here and he'll stake me to some runs.”

      Christie recognized the voice as belonging to one of the hippie pair involved in the 
        murder of the girl's parents. She hurried on. Some half-remembered remark of Marc's 
        threaded its way into her thoughts. Some suggestion that the hippie pair's time was nearly 
        up at Lucifer Cove. Was he trying to get rid of them with this expensive bribe? Another 
        mystery. Unless, of course, Marc was afraid of these young toughs and chose to bribe them 
        as a way of getting rid of them. Some of the kids, she thought, could easily break Marc 
        Meridon in two. It would only be natural that he felt a certain cowardice about dealing 
        with them.

      Curious, though, that in spite of the evidence, she couldn't convince herself Marc really 
        was afraid of those young toughs. Or of anyone else at Lucifer Cove.

      When she passed Caro Teague who was talking to the sexy chambermaid, Lili, she heard her 
        name called and stopped, hoping there would be no fresh delays. Marc Meridon and the 
        mystery surrounding him threatened to take over all her thoughts, even her desires. It was 
        time -more than time--she was getting out of here. Without knowing precisely why, she had 
        a strong sense of disaster in any relationship with Marc, no matter what his personal 
        appeal might be. Certainly it would never bring her closer to the children.

      “Mrs Deeth,” Caro said pleasantly, "a couple asked to see you. They are out looking for 
        you new. I believe the man is, at any rate. May I have Kinkajou? Miss Janos has been 
        carrying on about his being kidnapped?

      The little cat, looking cross, gave a loud, toothy squeal but allowed himself to be put in 
        Caro's hands while Christie, anxious to avoid delay, nodded, said “Later, thanks,” and 
        went on up to her suite. She threw her jacket over her shoulders, called down for a 
        bellman and carefully avoiding the mirror and television set, left the suite. In front of 
        Irena Byaglu's doer she stopped, uneasily.

      Not surprisingly, the room was to be occupied. The chambermaid, opening the door almost in 
        Christie's face, grinned at her, and put a finger up to her voluptuous lips.

      “Awful; isn't it? We've got a new client._Poor woman has no idea what happened here. Don't 
        tell. Might make her feel creepy. Somebody says her boyfriend's in a suite beyond the 
        pool. May be here only one night but we're supposed to try and make things nice to 
        encourage a longer stay.”

      Christie reached into her handbag as she promised, “I won't betray the secret of that 
        room, you may take my word for it. I wish I hadn't known myself. I've got to be in the Bay 
        Area tonight, so I'll say good bye.” She put a bill in the girl's hand and was on her way. 
        When she settled her account with Caro Teague, the girl seemed upset. "I wish you wouldnt 
        I really do. You see, Mr. Meridon isn't here right now and I know he would like to talk to 
        you. He took a special interest in

      your presence here."

      “I'm so sorry. He's been charming but I really do have business up north. I only intended 
        to stay a couple of days. She went on with her best smile, ”Don't think it hasn't been 
        delightful. Very interesting and exciting? She reached across the desk and shook hands 
        with Caro who was still distressed but kept the pleasant friendliness that was so much a 
        part of her.

      “Well then, do tell us how we can reach you and we'll send you new brochures from time to 
        time. That sort of thing. We often have changes. And repeat customers. You are sure to 
        find attractions that will appeal to you.”

      Christie wondered how she meant that but didn't stop to find out. Caro Teague called after 
        her, “What about the gentleman who asked to see you?”

      Not Gene again! Had his blue-haired dowager failed him?

      “I'm afraid I haven't time to see the gentleman now. Maybe next time I'm at the Cove. If 
        he makes trouble, you might tell him to be a little nicer to his friend, Miss Schallert.”

      “Oh, but he's not interested in...” Caro began.

      Christie didn't hear the rest. In order to avoid the erotic atmosphere of the great 
        sea-colored room with its pool and gold couch, she went out the front way and around 
        through the passage to the parking lot; Her car looked safe and untouched in its breezeway 
        behind the sprawling buildings of the spa. The engine took a minute or two to kick over, 
        added assurance that the car hadn't been touched during her stay. Somehow, she had 
        wondered if she would find “engine trouble” or an empty gas tank or some other obstacle to 
        her departure. She had not forgotten the difficulty others seemed to find when they tried 
        to leave Lucifer Cove.

      Driving out into one of the westerly roads, Christie tried to concentrate on the complex 
        maze of streets by which Marc had directed her to the spa. Her idea of directions was 
        pretty vague but she figured that the direction of the sun, which was thinly veiled now in 
        warm smaze, would lead her to the pass between the sentinel cliffs that hid the coast 
        highway.

      Following the general direction of the sun, she was a trifle unnerved by the way little 
        mounds and miniature hills, often peppered with ugly yellow smoke spirals, managed to mask 
        the correct road west. Several times she was sure she had found the correct road but like 
        a clever game for children the maze was not as simple as it looked. She came abruptly to a 
        road cutting across the valley toward the hot springs. It also out off what had seemed the 
        most likely exit to the Coast Highway. She tried the opposite direction from the hot 
        springs but this brought her into the southwestern Coast Range, climbing higher with a 
        suddenness that began to be more frightening than annoying.

      Was it possible all those people were right? All those unfortunates who wound up on cliff 
        paths or cracking their heads on the pool's tile bottom?

      She got nearly as far as an outside pool and sun terrace on the hillside before she gave 
        up another road that she supposed led out to the highway. The gang that had been examining 
        the Italian race car were drinking on the terrace when Christie gave a couple of blasts on 
        the horn and leaned out of the car giving the gang her best smile.

      “Hi! Have you any idea how. I can get out of this maze of roads?”

      One of the less formidable boys came back a few steps. “Sure thing, Beautiful. We just 
        watched Meeker bust out to Highway One. You take the last to the left. Just ignore that 
        hill in the way. Make like it doesn't exist. Know what I mean? The road ploughs through 
        the north spur.” As she backed up and drove down according to directions, she almost 
        revised her opinion of the hippie group. But whether they were right about the road or 
        not, she didn't find out.

      At the foot of the hill a Chrysler had come to an abrupt halt in the sulphurous-yellow 
        ditch lining the road. A man was at the wheel. He was huddled in his

      seat either in pain or unconscious.

      Christie stopped her car close by, got out and went across the road. The nearer she came 
        to the Chrysler, the more uneasy she became. The car window on the driver's seat was open 
        and she looked in. The man was unconscious but there seemed to be not a sign of an injury. 
        She touched him and tried to turn his head gently knowing even before she saw his profile 
        that he was Gene Standish. How often she had ruffled up that tawny hair on the nape of his 
        neck and blown sensuously on his throat above where the little scar was!

      He was not dead as she had thought at first with a painful little lurch of her heart but 
        his face was twisted into a grisly mask of pain.

      “Gene! What is it? Have you had an accident? Can you hear me?”

      He groaned, writhed under her investigative hand, “Heart, I think...awful pain... like my 
        chest...exploded...”

      She could not leave the Cove now. Not until she was sure Gene was in good hands. She 
        looked around helplessly, hoping for a miracle, some other human being to help her. There 
        was no one.
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      It was unthinkable to leave the suffering man here alone while she went for help, whether 
        she wasted time trying to find the road out to the Coast Highway or drove back into the 
        center of the Cove's business section and asked Caro Teague to phone for whatever 
        lifesaving apparatus was needed.

      Christie shifted Gene out from under the wheel and along the seat trying not to jar him 
        but his faint, groaning protests and his growing breathlessness told her the pain must be 
        excruciating. She gritted her teeth trying not to let herself hear these pitiful sounds as 
        she settled him against the other door. Then she ran across the road to her car, closed 
        and locked it, and taking the keys, returned to Gene. She got in behind the wheel, trying 
        to hold Gene in his slumped position by one hand, and drove his rented car back in-an 
        easterly direction toward the black and white Tudor buildings and the spa.

      Although she was very much concerned over Gene's condition, she found as she drove along, 
        keeping a weather-eye out for him, that her real worry was over a fellow human being not 
        the lover for whose supposed attraction she had surrendered her whole family and way , of 
        life. She cared, though. She would have liked nothing l better than to know Gene was safe 
        and well and off somewhere far from her making Edna Schallert reasonably happy.

      Christie found her way back to the spa with very little trouble. It seemed far easier to 
        get there than-to get away. Possibly because the smazy atmosphere proved less dense when 
        she drove in an easterly direction than the almost impenetrable smog when she drove west. 
        She still couldn't figure out why this was so. The low, rolling hills, the weather beaten, 
        twisted brushwood and the sulphurous yellow holes could hardly mask the Sentinel Rock that 
        marked the highway. Yet all of these things did so. It was like a conjuror's trick.

      She pulled up before the spa's front entrance and ignoring clients who appeared from 
        everywhere to peer in at Gene and ask “`What's with him?” or “Is he drunk?” She got out, 
        hurried around the car and after a glance at Gene who did not seem to be conscious, she 
        ran into the spa.

      Caro Teague was away from the desk for a coffee break and Ricardo Shahnaz was perched on 
        the edge of the desk, his shirt open to his navel which he seemed to be scratching as he 
        passed the time of day with a very y thin young woman in black leotards and a black and 
        white belted blouse. Nadine Janos might not be pretty but her extraordinary ability to 
        dress up exotically would steal the scene against any practiced beauty.

      To Christie's surprise it was Nadine, not Shahnaz who came quickly to attention at sight 
        of her face and made the short, sensible query, “What's wrong?”

      “I think Mr. Standish has had a heart attack. Can I get someone right away? He is out in 
        the car.”

      “Call Dr. Haupt from the hot springs!” Nadine said briskly to Ricardo. “Tell him to bring 
        men and equipment. Probably heart attack.”

      Exceedingly curious, Ricardo stopped scratching, turned back to the switchboard and stuck 
        a jack in, making his call. Almost before Nadine and Christie reached the car and Nadine 
        scattered the babbling bystanders, the men and their hospital equipment made their 
        appearance.

      Christie was dismissed at once as a man with a black beard diagnosed Gene as a cardiac 
        case. The victim was surrounded and bundled away without having regained consciousness.

      “You made commendable speed, Fraulein.” The bearded man congratulated Christie, his hard, 
        narrow, rather frightening pale eyes looking her over in a way that made her shiver. Like 
        Marc, his glance held in it a definite erotic quality so that her shiver was not 
        altogether from repulsion. “I am Dr. Erich Haupt. We will see to your friend from here on.”

      “He isn't precisely my friend. You see, he really belongs to--that is-her name is 
        Schallert.”

      Dr. Haupt's strong, fleshy lips curled slightly. “I understand., There is another woman. 
        We will send for her.”

      “Meanwhile, could you tell me how bad he is. Will he pull through?”

      “Impossible to say until we have worked upon the patient. We will know better after the 
        attack. He is still in is great pain, you understand. But if you will call the hot 
        springs...” He looked her over, “and ask for me late this afternoon, after five, we may 
        have news.”

      She thanked him and watched him stride up the street toward the hot springs in the wake of 
        the neat little black and white ambulance whose European klaxon could still be heard as it 
        was swallowed up in the warm, sulphurous atmosphere. Beside her, Nadine said briskly, 
        "Don't give it a thought. Haupt is extremely good at his job in spite of that 
        Mephistophelian makeup he sports?

      Christie smiled, finding optimism in Nadine's breezy self-assurance. “He does look like 
        something out of Faust. What was he before he came here? Hitler's bodyguard?” The question 
        was ironic but Nadine reminded her of something she had not considered.

      “Hardly! The man is under fifty.”

      There was always something about Nadine Janos that made Christie feel creepy. In spite of 
        the efficient way she had handled things today or perhaps because of this efficiency, 
        Christie liked her no better.

      “I'm afraid he doesn't interest me, whatever his age. What does interest me is how good a 
        doctor he is. Mr. Standish is-was once a close friend of mine.”

      She left Nadine in the street and went back into the spa. Caro and Ricardo were in the 
        reception room. Ricardo was behind Caro giving her lascivious little pats and caresses 
        while she riffled through pink admission cards with an anxious frown.

      To Christie's amusement, she said suddenly and impatiently, without looking behind her, 
        “Don't, Rick! You distract me.”

      “I intend to.”

      “I mean it, Rick. I've got to take care of those two new arrivals. Go away somewhere and 
        play with your lovers.”

      “Well, now! That was hitting below the be!t.”

      “That's where your boyfriends are interested geographically, isn't it?”

      That shook Christie. She didn't want to listen to any more of this talk. At the same time 
        she had to decide how she was going to spend the rest of the afternoon and evening. She 
        took a step or two back, cleared her throat in an obvious way and saw to it that her 
        footsteps were heard by the two in the dainty reception office. Caro looked up, relieved, 
        at Christie in the doorway.

      “Oh, you've come back! I'm so glad! Mr. Meridon will be, too. Will you be staying tonight 
        to...” She hesitated briefly but long enough so that Ricardo's nasty little snicker was 
        heard in the pause. “You will be waiting to see how poor Mr. Standish comes out of it.”

      “Poor old boy,” murmured Ricardo, to be cut off by Caro's impatient, “Rick.. do be quiet. 
        Go somewhere. Mrs. Deeth, how is your friend? Will he be all right, do you think?”

      Christie shrugged and rested tiredly with her elbows on the reception desk. “I hoped to 
        see my children tonight. I knew there might be difficulty. Alan's sister never was very 
        fond of me but at least I'd have been closer than I am now.”

      Caro slapped the pink cards together, waited until Ricardo had left them, and then showed 
        Christie the uppermost card.

      “You mentioned the name ?eAlan'. Do you know more than one Alan? An Alan Paley, for 
        instance?” She watched as Christie stared at the card.

      “The only Alan I know is my husband. Alan Deeth. This looks like his signature. But-Paleyl 
        I don't understand.”

      Caro said sympathetically, “And the name Paley? Does that mean anything to you?”

      Belatedly, the connection hit-Christie. “Alan's secre-tary! Lately, she has been helping 
        out at home with my--with the children? Seeing the pity in Caro's eyes and trying to 
        forestall any embarrassing speculation, she added quickly, with a big smile, ”Nora Paley 
        is an extremely nice person."

      “I thought so too, when she signed our card register.”

      "Then she and my husband are at the Cove? I can't believe it! They're not that sort, at 
        all. I mean-neither Alan nor Miss Paley would dream of doing anything in the least daring?

      Caro explained away this apparent drift from conventional morality in her sincere way that 
        Christie found as likable as it was unusual. “Oh, but they insisted their rooms for the 
        night must be separated. They didn't want any gossip. Of course, it was wrong of your 
        husband to use another name but that will be just between Mr. Meridon and the office here.”

      “I simply can't understand what they are doing at Lucifer Cove!”

      “Don't you remember, Mrs. Deeth? I tried to tell you this morning and then again when you 
        were leaving...the gentleman who wanted to see you?”

      Christie slapped the desk, angry at her own stupidity. “Yes, but I thought it was Gene 
        Standish who wanted to get back into what he was sure to call ”my good graces? I had no 
        idea it was my husband. Or Miss Paley. Where are they now?"

      “Out walking, I think. Probably to the hot springs.”

      Oh, no! Christie thought in a panic...not those two innocents in this vile place! It was 
        the first time since her arrival that she had faced the ultimate and deadly truth about 
        Lucifer Cove.

      Caro suggested, “Do you think you might like your old suite back? Miss Paley's room is 
        next door.”

      “You mean you've given her that place where Irena Byaglu killed herself? But you can't! 
        The atmosphere would be dreadful. I mean...”

      Caro looked at her curiously. "But do you believe in such things? I've known of several 
        tragedies here but I never personally felt vibrations or psychic phenomena?

      "Your friend Shahnaz does! At any rate, he is terrified of something?

      Caro glanced at the direction her ex-dancing partner had taken. She was forced to agree. 
        “Rick does react oddly. He also imagines he is being spied on. He used to complain 
        constantly about my TV set until I got rid of it. And thats pretty far out!”

      “Does he have any trouble with mirrors?” Christie thought the really unusual thing about 
        this girl's calm, frank discussion of such matters was that none of the mysterious 
        phenomena had ever happened to Caro Teague. Why was she exempt? Was there about this girl 
        a genuine innocence, like that of Nora Paley, that Christie herself had felt from the 
        first?

      I'm beginning to think like a -damned mystic! Christie decided. Next, I'll be getting 
        Religion! just as long as I don't fall in with Nadine's devil worship!

      Caro smiled. “To tell the truth, I'm not very imaginative. I guess that's why Rick and 
        other people have these reactions to mirrors and all that. They sense vibrations or 
        something.” She went on with an apologetic little shrug, “I'm afraid talented, sensitive 
        people are apt to get bored with me after a while. But like I say, somebody's got to be 
        the Private. we can't all be Generals.”

      Christie left her, saying as she did so, “All the same, I'm sure if Lucifer Cove held a 
        popularity contest, Miss Carolyn Teague would win hands down.”

      The girl flushed becomingly, thanked her in a rather shy voice and went back to her work 
        with the pink registration cards.

      Christie walked rapidly toward the mineral hot springs, hoping no one at the baths had 
        introduced either Alan or Miss Paley to some of the more shocking excesses committed 
        behind those walls. She was greatly relieved to catch sight of the pair up near the end of 
        the main street. They were admiring a display in the charming little window of an 
        anacronistic Regency shop.

      When Christie reached them, the display itself and the snatches of conversation she 
        overheard were enough to make her painfully aware of her own shortcomings and jealous of 
        their unselfishness. Displayed in the window were various items sure to please a boy of 
        Toby's age and even a young lady as old as Diane.

      “But I thought the day of the electric train had gone,” Alan was saying. His tawny hair, 
        only faintly graying, caught the afternoon sun and reminded Christie of her girlhood crush 
        on him. She never dreamed then that the only reason he hadn't “tried to get fresh” was 
        because sex held very little interest for him. He had a reputation in high school as a 
        real square but managed to live it down by playing a fair second string quarterback on the 
        football team. In college his “virtue” had been much sneered at but he showed no 
        homosexual impulses and he lived down the “Mr. Virtue” tag by eloping with Christie during 
        their sophomore year. He never again did anything quite as romantic and it was later 
        guessed by mutual acquaintances that his elopement had been more in the light of a merger 
        of two important Bay Area families.

      Miss Paley, pale, slender, near-sighted and always just a bit like a governess on holiday, 
        seemed genuinely enthused over the train sets. “I'm sure if we--if you got the various 
        pieces, you'd find Diane down on her hands and knees, playing with it as much as Tobias.”

      “In fact, I myself have always wanted one. I may take it away from both of them,” Alan 
        chuckled. Christie had forgotten the pleasant sound of that laugh. He had spent so much 
        time scolding and going into moody sulks over what he called her “exuberance” that he had 
        done very little laughing in her presence during the last five years of their marriage.

      “But seriously, dear...” said Miss Paley.

      Christie pricked up her ears like Kinkajou on the scent. It was a mild endearment but 
        certainly not the sort of thing a secretary of Miss Paley's old-fashioned calibre ever 
        said to her employer, even if they were traveling together.

      “Say the word, Noree, and we'll get it,” Alan promised, patting Miss Paley's gray·gloved 
        hand, and they went into the shop.

      Noree? 
      
      
        Christie herself had been Christine during their entire marriage. Her heart raced with the 
        uncertainty of her position as she entered after them, starting nervously at the bell that 
        rang as the door opened and closed. Would they ignore or snub her, or make her feel like 
        crawling into one of those sulphur holes? But surely, they had come to Lucifer Cove to see 
        her! They wouldn't insult her now. Caro said they were asking for her.

      But still she found it took considerable courage to walk in on them as if this were the 
        most friendly and commonplace encounter. The ancient, witchlike woman who seemed to be the 
        shop-owner was bent over the counter pointing out various items of railroad stock. Facing 
        the pure Miss Paley, Christie felt like the New Testament's Woman Taken in Adultery. At 
        the same time Christie was aware of a burning, if unjustified, resentment of Nora and Alan 
        for talking about presents to her own children without consulting her. It was all a 
        hopeless jumble and she told herself (without much consolation) that she had only herself 
        to blame. Surely, she should have seen through Gene Standish Or was it her own body and 
        not Gene at all that betrayed her, and indirectly, her children?

      She started to speak, found her mouth dry and her voice gone. Before she could recover at 
        least some of her poise, the old witch-woman demanded in a voice like a growl if she could 
        help her in any way. Clearly, the voice demonstrated that she thought Christie was in here 
        by mistake. Miss Paley, however, saw Christie's reflection in the showcase which was full 
        of miniature electric engines, freight cars, water towers, tracks, and endless imitation 
        elm trees. Miss Paley turned at once with a smile and her hand outstretched.

      “I guess they told you we'd barged in on you, Mrs. Deeth. I hope you don't mind.”

      “No. Of course not.” Christie shook her hand, trying hard to copy some of the woman's 
        enthusiasm. It wasn't easy but she managed. As Alan swung around at hearing her name, she 
        was relieved at his obvious effort at friendliness. That he was nervous, she couldn't 
        doubt--more nervous than he had been at the divorce hearings and the custody sessions. She 
        knew so well all his reactions and this was his 
        “I've-got-a-tough-confrontation-but-will-make-the-best-of-it” look.

      “Christine! Good to see you, my...” He was terribly self-conscious. She knew he had been 
        about to say 
      
      
        my dear
      
      
        . “We have a lot to talk out between us, especially now.” They shook hands all around and 
        he started out of the shop in spite of the Old Witch's throat-clearings and raspings. Nora 
        looked as if she would follow him.

      Christie glanced back at the train sets. “I really think Toby would love some of these. We 
        could talk later.”

      With a guilty hesitancy Nora touched Alan's tweed coat sleeve, “Couldn't we get them now 
        and take them with us? Otherwise, we might not have time, or think of it again, before we 
        leave.”

      Alan agreed and Christie stood by, watching them as they chose the various bits and 
        pieces, discussing each, arguing the importance of passenger versus freight cars, 
        beginning to relax into a familiar relationship that confirmed Christie's suspicions.

      “Look, Alan! Isn't this adorable! You can just imagine the people sitting at the tables in 
        the diner.”

      “Perfect, dear. But how about a whole freight train. See, honey? The cold storage, and the 
        flat car. Christie, I ask you. With passenger service on the way out and freight going 
        bigger than ever, don't you think Toby would get more of a kick out of a freight train?” 
        He must have read something of her anguish through the tight muscular control she exerted 
        over her expression because while she was remarking with almost hysterical enthusiasm that 
        both were equally nice, he touched her quietly and turning to Nora, said, “I think she 
        knows what we came to tell her. We had better wind this up and go somewhere to talk. And 
        to explain.”

      Christie hated the quick, warm sympathy in Nora's eyes. “It was thoughtless of us to spend 
        so much time here. But Alan, do let's take the passenger cars.”

      Christie cleared her throat and was surprised at the cold clarity of her own voice. “Maybe 
        you'd take a couple of cars, or buildings or something, up to the children from me...as 
        long as you're getting the sets.”

      The agreement to this was almost too hasty. Obviously, they had expected her to make 
        trouble. In the end they got two sets, one passenger and one freight and left the shop 
        with the feeling that the first difficult steps had been taken in their embarrassing 
        meeting. “Nora is wonderful with the children,” Alan explained to Christie while Nora, 
        looking extremely self-conscious, stared down at her pearl-gray nail polish. They were 
        walking along the main street toward the spa. Christie was relieved that at least these 
        two babes in the woods hadn't gotten as far as the hot springs where someone ...Anyway," 
        she looked past Alan to the other obscenities.

      “I'm sure the children love her,” Christie agreed. “You know, Alan, Miss Paley was 
        terribly nice to me when I...anyway,” she looked past Alan to the other woman, “I can 
        never thank you enough.” She figured this was as good, or bad a time, as any, "I won't 
        interfere. I know, or suspect, what you two came to see me about. And I think it's 
        wonderful for you, as well as for the children. But...when can I see Diane and Toby? 
        Couldn't we arrange something? Regular visits. Or--or whatever

      you think best."

      He stiffened but before he could speak, Nora cut in warmly, “Oh, Alan! Please. Couldn't we 
        all be friends? Only yesterday Diane was having that new hostess set shortened and the 
        alterations lady thought I was her mother. Naturally, I started to say something but Diane 
        heat me to it. You'd have been proud of her, Mrs. Deeth. She said I was a wonderful person 
        but that her mother was very special.”

      Christie's throat tightened and she thought for a ghastly few seconds that she was going 
        to cry. It was Alan, in his matter-of-fact way, who erased unwanted emotions. “I don't see 
        any reason why we can't all be civilized adults, especially now that Nora and I are 
        planning to marry as soon as the divorce is final.”

      “Two months and five days,” Christie said without expression. But it was not as painful as 
        she had expected it to be. And she would gladly trade Alan his divorce in return for 
        visiting rights and perhaps vacation time with the children. And surely, it was worth 
        almost anything to hear Diane's remark about her. It had been especially good of Nora to 
        remember and quote it.

      By the time they reached the spa and arranged to meet for dinner, they were all in better 
        spirits. Alan went off past the pool toward his room while Nora and Christie started up 
        the stairs. A few sounds echoing out of the sea·green room made Christie stop abruptly and 
        look down over the landing banister.

      A trifle uneasy, Nora asked, “Is something wrong? What is it, Mrs. Deeth?”

      A man had come out of the shadows by the gold couch and was talking to Alan. A little 
        flicker of blue-green - light from the pool's reflection passed across their faces and 
        Christie saw, as she had suspected, that Marc had returned, and just at the wrong time. 
        What was he saying to Alan? The latter looked impressed, nodding agreement. Christie was 
        apprehensive and not precisely sure why she should be. But what could Marc possibly have 
        in common with her ex-husband?

      “Who is that?” Nora asked in a breathless voice, close behind Christie.

      “Marc Meridon. He runs this place.” When there was no reaction, Christie turned to her. 
        “Why? Do you know him?”

      “He's a terribly attractive young man, ,Not the sort you'd soon forget. I have a 
        feeling...I must ask Alan but he looks exactly like a boy-hardly older, I think that we 
        saw last night at dinner. We hadn't made up our minds whether it would be right to be 
        engaged when Alan's final decree isn't in yet. Anyway, we were down at the wharf having 
        dinner, and some people were waiting for tables. I'd swear your Mr. Meridon was one of 
        them.”

      “Was he with anyone?”
      
      
         Not that its any of my business! Surely, I can't be jealous!

      “I didn't notice. At any rate, we decided along about then to brave it out, get engaged, 
        and come down and ask you if...well, let you know the plan before you heard it from some 
        source that might upset you.”

      Dying of curiosity, Christie asked, “What happened to the young man waiting for a table?”

      Nora looked suddenly surprised, “I don't think we saw. You see, we were too busy...well, 
        getting engaged. Making plans. I didn't even think about the man until this minute. It 
        really had nothing to do with us. It just seemed a sort of coincidence, seeing him here. 
        Or someone like him.”

      Very likely it was Marc. Up to some of his thought-wave tricks. Maybe he sent out 
        micro-waves that made people yield to all their baser, or more pleasureable, instincts. 
        Selfishness in human beings! Could that be the note Marc played on`? Sharply, she made 
        herself draw a blank on further speculation in that area. But as she and Nora stopped in 
        front of the room that had belonged to Irena Byaglu, pictures kept flashing on that mental 
        curtain she had drawn: Irena, who was terrified of Marc, and whose body hung from that 
        beam in the middle of the room; others at the Cove “whose time had run out”, or was about 
        to run out.

      And Gene Standish...what had Marc said about him? “He won't bother you much longer,” or 
        was it, “His time is up?” Who else was Marc besides a very young man who had been very 
        young ten years ago?

      "I won't believe it! I don't believe in the supernatural?

      “I beg pardon?” Nora asked in a startled way.

      “Sorry. Nothing. Are you comfortable in there, Nora?”

      “Very. It's a charming room with a kind of lived-in feeling. A nice, old-fashioned brass 
        bed, beamed ceilings, even a chaise longue.” She started to go inside, stopped and added, 
        “I just wanted you to know, Mrs. Deeth...”

      “Christie.”

      "Yes, of course. Christine. I wanted you to know that as far as Alan and I are concerned, 
        he is still your husband for the next two months. We--that is, he never would come into my 
        room alone for...Well, you know what I mean...until your divorce is final and we are 
        married?

      Christie was torn between the desire to laugh and to weep at this naive explanation which 
        Nora believed so necessary. She managed to assure her gently, “I?e know. I never believed 
        anything else. I'll see you later.”

      When she was safely inside her own sitting room and had more or less absently locked the 
        door, she looked around at the television set which was comfortably blind and then at the 
        mantel mirror. It reflected only her own, big·eyed, haunted face, looking thinner than 
        usual with a slight resemblance to the tense, suffering expression she had seen on Irena 
        Byaglu's face. She saw also, in the mirror, the locked door and laughed with a note of 
        hysteria, at the idea of locking out the real danger in this place.

      “Anyway, I almost made it out of the valley today. If poor Gene hadn't collapsed,...”

      It was not quite true and she had finally admitted it to herself minutes before but the 
        alternatives were so horrifying and so unbelievable that she had to give herself that 
        silly, lying excuse to preserve her sanity. She was reminded of Gene's suffering, for 
        which, she suspected, she was partly responsible. He had been troublesome to her and Marc 
        knew it. She roused herself, shivering, and

      went to the phone.

      “I'd like to speak to Dr. Erich Haupt at the mineral hot springs?”

      After several intermediaries, she heard the doctor's remembered accent. "Standish? 
        Standish...I can give you no information at the moment. No change. Perhaps you would wish 
        to check again this evening. Between eight and nine. Ask for Mrs. Ferguson or Miss Manfred?

      “But how serious is it? He had no coronary history that I know of. Can you suggest any 
        possible cause? Anything that would explain this as a normal attack?”

      “I'm afraid I do not understand. A coronary is always possible to a man of sedentary 
        pursuits. Let us not anticipate.”

      There was more double talk which Christie cut off by a brief thanks. She hung up with a 
        bad tension headache. She was depressed by the apparent seriousness of Gene's condition 
        but found herself much more shocked by her suspicion that Gene's and Irena's and other 
        tragedies were somehow the work of one power, and this one power was so great, so varied, 
        that Christie herself had found it captivating. In her bedroom she lay down as she was, 
        only kicking off her shoes, and stared at the delicate white ceiling with its dainty 
        friezes, wondering if she could get Alan and Nora and herself out of the valley tonight, 
        tomorrow morning at the latest, without the knowledge of Marc Meridon.

      As sunset cast the world of the Cove in eerie, burning light and bold shadows, Christie 
        slept for a few minutes lulled by the warm, soporific atmosphere in the suite.

      When she awoke shortly after, she found herself much more optimistic. Her headache was 
        gone and she lay hugging her forearms, aware of the sensuous aura that remained after a 
        brief dream in which she had relived the unforgotten moments with Marc on the gold couch 
        last night. It was a very hard thing to imagine that she would never see Marc again after 
        tonight. The suspicions of the afternoon seemed absurd and childish. When had Marc ever 
        threatened her, or hurt her, or even threatened anyone else? She recalled his quiet good 
        manners, his tenderness and his anxiety that she return his infatuation.

      Gradually, she realized a distant sound had awakened her. Someone was knocking timidly on 
        the sitting room door. Christie roused herself with an effort and hurried through the 
        suite, stretching slim, cramped arms several times and taking deep breaths from the bottom 
        of her lungs.

      Nora Paley was at the door, looking neat but quaint in a beaded cocktail suit of a style 
        popular some eight or ten years before, her pallid face totally devoid of makeup.

      “Mrs...that is, Christine, I promised we'd have you down early for cocktails. Mr, Meridon 
        mentioned a dear little place here in the hotel called the Chamber of Mirrors.”

      “The mirror room.” That conniving devil! What was he

      up to now? Undoubtedly nothing good.

      “That sounds right,” Nora agreed “The mirror room. Are you ready?”

      “I really don't think you'll like it. It's rather far out.”

      “But you see, Alan wants to.”

      Well then, that was that. Somehow, Christie decided, she could steer these babes in the 
        woods away from the worst excesses m that unforgotten room. “Give me ten minutes. Fifteen 
        at the most.”

      “Wonderful. We'll meet you downstairs in that pretty pink room near the office. Alan is 
        there now.”

      With Nora gone, Christie rushed to shower and managed in twenty-two minutes to be 
        reasonably vivacious and presentable as she started out of her suite. She stopped suddenly 
        and forced herself to give herself a quick onceover in the mantel mirror.

      No question about it. The only face looking out at her was her own. It showed a slight 
        strain and her eyes were wide and too bright, almost glittering. But, at least, she need 
        not share her reflection with the inhuman, haunting thing that she had inherited from 
        Irena Byaglu. She started out almost at a run, very conscious after sixteen years with 
        Alan that he grew moody and cold when kept waiting. On the staircase she slowed her steps. 
        The one pleasant result of her adulterous behavior was that she need no longer jump to 
        oblige Alan and his moods. There was a comfortable buzz of conversation in the little pink 
        and gold salon. With surprisingly innocent optimism considering her knowledge of the 
        place, Christie strolled into the room whose pink glow flattered all the best features of 
        Nora Paley, Alan Deeth and Marc Meridon. They all seemed glad to see her. But Christie 
        saw, with mingled anger and consternation, that Alan and Nora were already halfway through 
        cocktails which had the thick golden look of the mirror room's “Specials.”

      “Good evening, Mrs. Deeth,” Marc said politely. “Your cocktail?” He had the nerve to offer 
        her the drink with a charming smile.

      While Nora was pointing out to Alan an all-pink blob of modern art resembling a closeup of 
        a human lung, Christie whispered furiously, "Why? Why these people? Don't imagine you can 
        buy them with your cheap aphrodisiacs and your gilt and glitter?

      “Not cheap, whatever else they may be,” he said ruefully. “And I'm not trying to buy them.”

      “Don't be ridiculous! I'm not as blind as I was the day I met you on that highway. Why 
        else would you do it but to win them?”

      “To win you.” It was quietly, flatly, said and gave her the now-familiar sense of weakness 
        that she recognized as his most dangerous weapon against her. It demonstrated his erotic 
        power over her senses.

      With an enormous effort she stiffened her defenses against his attraction and said louder 
        than she had intended, “You never will!” Her quick, nervous gesture, waving away the drink 
        he offered her, caught his wrist and the glass slipped and fell against a low, pink and 
        gold cocktail table. The sound of splintering glass attracted Alan and Nora who looked at 
        them, startled.

      “Clumsy of me. Sorry,” Marc murmured as he stooped to pick up several ragged pieces of 
        glass.

      Unable to avoid Marc's face any longer, Christie caught a glimpse of it when he stood up 
        and turned to drop the glass into an ash tray. Christie's determination . to resist all 
        his blandishments was shaken by the surprising fact that he was upset. His normal pallor 
        enhanced the appealing fact that he was sensitive to her anger. It was a weapon whose 
        value she did not appreciate until later.

      Meanwhile, it became increasingly clear to Christie, five minutes after they reached the 
        mirror room, that neither Nora nor Alan had a head for the golden liquor served at Lucifer 
        Cove. Nora was behaving in an uninhibited way, tossing her head around, her neat brown bun 
        of hair all unpinned, and flirting rather attractively with Sean O'Flannery, while Alan 
        was being given Blonde Bombshell Ivy Fortman's full treatment.

      Christie, sticking to champagne, was intensely aware that Marc's somber, dark eyes had 
        never left her since the group entered the mirror room and it was impossible to look in 
        any direction without seeing Marc and herself duplicated in one of those endless mirrors. 
        Nervously, she moved away to set her empty glass down and found O'Flannery beside her, 
        picking up a glass of champagne.

      “Let's get your little friend off the Special and onto respectable, head-busting 
        champagne.”

      She had been thinking the same thing, but, foolishly, hadn't seen the simple way to help. 
        She nodded, glanced at Nora who had turned and was waving to Alan.

      “They're both nice people, O'Flannery. I'd like it if they could leave this place...if the 
        three of us could leave. Tonight.” She saw O'Flannery's uneasy start and the way he shot a 
        lock at the long mirror opposite. She didn't follow his glance. She knew he must be 
        anxious to see how near Marc might be. “Well?” she prompted him. “I parked my car west of 
        town but I could leave with them in their car...couldn't I?”

      O'Flannery shrugged. “They probably could. With you along I imagine it would be harder. 
        And you know why. He seems to need you. Something about you, I guess.” He laughed without 
        humor. “Maybe you're a good influence. Funny?”

      S

      he raised her head quickly at the ominous, thoughtful change in his voice, “What is funny?”

      “He's got something planned. He must have. He'd never let us talk like this alone.”

      Nora called to them happily, “Christine, Alan and I talked it over a little while ago. We 
        wanted to surprise you, but I can't keep a secret; so here goes. You've been so good about 
        it all. We wanted to thank you. Mr. Meridon told us how. Alan's going to have the children 
        come and spend some time with you here.”

    

  
    
      Unknown

    

    
      THIRTEEN

      Dazed, Christie wondered if she was going to faint.

      “Here, here!” muttered O'Flannery, shaking her arm.

      “Put a good face on it, Quick!”

      Thankful for the reminder and aware that Marc would be watching her, Christie put on a 
        big, artificial grin. She had an almost insurmountable desire to scream. Instead, when 
        Nora came to join her and take the champagne glass from O'Flannery, Christie said 
        brightly, “How nice! We'll talk about it tomorrow. Right now, I'm ...” She looked around, 
        still with the fixed smile, desperately searching for a quick change of subject. “I'm 
        really starved. I haven't eaten since breakfast. How about you, Nora?”

      “Nice going,” was O'Flannery's accolade as the two women passed him on the way to tear 
        Alan out of the coral-tipped claws of Ivy Fortman.

      Very few of the drinkers pursuing their varied objectives paid any attention to them as 
        they left the mirror room, a matter that Alan found incomprehensible.

      “Extraor...Ex...Odd group. Looked right through us. Drinks odd, too. Only had a couple, 
        but I believe-I believe I have a headache. Where is Meridon? I think I need an aspirin or 
        two. How about you, Nora?”

      “No!” Christie cried out before she thought. But it occurred to her that they might be 
        offered drugs like those in the silver pillbox she had received on her first night at the 
        spa. How strange that Marc had not let her take the drugs! There were moments when he 
        showed that streak of concern and gentleness that blurred her memory of all the evil of 
        which he might be capable. She looked back at Marc who was in the doorway talking to Ivy.

      Ivy Fortman! Was that little witch one of Marc's women? But Alan brought her back to the 
        present.

      "Christinel What ails you? You know I don't ap-approve of some drugs but aspirin isn't 
        quite the same thing?

      “It isn't that. I'm sorry. I was thinking of something else. I'll ask Caro Teague to get 
        you some.”

      Bewildered, Alan protested, “We've only to ask Meridon. He can send someone for them.”

      Christie was relieved of panic by Nora's quick intervention. “Heally, Dear, if Christine 
        doesn't want us to, I don't think we should bother Mr. Meridon.” Alan was frowning as they 
        moved away from the room but Nora pressed Christie's hand warmly and whispered, “I guessed 
        you'd had words there in the pretty pink salon. Don't mind. It will all blow over between 
        you and Mr. Meridon.”

      Christie rolled her eyes at this reading of the matter but had enough sense not to 
        straighten her out about Marc. While she sent them on to the dining salon, she stopped at 
        the reception desk and asked the muscular young man on duty if Carolyn Teague could be 
        reached. The young man didn't know and cared less. She was leaving the room when she 
        nearly walked into Marc. He looked at her in his quiet way and she became aware of the 
        most maddening guilt, as though she had betrayed him. She started to explain but was left 
        without words when he held out his hand to her, the lingers closed. "Your aspirin?

      She flicked her tongue over her diy lips. “I--I can't take it. I don't want them to have 
        the drugs I saw in that silver box.”

      He said, “Look at them. Examine them.”

      She let. him drop the small, familiar aspirin bottle into her palm. The screw-top cap came 
        off. Small white pills spilled out with the brand name crisscrossed on each pill. She 
        asked no questions. She knew she need not ask them. If he wished to, she knew, he could 
        have made the most deadly drug look like aspirin but she believed him. She said softly, 
        “Thank you.”

      When she would have passed him, he kept his arm out in a tentative way, “Are you still in 
        love with him?”

      She was so astonished she stammered, “W-who would I be in love with?” Didn't he know? 
        Didn't he read people's souls? It was ridiculous that he should have to ask or be so 
        unsure of his own powers that he had to rely on her free will to reassure him. Or was that 
        precisely the point? Could he only enjoy her love if it was freely given?

      “I don't know,” he answered her question. “Tell me.”

      ?e“No. I don't love Alan. I haven't loved him for a long time. Maybe never. I don't know.”

      There was a tinge of irony in his voice but it didn't quite hide his concern. “Pardon me 
        for not being specific. I had Mr. Standish in mind. You see·-he died about ten minutes 
        ago.”

      She leaned shakily against the wall and covered her eyes with one hand. “Oh, God!”

      “A singularly inappropriate remark, if I may say so.” He almost smiled but there was now a 
        bitter, harsh note in his amusement.

      She left him abruptly, hurrying along the hall to the dining salon. She had lost her 
        appetite but at the same time felt that only the company of normal people like Alan and 
        Nora would restore her sanity.

      As might be expected, Nora found the salon charming and its atmosphere a-tingle with 
        excitement. She could not identify the source of that excitement but only knew, as she 
        expressed it, she “felt very good all over.” Alan, though less willing to go on record, 
        agreed that the place “had a certain quiet elegance”. This was not the way Christie would 
        have described it but she was fast learning that Lucifer Cove possessed the very qualities 
        its clients looked for.

      Nora took the aspirin but Alan no longer needed them. He had been enthusiastically 
        discussing with Nora the talents of Marc Meridon.

      “Really?” asked Christie. “What talents in particular?”

      “The way he grasps the shipping business. And the data he has at his fingertips about the 
        Market...the Stock Market,” he explained carefully to Nora.

      Christie let him rattle on while they ordered dinner. She herself was so tense with the 
        constant awareness of the news about Gene, and what his fate portended for others. She had 
        no idea what she ordered or whether she ate at all. Several times, Nora began to mention 
        Christie's probable pleasure when and if Diane and Toby arrived at the Cove in the next 
        few days. Alan went along with her plans a bit less dreamily but with a decent amount of 
        pleasure. Each time the matter came up, Christie flinched.

      How simple it would be to tell them flatly that the idea of sending the children to 
        Lucifer Cove for a visit aroused in Christie nothing but sheer horror! Yet the simple 
        statement would lead to unthinkable revelations. Christie's most fervent wish now was to 
        get out of the Cove bringing Allan and Nora to comparative safety. Judging by Marc's 
        supernatural ability to be everywhere at once nobody could count on evading him entirely 
        but he had told her something old-fashioned and surprisingly true last night, something 
        about “free will”. People, it seemed, met a fate chosen by themselves. Even Gene, she 
        supposed, had chosen his death by his very excesses with women. In which case, Christie 
        thought Nora Paley would be harder for Marc to tempt, though he had already begun his work 
        on Alan with that insidious business about shipping and the stock market.

      Nora looked around curiously. “I don't see Mr. Meridon. I suppose he eats at a later 
        hour.” She glanced at Christie a bit shyly, as if she expected her to know all about 
        Marc's habits. Christie couldn't help wondering if Marc had given Nora an exaggerated idea 
        of their relationship. She was so angry she said in an abrupt way, “I wouldn't know. To 
        tell the truth, I've never seen him eat.”

      “Never seen him eat!” They both stared at her. She should have backtracked but 
        sarcastically remarked, “So far as I know, he lives on air.”

      Hoping against hope that Marc would not pop out of the woodwork as she spoke, she added 
        rapidly, “I simply must get back to San Francisco tonight. I'm afraid it would be useless 
        to have die children come down.” They were still staring, and she hurried through the 
        trumped A up explanation. “I've been having terrible headaches. I've got to get to the 
        Clinic first thing in the morning. You see, don't you?” It was a lame ending.

      They looked at each other. Alan agreed vaguely. “Well, if you-how long have you had these 
        headaches? Nora nudged him. ”Dear, we shouldn't try to diagnose these things ourselves. If 
        Christine thinks she must leave, couldn't we all drive up the coast together?"

      “Not tonight, surely? Good Lord! We've only just arrived.”

      “It's practically a matter of life and death.” She told her conscience this was the 
        strictest truth. At the same time she became more and more aware of Nora's quiet, 
        old-fashioned skill in handling Alan. It showed Christie how inadequate had been her own 
        relationship with him.

      Without ever letting him guess she was handling him Nora soon had him convinced the whole 
        hasty night departure was his own idea.

      When they had left the dining room a few minutes later, Christie managed a few words with 
        Nora, unheard by Alan. "Please don't let Mr. Meridon know we are leaving?

      Nora clearly suspected Christie was escaping from a romantic liaison. “Understood!” she 
        whispered and they separated outside the door of Christie's suite.

      When Christie entered the sitting room she was not in the least surprised to see in the 
        mantel mirror the beginnings of the image that gathered itself out of some unknown 
        dimension beyond the normal. Knowing those terrible eyes must be observing her, she 
        yawned, ignored the mantel entirely, and began to shrug out of the chiffon mini-dress, as 
        if she could hardly wait to get to bed and sleep. After that, she changed to tailored 
        green slacks and a wool topper and sneaked back through the darkened sitting room and out 
        to the hall.

      A party was in progress around the pool in the seagreen room downstairs and Nora, meeting 
        her a minute later, murmured at the drunken noise and laughter. But Christie pointed out 
        its advantage. “No one will notice us, I hope.”

      Nora whispered in a puzzled way, “You really are frightened. `Why is it so dangerous just 
        to leave?” Christie shook her head. They met Alan at the foot of the stairs and hurried 
        out through the half-dark of the ground floor hall. Alan and Nora concentrated simply on 
        reaching the street, but Christie kept peering into corners, down deserted halls, 
        imagining repeatedly that she saw Marc's slight, black-clad figure silently gazing at them 
        from the darkness. If only Marc were...What? Simply Marc. How she could have loved him!

      The three of them had far more luck than she expected. The reception office, while still 
        open, was signing in a blonde Superstar from Hollywood and points east, and since the 
        lady's vehement demands for complete incognito were heard clear out in the hall, someone 
        softly closed the door, giving Christie and the others a chance to pass them unseen. For 
        once she found herself grateful that the main street was so ill-lighted. Alan had 
        remembered coming through the breezeway passage from the parking lot, so they went into 
        the dark little passage now.

      They were all badly shaken when Nora stifled a nervous scream. “Something touched my leg. 
        Something alive and---and furry.”

      Another step and Christie recognized Kinkajou. “Go back,” she whispered, “Go where it's 
        warm. You musn't hang around here.”

      He didn't want to retreat and tagged along beside and in front of Christie, several times 
        almost tripping her. She finally had to be firm, stamping her foot and trying to scare him 
        away. He went reluctantly, looking over his shoulder in a repeated effort to keep her in 
        sight. Due to her delay with Kinkajou, she was the last to arrive at the car and before 
        she reached it she heard the awful, heart-stopping sound of a motor clanging and grinding 
        but not kicking over.

      Shaking so hard she had to grab and hold onto the open car door, she asked, “Something 
        wrong?”

      Alan kept on determinedly revving the motor. “Can't be. It was perfectly all right when we 
        came in.”

      “But we'll· be overheard? When Nora joined her pleas to Christie's, Alan finally gave up, 
        ”I'll just have to call the local garage."

      Nora glanced at Christie whose eyes and quick shake of the head warned her. Even so, it 
        took Nora's most persuasive efforts to cancel this idea. Christie, who had been thinking 
        of her own car parked out somewhere on the way to the Sentinel Rock and the coast highway, 
        was about to suggest walking the several miles to find it when she recognized the futility 
        of it. They would very likely never find it in the dark assuming it was still there and 
        hadn't been put out of working order.

      “Not another word from you two, please,” Alan announced. “I'm going to go and call a 
        garage. If nothing else, I'll rent a car. I'm beginning to lose patience with this place.”

      Christie almost laughed at this mild expression of what, to her, had all the feeling of a 
        death struggle for the souls of these two people plus her children and herself. She nudged 
        Nora, indicated the rear windows of the spa and shook her head. Nora seemed to understand 
        and leaned across the front seat, suggesting, “We passed a telephone booth today on the 
        way back from the toy shop. Better use that.”

      Alan agreed but couldn't help the querulous complaint, “You two are making a great deal of 
        mystery out of nothing. However...”

      Christie and Nora waited at the north corner of the parking lot while Alan was gone. They 
        had very little to say, but when Kinkajou came rubbing his fur against the women's ankles, 
        Nora shivered.

      “It's not that I don't like cats. I really do. But I can't help feeling this one is 
        different. I swear, if this one could speak, he would.”

      Christie peered down with difficulty at the little cat whose eyes gleamed like enormous 
        jewels in the darkness. There was a terrible moment when she was sure he actually meant to 
        speak to her. She reached for him just as Alan came stalking toward the lot. When he 
        passed under the last street light with its unflattering, eerie blue glow, he looked like 
        a man in a blazing rage holding his temper by an effort.

      “Damnable thing is out of order.”

      Christie, still watching Kinkajou, said in a brusque, unusually loud voice, “Never mind. 
        The sooner we start, the better. We'll have to walk up the trail and over into the next 
        valley. There will be farms there.”

      “Are you. insane? Hike over a mountain at this hour! And Nora in high heels?”

      This was the least of their problems. She picked up Kinkajou and put him into the arms of 
        the confused Nora and taking Alan's arm, walked to the rear of the lot where the 
        mountainside to the south was visible. She pointed to it and to the lighted white temple 
        where the devil worshipers cavorted. In a low voice she explained hurriedly, “I don't mean 
        for you really to go over the mountain. I want you to walk west toward the Sentinel Rock.”

      “What!”

      “You'll come across a public swimming pool and a club house. If my car isn't parked at the 
        foot of the little hill leading to the club house, then try and rent a car--a 
        motorcycle-anything-from the young people at the club house, and keep going westward. 
        Remember that. Keep west.”

      As the clouded, sulphurous air parted briefly to let the stars shine down, she saw his 
        concern and was grateful for it.

      “You keep saying 
      
      
        you
      
      
        . Aren't you going?”

      “Not---tonight.”

      “But why?” Then he thought he understood. His cynical disillusion returned, hurting her in 
        spite of every thing. “I think I understand. You want to stay here. It's this Meridon. 
        He's a devil of a fellow with the ladies. Anyone can see that.”

      There was no time for denials. "Never mind. I want you to promise me something?

      “What?” There was a world of suspicion there.

      “Promise that whether I ask you, or plead with you, you won't send Diane and Toby to this 
        place.”

      He was so sure he understood that his expression was

      a lash to her already lacerated spirit. “You may count on that. I've no intention of 
        sending the children down here to watch you carry on with your latest paramour.”

      "Never mind that. When I leave you now, start at once. Don't wait, no matter what I say 
        when we separate?

      He nodded. She pointed ostentatiously at various landmarks neither of them could make out 
        in the half-dark.

      Then she turned and joined Nora who had her hands full of the squirming Kinkajou.

      “That's settled. We'll go over the mountain trail. Wait here while I take this little 
        rascal back to whoever wants him. Then we'll get going.”

      Nora was still protesting in confusion when Christie left them with the little cat 
        settling comfortably in the crook of her arm. She did not dare to look around. She had an 
        almost overwhelming urge to run back and join them in their long walk out of this 
        luxurious hell. Instead, walking deliberately, taking as much time as she could without 
        seeming to drag her feet, she entered the spa again. Hearing footsteps, she stopped 
        nervously, half inclined to duck into the reception office to avoid an encounter. But it 
        proved to be Nadine Janos' tall, loose-limbed Irishman, O'Flannery.

      Suddenly, she saw a way out for herself as well as Nora and Alan, It was a marvelous 
        coincidence, O'Flannery's presence, She dropped Kinkajou inside the reception office, shut 
        the door and made a feline, clawed grab at the Irishman.

      “O'Flannery! just the man we need. I want to get my husband and Miss Paley but of here 
        tonight. At once. But youmust know the difficulties.”

      He seemed a bit drunk but understood her. “Can't see the problem. just send 'em off. 
        Nobody's in-interested in keeping those two here.”

      “No, no! You don't understand. We've tried. Alan's car wouldn't start. The telephones 
        won't work. And by the time they get to my car, that's sure to be hexed as well.”

      He leaned back against the wall, stared at her thoughtfully. “You said-the Ex and his 
        mate; didn't you? Now, you mention we. Can't have it both ways.”

      “What do you mean? What do you know?”

      He almost smiled but it was a lopsided little sad smile. "I know you've put down roots 
        here. You're tied to this

      place."

      “Don't say that! It's a lie! I have to leave. Or I'm lost. Can't you see?”

      “Och, ay. I can see. But you'll make your choice, I think. Go away? Keep trying and you 
        will. And your Ex , and his mate with you. But they'll have got a taste of this place by 
        that time. Best let 'em go tonight. Let 'em go out before they get the taint. His taint 
        has already entered your body. That happened when you let him make love to you, whenever 
        that was.”

      He was telling her nothing she hadn't known herself, in her heart. Humbled, she murmured, 
        “Can you take them to the coast highway-if I don't go?”

      O'Flannery looked around. She was sure he looked for Marc. “I will. Nadine's holding a 
        women's ooven tonight and won't need me. Where are they?”

      “Beyond the parking lot. Walking west.”

      “And you?” She saw the sympathy in   weary eyes. “I'm walking up the trail. Maybe I can 
        throw him off the track that way.”

      “Righto. When you get tired, you can use his cabin up there. The Schallert woman is over 
        at the hot springs spending the night. Sort of a wake for Standish as you might say. I'll 
        be off now.”

      “Thank you!” She stood on tiptoe and kissed his cheek. He seemed neither moved nor 
        surprised but gave her him crooked smile and left her.

      She took a long, deep breath and then opened the reception room door. “You can come out, 
        you tattletale cat!” But the Tattletale Cat seemed to have escaped without her help, and 
        by some unnatural means she preferred not to speculate about. The window was locked, the 
        venetian blinds closed, the room deserted. She gave up looking for a reasonable 
        explanation. Out on the street a few minutes later she could see that the lights on the 
        trail to the white temple were turned off, but the temple itself was illuminated faintly, 
        and the trail she had taken during the day, which led past Edna's borrowed cabin was 
        lighted, as nearly as she could see, to the top of the mountain. She sighed, figuratively 
        girded her loins, and started. Her main object was to lead Marc off the track taken by 
        O'Flannery with Nora and Alan. She would provide the diversion. Ironically enough, her 
        really overpowering fear was that Diane or Toby or both would fall into Marc's hands. When 
        they were grown, they could make their own choice. But not now. The horror of the fate of 
        the youths only little older than Diane, as well as people like Irena and Gene, was with 
        her always. And there was her own fate, if she didn't get out of Lucifer Cove very 
        shortly. But this terror she tucked away, refusing to consider it until the most 
        immediately pressing matters were settled.

      She had taken a few steps and was passing the dark area-way leading? to the parking lot in 
        the rear of the spa when she saw a familiar figure at the far end of the passage. In 
        another few seconds he could catch up with O'Flannery. So he had seen through the whole 
        plan to send him in the opposite direction!

      He stepped onto the pebbled lot and his figure began to fade into the hazy night. She 
        wondered how she could stop him. Physical violence, knocking him out with one of those 
        rocks in the passage was so ludicrous she found herself on the verge of hysterical 
        laughter. But there was one weapon left. Whatever his powers, Christie had already found 
        she possessed the ability to wound him by indifference or refusal or by arousing his 
        jealousy. The corollary was obvious. She might defeat him by keeping him occupied until 
        O'Flannery's car reached the coast highway.

      She called to him and then stood without moving, frozen by horror at the enormity of what 
        she intended. She had several long seconds to wait before she made out his figure 
        approaching her through the passage. He seemed to materialize in bits and pieces until he 
        was close enough so she could make out the sombre, questioning look in those dark eyes, so 
        much darker against the pallor of his flesh.

      Making love to him will be like copulating with death, she thought. “How cold his flesh 
        looks!” And then her memories of last night on the gold couch gave the lie to this and she 
        gathered enough courage to say, "Miss Janos was looking for her cat, and I found him. I 
        was going to take him up to the temple but he seems to have escaped.

      “A pity. You would enjoy the walk. It is a beautiful night.”

      If he thought this a beautiful night he clearly had a taste for sulphurous smog but as he 
        made a little gesture to the pristine white temple on the hill, she understood that he 
        might not be so far oft at that. The temple seemed to float just above the valley's haze.

      “I was about to drive across the valley,” he went on. “But it would be a pleasant walk, up 
        to the temple and back. Would you accept my company?” He held out his hand. In the hazy 
        night the prominent bones of his slender, tapering fingers were accentuated, so that for 
        an instant it was like a skeletal hand, incredibly old and white. She had a surging desire 
        to scream.

    

  
    
      Unknown

    

    
      FOURTEEN

      He moved slightly. She saw that he was about to turn and look back, in the direction Alan 
        and Nora, and probably O'Flannery, had taken. With a strong exertion of will, she took his 
        hand whose flesh proved warm and human with the well-remembered power to enthrall her body 
        and her senses. Looking at her again, he said gently, “Are you afraid of me? You were not 
        afraid of me last night. It was one of your greatest charms.”

      Thus challenged, she drew herself up, looked him in the eye and lied boldly, “I didn't 
        know I was supposed to be afraid of you.” With her acceptance of the challenge, and the 
        fact that he had come back to her instead of going on to stop Alan and Nora, she felt a 
        strong awareness of her own sensual power over him.

      She decided to play to his jealousy, using this power over him. “I would like the walk. I 
        felt so depressed, what with poor Gene gone so suddenly.”

      She had touched the right chord. He frowned. At her mention of her ex-lover, he clearly 
        became upset. “The fellow over-exerted. He brought his fate onto himself.”

      She said, “I know. But memories...”

      That got to him. He took her arm. “Let us walk a little way. The night air will do us 
        good.”

      She understood at long last the full extent of that much-used Caesarian phrase: “the die 
        is cast.” She was about to go in a direction, mentally and emotionally, from which there 
        would be no return to the normal woman who had arrived at Lucifer Cove a few days 
        previous. From this moment on it would be a deadly game with his power poised against her 
        few, pitiful weapons: her free will to choose and her knowledge of his jealousy. These she 
        must retain or go the route taken by Irena, and Gene and the endless procession of others 
        who had succumbed to temptation.

      There was a terrible pleasure about walking beside him in the semi-dark. Her pulses raced 
        so that she was intensely conscious of them, and of her desires, her craving for that 
        “taint” which was the acceptance by her body, of his potency and passion. She confronted 
        her mind then with the truth she had begun to perceive so short a time ago, that the 
        future struggle for her life and her soul would not be with Marc but with herself.

      Christie had led him away from O'Flannery's little rescue jaunt until they stood in front 
        of the neat white temple and looked back down over the valley at their feet.

      "Shall we go inside the temple and see it when it is pure, without Nadine's charming 
        playmates? he suggested.

      She hesitated, pretending that fear and revulsion for the past affair in this place were 
        part of her dislike. “I see she is not here. She probably has found her cat by this time.”

      But he moved to the edge of the path and was staring off to the west where, on the edge of 
        that thick, sulphurous dark, who could tell whether with his powers, he might not be able 
        to see O'Flannery and his two companions as they neared Sentinel Rock and escape?

      “You may  right. Shall we return?” He was still studying the westerly quarter of the 
        valley. This, combined with his quick and unexpected agreement, aroused her; to fresh 
        terror for the safety of O'Flannery's party. If Marc returned to the spa now he might 
        still overtake them.

      She went up the few steps to the portico of the temple, pretending to find the 
        architectural details interesting. “I imagine it must look quite beautiful when that gang 
        of hooded cretins isn't desecrating the interior,” she remarked with just a touch of the 
        lascivious quality he would look for in her voice. He turned from his contemplation of the 
        view, gazed at her where she stood above him in the portico. There was desire in his eyes 
        and a curious little doubt that made her intensely aware of her power. Then he very nearly 
        looked back but she held out her hands to him and watched him, her full, well-shaped mouth 
        gleaming a moist invitation. It must work upon him. It had to!

      She moved away very slowly with languorous bodily movements that were an added promise and 
        when she saw he was still suspicious, there was nothing left but to pray in secret and 
        silence. She appreciated the blasphemy but was rewarded by getting his full attention away 
        from that westerly view at last.

      He had been right about the temple's interior. It had the subtle, exquisite look of a 
        miniature, all marble and pillars, like a Roman atrium, lacking only the shallow pool. She 
        half expected to see the stark black and white figure of Nadine Janos there behind the 
        altar, doing her thing, reciting her hocus-pocus commands to her coven. She was so busy 
        studying all the details of the room that she nearly forgot Marc who strolled slowly down 
        the middle of the room toward the altar. He stepped up onto the dais, still thoughtful, 
        his face unreadable.

      She did not look in his direction for a minute or two busy as she was in examining what 
        appeared to be golden veins in the marble that trimmed the walls beyond the pillars. When 
        she glanced around through the dim, indirect lighting, she received a shock of horrified 
        recognition so powerful she could not afterward believe it had lasted but a fleeting 
        second.

      Marc, on the dais, had turned to face her and was standing behind the altar staring down 
        at her. In that second the tortured, burning eyes were as they had been in the mantel 
        mirror and the thing that stood there in Marc's place was lean and towering and enormous, 
        like a black pillar of flame. She felt her knees give away beneath her and sank to the 
        floor. Without intending to do so, she found herself in an attitude of worship before him, 
        and upon this realization, she covered her face, shivering. Hours, or seconds later, 
        gentle hands lifted her and she was borne to the altar, still in that stupor of fear. The 
        garments she had worn for walking were gone and her pale golden flesh felt only the 
        sensuous warmth of those skilled hands before the act O'Flannery had warned her of was 
        completed and her body housed the burning, wild delight that she had known but once before 
        in eternity.

      His voice, gentle as always, pierced this aura of erotic pleasure when he asked, “Do you 
        know how long I have waited? Eons of time...I need you...I need you....”

      Her eyes were still closed as if in ecstasy, but her mind worked with fierce concentration 
        to break his spell.

      “You have forgotten the others,” his voice bade her. “Lovers, children, and all. Tell me 
        so...tell me, beloved...”

      Here lay her power, her only weapon. She must never forget it. She forced herself to open 
        her eyes, forced herself to ignore the marvelous tactile pleasure of his lips and his 
        hands and his body. And she murmured softly, daringly, “I forget them...while they are 
        safe...
      
      
        while they are safe.
      
      
        ..”

      She thought in one blinding flash that he would destroy her with the thunderbolt of one 
        hand, and reassured herself grimly, “They will be out of the valley by now. The thing is 
        done....”

      But the thunderbolt did not fall. The fury died. “Stay with me and they will be safe.” He 
        promised, his voice twisted with the power of the emotion he tried vainly to hide.

      “I will.” It was her wedding vow to him. He was her dear and gentle lover once more.

      She smiled.

      Later, when he had left her at the spa and she was going to her suite, Ricardo Shahnaz 
        passed her on his way to the sea-green pool. Dawn streaked in through an easterly window 
        and he remarked loudly, “Looks red as fire.”

      “Yes,” she agreed, turning to look at the great glow against the pale sky. “Rather like an 
        eye, watching us. A burning eye.”

      He almost jumped. “Please-don't say that. It may be truer than you think.”

      A phone rang and after a moment at the switchboard Ricardo called to her, “For you, Mrs. 
        Deeth. Want to take it here?”

      Anxiously, she hurried into the reception offce and took up the pink public phone. It was 
        Nora Paley.

      “Are you all right, Christine?”

      She was so relieved she could hardly speak. “Yes, yes. Fine. You got home? The 
        children-are they well?”

      “Just fine. I've talked to Diane in Oakland. She asked me to give you her love and Tobias' 
        love, as well.”

      Christie leaned back tiredly against the desk. Thanks...thanks...But she could think of 
        nothing to say on the phone.

      “You really 
      
      
        are
      
      
         all right then?” Nora repeated.

      “Perfect, now. I'll call you soon.”

      Still, she thought as she hung up, nothing in life was perfect. Nothing-not even Marc--was 
        all-powerful. He too needed something and she would provide it. In return, there was a 
        part of her he could never possess, and in that love for her children, that human love 
        outside herself, she had been saved from the fate of those he destroyed.

    

  