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1920: An Austrian-Born Ghost Hunter was in the making. Professor Dr. Hans Holzer, best known for his plethora of hundreds of cases worldwide dealing with the paranormal and the occult, deeming him The Father of the Paranormal. In 1935, at the age of fifteen, Hans became an avid collector of antiques and coins and was an ardent bibliophile.

The 1928 book, Occultism in This Modern Age by Dr. T.K. Oesterreich, a professor at the University of Tubingen in Germany, began Hans’ interest in ghosts. His was an idle curiosity, mixed with a show-me kind of skepticism. He took a course in journalism and began selling articles to local papers. In 1949, he returned to Europe as an accredited foreign correspondent, with the intent to write articles on cultural activities, the theater, and human interest stories. He also began to compose music and write scores in New York, which later led the way to Off Broadway success in Manhattan.

One year later, Hans returned to Europe visiting many cities including London, and was invited backstage at The Hippodrome Theater where comedian Michael Bentine, was appearing. After Mr. Bentine offered Hans a home-grown tomato instead of a drink, the two hit off, as Hans was a vegan.

Through mutual friends back in Manhattan, he began work on a television series based on actual hauntings. He met regularly with others at the Edgar Cayce Foundation in New York. The purpose was to enter into a quest for truth in the vast realm of extrasensory perception.

From then on, he devoted more and more time to the field. One of the great mediums, Eileen Garret, president of the Parapsychology Foundation in New York, in 1946, worked with Hans and encouraged him to write about his work.

1963, his first book was born, titled, ‘Ghost Hunter’ and went into an unheard of eleven printings. 145 more books would follow. Hans stated that sometimes an “ordinary” person does manage to see or hear a ghost in an allegedly haunted location, be it a building or even an open space. Such a person could be sensitive or mediumistic, without knowing it and is less unusual than one might think. The Holzer Method was born before the 1950s, where combining the work of those with sight and that of the academic and science stance to the field, would yield far better results in obtaining data to help us further understand what happens when we die.

Even though Hans was artistic and therefore sensitive person, he did not profess to mediumship and certainly would not be satisfied with the meager impressions he may have garnered himself, physically. He knew that a more advanced psychic talent would be needed for better results. So he took his “sensitive” with him, or what became affectionately known as his medium-in-tow, on cases to try and solve them for all those involved.

His career was a unique whirl wind of books, research, lectures, teaching, hundreds of national and regional talk show appearances, co-hosting/hosting programs such as Ghost Hunter on Boston’s Channel 2, NBC’s In Search Of with Leonard Nemoy (an Alan Landsburg production), Beyond The Five Senses in Louisville, KY, Explorations with Brownville Productions in Ohio. In radio, he had a continuous segment with New York City’s WOR station with famed radio personality Joe Franklin who still remains a family friend. Some books and case work yielded films such as Amityville II: The Possession, the adaptation from his best-selling novel Murder in Amityville, based on his work on the case in Amityville, Long Island and The Amityville Curse, which also became a film in 1989 that went to Sweden, the US in 1990 and then in 1991, was released in Japan.

Holzer became and still is considered a leading authority in the field of the paranormal, having earned his PhD from the London College of Applied Science. He spent over six decades traveling the world to obtain first-hand accounts of paranormal experiences, interviewing expert researchers, and developing para-psychological protocols and terminology such as ‘sensitive’ and ‘beings of light.’ He taught a class in parapsychology at the New York Institute of Technology for nearly a decade.

One of his favorite quotes comes from T.S. Elliot’s Confidential Clerk saying blandly, “I don’t believe in facts.” Hans did. “Facts,” he said, “come to think of it—are the only things—I really do believe in.”
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Prologue



“Why is there an empty lot here when there are all those houses on the land round about?” Franklin Adams asked his companion, Reggie Brewen, as they strolled together down Ocean Avenue.

Reggie worked at the Amityville library on Saturdays when school was not in session and the library needed some extra help. Franklin Adams, who was several years older than Reggie, had just opened his own law offices down the road. Born in New Jersey, he had only recently come to Amityville, and he knew little about the town. He was keen to take advantage of Reggie’s own fascination with local lore and history to find out more about the past of the town where he now made his home.

“That’s the place where That House used to stand,” Reggie replied, almost too quietly, “only it burned down, of course … you know … when the last guy in it got killed.”

Now Franklin Adams understood, for one of his own relatives had once lived in that house, years ago, when the horror of the DeFeo murders was still fresh in everyone’s minds.

“But isn’t somebody going to build on it again? After all, it is a valuable piece of land, on an attractive residential street in the best part of town.”

Reggie shook his head. “Nobody in their right mind would touch it,” he replied, “and I can’t say that I blame them. I would not touch it either.”

Franklin Adams’ practical approach to life rebelled against such a superstitious notion. After all, there are lots of houses where murders have taken place, and accidents have happened, even fatal ones, and yet other people move in and live there happily ever after. Clearly, he thought, someone must be profiting from keeping this valuable piece of land off the market. It was gaping at them like a toothless mouth, somehow menacing, reaching all the way back to the water as if ready to swallow up anyone who might dare to venture on to it.

Reggie laughed at this notion when Franklin voiced it. Then he explained that the land was in the care of the town of Amityville now, having been taken over in lieu of taxes when the last owner had abandoned it… and Amityville.

“Well, now,” Franklin said impatiently, “I’m not going to stand here and let a dirty piece of acreage make a fool of me. Come on!” With that, he lightly scaled the rotting barbed wire fence that now only symbolically protected the land from trespassers. He stood inside the enclosure, waiting for the younger man to follow him, but Reggie shook his head.

“No thanks, Mr. Adams,” he said, “but I’d rather not. And if I were you, I’d come back out right away.”

“Rubbish!” a defiant Franklin replied. “I’m not about to give in to a silly superstition. I’m sure lots of curious people have walked all over this place just to say they’ve been here. Come on!”

But Reggie remained firm. “If you want to go in there, I suppose I can’t stop you. But I’ve got to get back to do some homework. I’m sorry.” He started to turn as Franklin walked out onto the most notorious piece of land in all of Long Island.

He found the ground uneven and at times slippery, but otherwise devoid of any unusual features, and not even remotely chilling. Here and there therewere bits of debris, perhaps final remnants of the big fire of some years ago. When he reached the center of the lot, he turned and saw Reggie still standing at the barbed wire fence. Reggie, perhaps more out of curiosity than concern, had changed his mind about going home right away.

“See? Nothing to worry about!” Adams shouted back at him, waving his arm. Reggie acknowledged the greeting. He began to feel silly about his own reluctance to join Franklin out on the lot. While he began to wonder if perhaps he ought just to jump the fence and go to where the man stood, he noticed that the weather had begun to change. There seemed to be some moisture in the air now, and as he watched Franklin poke his foot at some piece of debris in the center of the land, a patch of fog drifted down from nowhere and rapidly engulfed his friend.

A moment later the wind had blown the fog away again, and the view was as clear as before. But where was Franklin? At first Reggie thought the lawyer must have gone on down to the edge of the land where it met the ocean. But the land is flat and you cannot possibly miss seeing a man on it, unless he is lying on the ground.

Reggie was suddenly filled with nameless fear. A part of him wanted to jump over the fence and look for Franklin, but another part, warned by an inner voice, wanted to turn and run.

And then he heard a faint voice coming from the center of the land, crying for help. It was the unmistakable voice of Franklin Adams, the bravura gone, and stark fear in its tone.

“Reggie! Help me … get me out of this hole …” Then the voice trailed off and a terrible silence fell all around.

Reggie no longer had control over his actions. He turned and ran down Ocean Avenue, as fast as his feet could carry him.

Franklin Adams was never seen again, neither in Amityville nor anywhere else, and his offices were eventually closed down. Nobody came to look for his body, least of all in the center of that accursed piece of land, because no one knew of his visit there. Reggie had decided to keep quiet. Who would believe him, anyway?


PART ONE

How it all began


Chapter One



The Pig and Whistle was owned by a certain Mrs. Margaret Donleavey, whose ancestors had no doubt come from Ireland. The inn stood on the south bank of the River Thames at a point where you could actually see Whitehall in the distance. Its neighborhood was far from elegant: as a matter of fact, it was probably one of the most disreputable of the south bank. Lately, because of the unrest which affected the whole of England, the area had become even less safe for the unwary.

But the Pig and Whistle was a pleasant, well-established inn, kept reasonably clean by its mistress; thus far at least it had been free from any official criticism. This was of course due in part to the fact that Mrs. Donleavey acted rather generously with the law, whenever its minions came around. Even so, she didn’t hold much with fights or violence on the premises, and her reputation was formidable enough to keep the peace.

The year was 1717, the month January, and a downright raw day it was. At this time of day, four o’clock in the afternoon, it was already getting dark, but the flickering candles and a warm fire in the huge fireplace at the far end of the room gave the inn much needed warmth and an almost home-like atmosphere. The inn was reasonably full at this hour; of people from the neighborhood, a stranger here and there, all taking refuge from the freezing winds outside.

At one of the corner tables, near windows giving onto the river, sat two men. One of them was redheaded and on the short side. The other was tall and stately; he had long, dark brown hair, and an aristocratic bearing. Between them there was a jug of wine and two glasses. The conversation seemed to have ground to a halt at this moment.

The taller of the two men was in his late twenties. His clothes marked him out as a gentleman—and a wealthy one at that. His eyes were blue, and his brown hair almost black, though the reflection of the flames made it appear lighter than it was. This was John, Lord Howell, a scion of one of the oldest and most illustrious families of England.

Lately, some of the family had not done too well financially, partly due to the recent political strife during which some Howells had taken the wrong road. They had thus been deprived of the fruits of victory when the new Protestant government had come into power. Then, too, some Howells harbored Roman Catholic sympathies, and that did not help family prestige in England at this juncture of events.

Lord Howell’s own father, Richard, had openly backed the candidacy of James III, the Catholic pretender and son of the late King James II. After the arrival of William III, of Orange, such sentiments were not looked upon with favor, and the political consequences had proved long-lived. Lord Howell was well off, for his estates in Wessex yielded sufficiently high revenues for him to live comfortably wherever he chose. On the other hand, there was no position of importance open to him, try as he might. The present government distrusted a man with so many Jacobite and Catholic relatives.

Lord Howell’s companion was clearly of a much lower social order. The earring he wore suggested that he had been to sea, and his tanned face reinforced that observation. In fact, Tom Masterson was a professional sailor and had been all over the world, despite his young age, which was then a mere twenty-four years. What had drawn Masterson together with the aristocratic Howell was nothing more than a chance meeting the night before at another tavern. Both had been at loose ends that evening, and a conversation had sprung up between them at the bar. They had decided to dine together the following night, and so here they were at the Pig and Whistle.

Masterson set down his glass on the wine-stained surface of the table. “Tell me, m’Lord,” he said softly, “have you ever heard of the Queen Anne Opal?”

“No,” Lord Howell said, shaking his head, emphatically, “What exactly is it?”

The red-headed sailor threw his head back, holding his tongue for a moment, to make a greater, more dramatic impression. Then he smiled, his mouth opening wide from ear to ear, as if he were about to disclose one of the most profound truths of the age. “The Queen Anne Opal, m’Lord,” he finally said, “is a very special jewel. Three years ago, when my ship cast anchor off Bombay harbor, I asked permission from my captain to go inland for a while, to explore this strange country. He wouldn’t let me go, but I had a hankering to go anyway, and one dark night, I jumped overboard and swam ashore, unmindful of the dangers that lurk in the harbor.”

“So you deserted your ship, eh?” Lord Howell said, evidently none too pleased with what he had heard so far.

But the sailor ignored Lord Howell’s command. “After weeks and weeks of travelling, I managed to reach the north of India. I had heard of the fabulous treasures of Tibet, and I intended to see for myself.”

“Tibet?” Lord Howell exclaimed. “A sailor in Tibet?”

Tom nodded. “Aye, aye, sir,” he said. “In the end I made it all the way up to what they call the roof of the world.”

“Amazing,” Lord Howell admitted. “Was it worth your efforts?”

“Indeed it was, sir,” the sailor replied. “I entered the forbidden land of Tibet, dressed like a native, and after great difficulties I reached the monastery of Saskya. It is located way up north of the holy city of Lhasa, m’Lord, and I wager that not too many Englishmen have ever set foot there.”

“Not to mention sailors,” Lord Howell added.

“I made friends with one of the Lamas, and somehow we understood each other even though I did not understand their language. But after a few weeks of staying with him, I began to grasp it, and he, I suppose, learned a few words of English. That is when I heard for the first time about the opal.”

“You referred to it earlier as the Queen Anne Opal, I believe,” Lord Howell said. “Why is that?”

“What I was told about this enormously beautiful blue opal, probably the largest of its kind on earth, has to do with the coronation of her late majesty, our good Queen Anne. It appears that many years ago the Grand Lama of Saskya had received a gift and an expression of friendship from the Queen’s father, the late King James II. Somehow word got back to Tibet that one of his daughters was to be crowned Queen of England.”

“That was fifteen years ago.”

“Yes, exactly, sir. But when I spoke to my friend, he told me that this fabulous stone had appeared at the monastery shortly before the Queen’s coming to the throne, and the Grand Lama wished to name it in honor of our late Queen. You see, sir, his intention was to send it to London for the coronation, to be presented to the Queen as a token of his respect. Unfortunately, the Grand Lama died before this could be effected, and thus the Queen Anne Opal is still at the monastery, or at least it was when I was there three years ago.”

Lord Howell had listened to this silently, and didn’t answer immediately. When he spoke, he seemed rather preoccupied. “Why are you telling me all this?”

“I felt perhaps you might be interested to hear about this strange piece of jewelry, seeing that you told me last night how fascinated you are with strange and mysterious objects.”

“Oh, but this is merely a large and valuable opal, is it not? There doesn’t seem to be anything so mysterious about it.”

“Oh, but there is,” the sailor replied, saving his juiciest bit for the last. “You see, sir, the opal isn’t just an ordinary piece of jewelry. The original owners had put a terrible curse on it.”
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Lord Howell became more interested. “Did you find out what this curse was? And who pronounced it?”

“Yes, indeed I did, sir,” the sailor replied. “I took great pains to ask questions as much as I was able to with my limited knowledge of the language. It appears that this same blue opal had originally been embedded in the head of a statue of a protective demon, what the Tibetans like to call the Third Eye.”

“The Third Eye?” Lord Howell frowned. “I have never heard of that.”

“Nevertheless, sir,” the sailor replied, “there is this belief that some extraordinary people, those who have been chosen for tasks —such as prophecy and spiritual guidance —have a third eye in the middle of their foreheads with which to see better and know things that other mortals cannot. This demon—and you know, sir, there are lots of strange demons all over Tibet—this demon, sir, appeared to have a particularly powerful Third Eye. Naturally, it wasn’t the human eye, it was this blue opal, you see, and it gave the statue a certain degree of fame.”

“Then why the curse?” Lord Howell demanded to know. He was getting slightly impatient.

“I’m coming to that, m’Lord,” the sailor replied, sensing Lord Howell’s feelings. “This figure of a demon stood in a monastery called

Rva Sgreng, in another part of the country. I soon enough learned that in Tibet individual monasteries are often competitive with one another, and sometimes even go to war against each other. The monastery of Rva Sgreng was famous for its demon and the blue opal, and the faithful came to it all the time to derive certain benefits from touching it.”

“Oh, like the Catholics and the statues of their saints,” Lord Howell commented.

Tom nodded. “Precisely. Now the way I heard it, in the year twelve thirty-nine, a certain officer by the name of Hunai, in the services of Godan, the son of the Mongol overlord of Tibet, came to the monastery of Rva Sgreng to loot it. At that time, my friend the Lama told me, Tibet was part of the Mongol Empire, but had been granted a certain degree of autonomy by the Mongol overlords. In fact, the leading Lama had been given the title of King, or Ti Shih in their language. This happened under the reign of the terrible Genghis Khan. Now Godan, the grandson of the Khan, was anxious to maintain good relations with these strange people and learn from them about their mysterious ways, including the ways of magic.”

“Magic?” Lord Howell asked.

The sailor nodded. “Magic plays a big role in Tibetan life. But to get back to the story about this opal, sir, if you do not mind, it appears that this officer, Hunai, took the opal from the forehead of the statue, and ran away with it. When the Abbot of the monastery discovered his great loss, he pronounced a terrible curse not only on Hunai, but on anyone who possessed the opal, until it was returned to its rightful place as the Third Eye in the statue of Rva Sgreng. That is, I believe, how the curse started.”

Lord Howell thought this over for a moment. Clearly, the story intrigued him. Anything out of the ordinary had always held great fascination for him, bored as he was with life in London society. “And where is the opal now?”

“That’s just it, m’Lord,” Tom replied. “Nobody really knows. As you recall, sir, it had been named in honor of our good Queen Anne upon her coronation, but of course it remained in the possession of the Grand Lama of Saskya. Now how it got to Saskya I never found out, but there was no love lost between Saskya and the rival monastery of Rva Sgreng. They knew very well that the opal was in the possession of the Grand Lama, but the Grand Lama of Saskya, far from being willing to give it up, or back, simply proclaimed that it had been found one day in front of the main altar in his private Stupa, and that he had accepted it as coming to him by divine guidance. Thus, the Grand Lama of Saskya retained the opal, and after it had been dedicated in honor of Queen Anne, it nevertheless remained at the monastery.”

“Then that’s where it is, isn’t it?” Lord Howell commented. “Why do you say no one knows?”

“Because, sir, some time ago I received a letter from my friend, the Lama at Saskya. He and I write to each other from time to time, his English getting better and better as a result. In this letter to me he told me that two men had appeared at the monastery, claiming to have come with secret messages for the Abbot. They were left alone with the aged Abbot, but when the Abbot failed to emerge the next morning, other Lamas went into his study to discover him quite dead, and the opal missing. All my friend knows is that the two seemed to be Englishmen. Presumably they had returned to England with the precious jewel.”

“Then it may be here in England,” Lord Howell exclaimed, not disguising his mounting interest. Tom nodded gravely.

“Very likely. You see, sir, the theft occurred three years ago, according to my friend.”

Lord Howell suddenly jerked upright in his seat, almost upsetting the glasses before him.

“What is it? What is it, sir? Have I offended you?” the sailor said quickly. His fear was instinctive: a poor sailor could not afford to antagonize an influential peer of the realm.

Lord Howell sank back in his chair. “No, no, it’s nothing like that. Just that, well. I’ve realized a connection.”

“A connection?” Tom asked, puzzled in his turn.

Lord Howell nodded. “Last Christmas, I recall, when I was at Court, I heard a strange tale about two Englishmen who had been to the Far East and had come back with a strange jewel. It was said that this jewel had supernatural powers, and that it had been at one time part of a statue of an idol.”

“Did you hear whether it was an opal?”

“The bluest of blue opals, I was told.”

“Well, then,” Tom exclaimed, “it must be the same.”

“Very likely.”

“But what happened to it?”

“That’s just it,” Lord Howell replied. His face grew thoughtful. “As I understand it, and mind you this is just a story I was told by two men at Court, all this happened about three years ago in the last year of our good Queen Anne.”

“That would be correct,” Tom exclaimed. “That is exactly when the theft is said to have occurred, according to my friend the Lama.”

“Well, then,” Lord Howell continued, “the mysterious gentlemen presented the jewel to Queen Anne. Shortly afterwards, the Queen died. All attempts to make James III, her brother, the heir to the throne failed, and the crown went to the House of Hanover. There was a lot of confusion, of course. I wonder, where is the opal now?”

Tom smiled. “I believe sir, you are in a better position to make enquiries about that than I.”

“Quite so,” Lord Howell said. His face became thoughtful. He drummed his fingers on the table, staring in silence at the bleak grey river beyond the window.

When the two men drained their glasses for the last time, the gathering dusk had made the river invisible. Lord Howell left a coin on the table to settle their score. He and Tom shook hands. Neither believed he would be likely to meet the other again—their stations in life were too different.

They set off in opposite directions. Tom’s mind was occupied with the possibility of returning to India on the very next ship, to look for other treasures, for he knew that the opal had not been the only valuable jewel at the monastery. Lord Howell, on the other hand, was toying with the idea of trying to lift the veil from the mystery of the accursed opal, if only out of curiosity.


[image: ]



The next day Lord Howell hurried to Court. His wealth, wit and connections always made him welcome there, though the doubts concerning his political and religious loyalties prevented him from attaining a position of real influence.

His first call was on Lord Buckminster, an old friend who was the Deputy of the Royal Chancellor of the Exchequer. Surely, something as valuable as this opal would have to be known to the treasury! But Lord Buckminster shook his head. He knew nothing about it. Of course, it was just possible, he opined, that among the many, many gifts which kept streaming in from the colonies, there might be such an opal as Lord Howell was enquiring about. But to search for it was entirely futile, and even to know where to begin was impossible.

Lord Howell shrugged and made his departure. He was not disconsolate—there were plenty of other people he could ask. But by the end of the third day he had been forced to accept that the opal was a remarkably well-kept secret, if indeed it existed at all.

He began to have second thoughts about Tom’s veracity; knowing that sailors would sometimes spin tall tales, he started to wonder whether perhaps Tom had invented the story as a result of a pleasant evening over a bottle of wine.

He was about to dismiss the entire incident when he ran into an old friend in a coffee house near Covent Garden. Robert Dingleberry, despite his funny name, was a very serious fellow. A don at Oxford, Dingleberry had an enormous knowledge of history and politics, and was just the kind of man who might have some sort of information about the mysterious opal. At any rate, Lord Howell decided to take a chance and brought up the matter in conversation soon after they had left the coffee house.

“Yes, yes,” Dingleberry replied, as they were walking arm in arm down the Strand. “I’ve heard that story somewhere before. Of course, you realize it’s just a legend, but I’ve heard it talked about. Some beautiful blue opal from India that is supposed to cause all the troubles. Well, if you ask me, there aren’t any troubles. After all, we should be very pleased with the great change that has taken place in England, now that we are finally rid of Popish intrigues. James III indeed! It is a good thing that the Elector of Hanover is at the reins of the country.” Dingleberry was a committed Protestant, and the idea of a return to a Roman Catholic monarchy was totally abhorrent to him.

“But what about the opal? Where would it be now?” Lord Howell pressed. As far as he was concerned at present, he couldn’t care less who sat on the throne of England; just now his interest was focused on the mysterious opal and on nothing else.

“Oh, well,” Dingleberry said, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world, “I suppose they have it somewhere at the Tower.”

“The Tower of London?”

“Of course. It is the obvious place, isn’t it?”

“Is it?” Lord Howell replied, not sure what to say. But at least he had his first real lead.


Chapter Two



At first the idea seemed ridiculous. Lord Howell tried to ignore it, but it returned to his thoughts time and again. The great blue jewel even glowed in his dreams. It was as if the stone had somehow enchanted him from afar. Finally he allowed himself to examine the idea in the cold light of reason.

He wanted Queen Anne’s opal more than he had ever wanted anything in his life. If it was in the Tower, he was going to steal it.

It was not that he needed the money. Rather, he craved adventure, for he was becoming increasingly bored with his life. Unable to enter politics in a serious way because of his past political affiliations, he thought himself condemned to a life of luxury without purpose. This would never do for the adventurous John Howell. Consequently the idea of undertaking so extraordinary and dangerous a venture as stealing the opal from the recesses of the Tower appealed to both his sense of adventure and his need for personal achievement. The idea was also attractive for another reason. The opal was technically in the possession of the German Elector who sat on the throne of England. Howell was a Jacobite at heart: as far as he was concerned, King George was a usurper. Lord Howell might be tolerated at Court, but the King had effectively blocked all his hopes of advancement. That fact alone would make it a pleasure to steal the opal.

Not for a moment did he consider the consequences of failure. Howell valued his life very highly, but at the same time he could not have cared less if he were to die tomorrow, provided the cause was just. In the circumstances, he decided to seek out the sailor again. Together with Tom, he would attempt the impossible: to whisk the opal out of the Tower in such a way that no one would notice its absence until they were safely out of reach. Fortunately, it was not difficult for one in his position to gain access to the fortress itself, provided he could offer a reasonable explanation for his visit.

His first requirement, however, was to find Tom; a colleague would be essential for the scheme he had in mind. He tried the Pig and Whistle without high hopes, for he knew that Tom had been considering a voyage to India.

But he struck lucky: he found Tom propping up the bar. The sailor was very nearly penniless; he was happy to postpone his journey in return for the handful of gleaming guineas which Howell tossed onto the bar.

Within a week of formulating his plans, Lord Howell arrived at the outer gates of the Tower, dressed in his richest, most fashionable clothes. He sauntered gaily into the gatekeeper’s lodge, and requested an interview with the governor of the Tower.

“Are you expected, m’Lord?” the gatekeeper asked unemotionally. Evidently he was not impressed by his visitor’s rank—nor by his appearance.

“Nay,” Lord Howell replied, unruffled, “but pray present this note to His Lordship.” With that, he handed the gatekeeper a letter of introduction which had been provided by a mutual friend at Court.

A few moments later, the gatekeeper returned with a somewhat friendlier expression on his face. “His Lordship will see you now. Follow me.” Leaving his mount outside, Lord Howell followed the gatekeeper into the recesses of the Tower. The air inside was heavy, the atmosphere one of doom. Lord Howell had been inside the Tower before, and although that was several years ago he had never forgotten how depressing the place had seemed.

Shortly they arrived at the entrance to the governor’s apartments. The gatekeeper withdrew, and Howell was ushered into the governor’s study by a footman.

“What can we do for you, Lord Howell?” the governor asked, offering his hand in greeting.

“A mere whim, if you please,” Lord Howell replied lightly. “If you will do me the great favor of showing me through the treasury, I would be much obliged to you, sir.”

“The treasury?” the governor asked. “What is the purpose of such a visit, may I ask?”

“Very simple, sir,” Lord Howell said. “I am an avid collector of precious jewels, and I would like to know just how insignificant my own collection is in comparison with what you have in this fortress.”

“Very well, I see nothing wrong with that,” the governor replied, and rang the bell. After a moment, a guard appeared. “Will you tell the Keeper of the Keys that Lord Howell is permitted to be shown through the treasury,” the governor said, and nodded to Lord Howell.

Howell followed the guard along the winding corridors of the fortress until they arrived at a heavy iron gate. The gate formed the border between that part of the fortress where prisoners were kept and matters of government were taken care of, and that part which served as a treasure house.

The guard rang a bell by pulling a handle to the right side of the iron gate. After what seemed an eternity, heavy, shuffling footsteps could be heard approaching the other side of the gate. An elderly man appeared; his face was deeply furrowed, and he wore the peculiar uniform of the Keeper of the Keys. His name was Geoffrey London. Much had been made of the fact that his name was the same as that of the city. He was a well-respected man who had served the Crown all his life. By now he was nearing retirement age; his eyes watered and his back was stooped, for the many years spent in the dark recesses of the fortress had left their mark on him. The guard explained their mission, and the Keeper of the Keys nodded.

“Wait here a moment, m’Lord,” he said, and returned to where he had come from.

Now what? Lord Howell thought. How long is this going to take? But he did not have to wait too long. A moment later, steps resounded once again from inside, but they seemed much lighter than the ones he had heard before. Then there appeared at the gate a young woman, fragile and slim, with long, flowing, blonde hair. In her right hand she held a large key.

“I am Merryn London,” she said when she reached the gate. “My father has asked me to take you around the treasury. He begs to be excused for he does not feel well today.”

With that she opened the gate from within, and let Lord Howell inside. The guard saluted, and went back to his post.

Intrigued by the lovely appearance of the young woman, Lord Howell did not know what to think. Gaining access to the treasury had been much easier than he had anticipated. But whenever he tried to strike up a conversation with his guide, she seemed oddly silent, though perhaps she was only shy. Under the circumstances he thought it best to concentrate his attention on the task at hand, looking with feigned collector’s interest at the fabulous treasures now before his eyes.

Eventually they came to a glass box, within which an enormous blue stone rested. Lord Howell’s heart beat faster: could this be the fabulous opal he was seeking? With a casualness that belied his excitement, he pointed at the blue stone in the glass box and asked what it was.

“Oh that,” Merryn said. “It comes from Tibet
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