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scientia est potentia
(knowledge is power)

mundus vult decipi
(the world wants to be deceived)

8
Prologue

T hat no one ever guessed that Boris Bronsky was nothing more than an unimportant member of the

Russian State Department was directly attributable to sixty-three red Xs. The marks were engraved next
to the names of those who incurred the wrath of the Soviet premier or the secretary of the Communist
Party, Theimposing list of hisvictims served asagrim warning to leave Boris Bronsky drictly done. Ina
country where spies spied on spies spying on spies, Boris retained astonishing autonomy. He worked
independently, without supervision, without interference, without controls.

Thus, on June 6, when Boris entered adark aley of adisreputable section of Paris, no member
of any secret organization followed. Not that Bronsky ever worried about such matters. Hewas, in fact,
incredibly naive about the inner workings of the KGB and the Secret Service. It never once occurred to
him that his own organization would monitor his movements. He probably would have been even more
astonished to learn of the nine agents who had disappeared without a trace trying to keep pace with him
over theyears. But Boris was a man with absolutely no imagination. That, and histota lack of ambition,
was why he had been chosen for this position in the first place aquarter of a century before.

His predecessor, Nikoli Vada, equdly notoriousin histime, had chosen Boris as his protégé
after reviewing the records of hundreds of civilian employees working for the KGB. Vadanever
confided to his young assistant how he had made his choice. Many years later, Boris concluded it was
because he was aman of smpletastes, not easily bored. Which was actualy closer to the truth than he
redlized. For though he was respected by afew, feared by many, Boris Bronsky lacked ambition. And
that, consdering the power he wielded, was dl-important.

Among hisfamily and friends, Boriswas affectionately nicknamed “the Bear,” Standing Six feet



four inchestall and weighing dightly more than 340 pounds, Boris s resemblance to the anima was quite
apparent. A layer of thick, curly brown hair that covered much of hisbody helped to further theillusion.
Asdid hissmall, piercing black eyes. Bronsky looked the part of his namesake.

However, according to those who loved him, the title came from Boris s gruff but friendly nature.
To hisfdlow Russans, bears were creatures of the circus---huge, powerful animaswithout the least bit
of meannessin their souls. Bears played with huge balls and buffeted clowns and suffered the most
outrageous practica jokeswith a seemingly unlimited amount of patience. It was Bronsky’ s gentleness
that earned him the nickname “the Bear.”

It was ameasure of Boris sskill a keeping his persona and professiona lives ditinct entities that
none of hisfamily knew his other nickname, the one whispered behind his back by hislackeysinthe
Kremlin. It was atitle bestowed in fear, never written down, and known only to avery few. To thosein
power, Boris Bronsky was “the Permanent Solution.”

Elimination of the enemies of the State was Boris s specidty. He wasthefina resort, the last
protocol. Only after the secret police and the KGB had tried and failed was Boris summoned. Hiswas a
talent used sparingly and with great deliberation. For once unleashed, Boris Bronsky was relentless,
unyielding, unstoppable. No one escaped “ the Permanent Solution.”

Hewas, in asense, one of thelast Soviet indtitutions. In atime of one incredible change after
another throughout Russia, he remained a solitary, steadfast, unmoving rock. Sixty-three missions of
extermination had been assigned to Boris Bronsky. Of them, sixty-three had ended in the termination of
the victim or victims. No one could explain his success. Or dared question his methods. They knew only
that Boris never failed. Never.

Tonight, he was engaged in misson number sixty-four. At the end of the deserted dley wasa
single door leading to a basement apartment. As usud, the door was not locked. Opening it, Boris
sepped indgde. A singlelight bulb burned above the entrance. It shed just enough radiance to illuminate
one end of an old wood table extending into the inky blackness. Set in front of the table was arickety old
chair. Asbest Boris could tell, it was the same table and chair that had been there on the first of hisvidits
twenty-five years ago.

Boris sat down. His hosts never arrived until afew minutes after he was settled. That, too, was
part of theritua. They came after him and left before him. Never once had he caught aglimpse of them.
They moved in absolute silence and remained alwaysin the shadows. Y et he knew immediately when
they entered the room. Their smell betrayed them.

Boris snosewrinkled in disgust. The most liberal doses of perfume could not hide the stink that
announced the arriva of histhree hogts. It was a pungent, unforgettable smell that somehow reminded
Borisof reptiles.

Ignoring the odor, Boris|eaned forward, elbows on thetable. “1 want aman killed. He betrayed
his country, Mother Russia. His death is necessary for the good of the sate.”

“Y ou know our price,” said the woman who usualy did most of the talking. Her deep, gravelly
voice was barely more than awhisper, but it filled the entire chamber. Like her companions, she never
offered her real name. Instead, she used atitle. “ The Retdiator.” It fit.

“The money has dready been transferred to your Swiss bank account,” said Boris, fidgeting in
his seat. No matter how many times he dedlt with these women, he could not shake the feelings of dread
that accompanied the vist. Ther very presence frightened him. There was something inhuman about
them.

“Detal hiscrimes,” said another woman. Her voice was higher and shriller than her companions..
Shetook the name “the Rager.” Righteous anger boiled through her every word.

“Thetraitor’ snameis Sergel Karsnov,” began Boris. “Heisforty-seven years old, stands one
hundred and seventy centimeters, and weighs alittle under ninety kilos. He has black eyes and black hair
and pesksfiveforeign languages, including English, perfectly.”

“Hiscrimes” interrupted the Rager impatiently. “What were his crimes?’

“Sorry,” said Boris, mentaly shaking himself. He should have remembered. Thethreekillers
didn’'t care about their victim’s gppearance. They could learn that from the files he provided them at the



end of the meeting. However, for some unexplained reason, they preferred hearing doud their quarry’s
transgressions.

“In 1989, working for the Department of Chemical Warfare, Karsnov developed anew strain of
the disease anthrax that could be administered by airborne spores. When tested on laboratory animals,
the new plague virus proved to be extremely efficient. Unfortunately, Karsnov felt the results were not
conclusive without a human sample. So, unbeknownst to his colleagues, he released atiny sample of the
sporesin St. Petersburg.”

“He poisoned hisfelow countrymen to test the effect of a plague virus?’ repeated the Rager,
sounding properly outraged. “What happened?’

“Exactly what you would expect,” said Boris. “ Anthrax symptoms are very smilar to those of
pneumonia but the treatment for one and the other are entirely different. The diseaseis deadly unless
handled properly. Nearly ahundred people died before Karsnov’ s crime was detected. It took a
massive effort by the army and the KGB to stop the spread of the plague. By the time Karsnov was
implicated in the crime, the scientist had managed to flee the country.”

“And now you want him dead,” said the Retdiator. “Y ou want justice for those who died.”

“Of course,” said Bronsky, knowing he was treading on dangerous ground. The assassins
demanded motivation aswell as money. In astrange manner, they were highly mord killers. “ The blood
of their mother, of Mother Russia, demands revenge.”

“Therules of the state must be obeyed,” said the third killer, who had remained silent until now.
Her voice was cold and remote. Shewas cdled “the Endless.”

“That isthelaw,” said the Retdiator in agreement.

“That isthelaw,” repeated the Rager.

Sighing deeply, Boris nodded. By those words, he knew that the three had taken the assignment.
Karsnov was as good as dead.

“You said hefled,” continued the Retdiator. “Where did he go?’

“To America, wethink,” said Boris. “Karsnov hastwo passions. A protégé of hard-linersin the
Kremlin, he hates the United States with an al-consuming mania. He has spent most of hisadult life
perfecting weapons to he used against the Americans. With the cold war over and peace between our
two nations, we suspect he plansto use the anthrax plague to fulfill his own twisted agenda.”

“His other passon?’ asked the Endless.

“Karsnov lovesto gamble. He plays cards compulsively, for hours, sometimes days on end. The
desreto win a any cost engulfs him and sweeps him away. That iswhy wethink heisin America My
colleaguesin the Secret Service believe heisin LasVegas, Nevada. Gambling,” he added unnecessarily,
“islegd there”

“Y ou have warned the Americans?’ asked the Rager.

“Of coursenot,” said Boris. “ They would never believe that Karsnov hasturned rogue and is
working on hisown. Like my superiors, they see aplot under every rock. Comrade Y dtsinisin the midst
of ddlicate negotiations for more aid from the United States. One mention of the anthrax plague would
destroy any hopes of that misson.”

“How did the scientist escape your own KGB?' asked the Retaiator. “Usually they are quite
capable of deding with traitors.”

“Wearenot sure,” said Boris. “According to severd rdiable though not officia sources, Karsnov
isbeing aided by an ultrasecret group of 1damic terrorists based in the United States. The group’s plans
are not known to us, but evidently they want revenge againgt the United States for the humiliation suffered
by Irag in that war of afew years ago. What better way than to unleash a plague virus on the
unsuspecting citizens of amgor American city?’

“We have dedlt with fanatics before,” said the Endless.,

“Those same unnamed sources,” said Borisdowly, “reported that members of this group, The
Brotherhood of Holy Destruction, wielded seemingly supernatura powers. According to unconfirmed
reports, they smuggled Karsnov out of Russaon amagic carpet. | knew it sounded incredible, but |
thought it only proper | should mention the story to you.”



“We have dealt with sorcery before aswell,” said the Endless, her voice unchanged. “It exigts,
but it can be stopped. We shdl not fail.”

“I'm not worried,” said Boris, thinking of the previous sixty-three assgnments. The meeting was
drawing to aclose. There were only afew things Ieft to be done. He reached into the attaché case at his
feet. “I brought along Karsnov’ sfilesfor you.”

“And apersond effect?’ asked the Rager.

“Of course,” said Boris, reaching again into the case. “Karsnov wore this pocket watch for
years. In his haste to escape, heleft it behind.”

Boris put the files and the watch onto the table. Carefully, he pushed them forward into the
darkness. Someone picked up the file and then the watch. He could hear it being passed around.
Bronsky shuddered in anticipation, knowing what came next. His every encounter with the three
mysterious hunters ended the same way.

“Labe, labe, labe,” chanted the three assassinsin unison, their horrifying voices blending into a
monstrous chorus of sound. “ Phradzou!”

Aningant later, an unseen door opened and closed and they were gone. The hunters were off on
their mission to seek and destroy.

Borisroseto hisfeet, scratching his head in bewilderment. Dull and unimaginative, he still wished
he understood the purpose of that fina burst of noise.

Y ears before, he had smuggled into the meeting a compact tape machine and had recorded the
mysterious words. A KGB language speciadist had identified the phrase as ancient Greek and trandated it
for him as* Saize him, seize him, seize him; mark him!”

Thetrandation left Boris as much in the dark as before. He had no ideawhat the statement
sgnified or why the three ns pronounced it at the end of each meseting.

A plain, smple man, not educated in the classcs, Boris had never studied the famous Greek
playwrights. He had never heard of Aeschylus or his most famous play. Which, dl things consdered, was
probably for the best.
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Stretching both arms high over hisheed. Jack Collinsinhaed deeply, pulling lungfuls of fresh air into his

chest. He smiled. It felt good lolling in bed with no thoughts of rushing off to an early-morning class. After
attending college nine years sraight, alittle laziness never hurt anyone.

Idly, Jack checked the clock by the side of hisbed. It was afew minutes after ninein the
morning. Under normal circumstances, he would have shaved, dressed, and breakfasted an hour and a
half ago. Right about now, he would be greeting the shuffling, half-adegp zombieswho condtituted his
first mathematics lecture class of the day. But times and circumstances were anything but normal.

Jack Callins, graduate teaching assstant in mathematics and logic at theloca university, no longer
exiged. Vanished aong with that personawere his dreams of obtaining his doctora degree and
becoming afull-time professor. Instead, in adramatic change of fortunes, Jack had joined the investment
firm of Ambrose and Associates, Ltd., and become ahero. Through his efforts, aided and abetted by a
group of unlikely friends and dlies, he had saved the world from the forces of everlasting night. And in the
course of hisquest, met and romanced the most beautiful girl in the world.

The thought of Megan Ambrose, daughter of hisboss, Merlin the Magician, made Jack smile.
Extremdy bright and visualy stunning, Megan was everything any man could ask for. That she cared for
him was one of those mysteries Jack was willing to accept with no questions asked. After his adventures
dedling with Dietrich von Bern, the Lord of the Wild Hunt, master of the monstrous Gabble Ratchets,
Jack felt he deserved afew breaks.

Beddes, like himsdf, Megan was ahafling---achild of asupernaturd being and a human parent.



As such, they were able to communicate with each other in their dreams. It was atdent that had saved
Jack’ s life more than once during the past month, and it had forged unbreakabl e bonds between him and
Megan. Bondsthat had led to their engagement and plans to be married in the reasonably near future.

Jack rubbed his eyes, banishing the last remnants of deep from them. He yawned and blinked
severd times, trying to focus hisvison. Even though it was severd weeks snce his adventures hed first
begun, he still had not completely adjusted to seeing the world through a pink haze. The rose-colored
contact lenses he wore enabled him to distinguish between normal people and supernatura beings.
Humans had auras, clearly visble with the magica eyewear. All other beings, which included trolls,
faeries, goblins, witches, familiars, vampires, and hundreds of others, did not.

Mankind shared the Earth with the creations of its own collective subconscious. According to
Merlin the Magician, who had spent centuries puzzling out the explanation, this cosmic overmind had the
power to turn dreamsinto redity. When enough people believed that a supernaturd being or legendary
beast truly existed, it physicaly cameinto being. The myths and stories about the creature defined it, from
its appearance to the way it thought and acted. Once dive, these creations remained, unaffected by the
ravages of age, unless disbelieved out of existence. Which rarely ever occurred. By and large, they were
merely forgotten.

Immortal and unkillable except by very specific methods, the supernaturals survived long after the
belief that brought them into existence had died out. They changed with the times, blending in with their
creators, remaining ever trueto their origina nature. Good continued as good, evil stayed evil, and neutral
abided uninvolved and in between.

Thus, Merlin the Magician became acommodities broker, advising the rich and famous.
Cassandra Cole, last of the Amazons, turned into amartial-arts teacher and bodyguard. And barrow
trolls became neo-Nazi skinheads.

At firg, it had been quite confusing to Jack. But not for long. Asavoracious reader of fantasy
novels, he found Merlin’s explanation of the supernatura astonishing but otherwise quite acceptable.
Traned inlogicd thinking, he found his background in mathematics provided the right answersto
supernatural mysteries. It didn’t take Jack long to dip into hisrole asthe Logica Magician.

Grinning, he rose from his bed and headed to the bathroom, three stlepsaway. Living in atrailer,
everything was close by. To Jack’ sway of thinking, it was one of the few benefits of such alife. One of
the very few bendfits.

Hewas gtaying in the trailer camp more for protection than for lack of funds. Merlin pad hima
very generous salary. Moving out of his college apartment aweek ago, he had been terribly tempted to
rent afancy place on Chicago’s near north side. Or accept Megan's offer that he share her expensive
condo. But as pointed out by hisfriends, both choices posed clearly unacceptable risks. Jack’ slife was
dill in deadly danger. And if hewaskilled, eterna night would engulf the globe.

Though he had defested Dietrich von Bern, the Huntsman's mysterious master was till at large.
An ancient demigod of incredible powers, it threatened modern civilization. Using hiscrystd ball, Merlin
proclaimed Jack the only one who could stop the entity. It was aduel not yet completed. Until the
creature had been found and somehow destroyed, Jack could not afford to relax an instant. Thus, he
stayed, surrounded by friendly supernaturds, in atrailer camp in the far western Chicago suburbs.

Megan visited as often as possible, but the cramped trailer provided little room for romance. Nor
did their dozens of busybody chaperons, ranging from the Witch Hazel and her familiar, Sylvester, a
talking cat, to Simon Goodfellow, afaery changeling who aways managed to interrupt at the most
inconvenient ingtant possible. It was enough to try the patience of asaint. And Jack definitdy felt anything
but saintly concerning Megan.

Wonderfully erotic thoughts about his girlfriend forced Jack to turn the shower water ice cold.
Short and dender, with dark hair and sparkling eyes, Megan resembled an elf. Which was probably why
Jack origindly thought she was entirely supernaturd and not merely ahdfling. That she was very human
and quite passionate, he had discovered only recently. For all of her ethereal charms, Megan could be
quite risqué when the time and opportunity presented itself.

After showering and shaving, Jack flung on a shirt, sneakers, and pair of faded blue jeans. A



quick glance at the clock told him he had barely enough timeto grab abowl of cereal and milk before
meeting Cassandra on the meadow for his self-defense lessons. He grimaced as his muscles mentaly
groaned in anticipation. These workouts were necessary, but not appreciated. World-saver or not, Jack
was athinker, not afighter. However, there was no arguing with an Amazon.

Arriving at the tree-lined glade at exactly nine-thirty, Jack was not surprised to find Cassandra
there and ready for action. The Amazon was a chronic overachiever. Her back to him, she had started
exercisng on her own.

Sdf-disciplinewas away of life to the Amazon. She dways arrived early and | eft |ate. Practice,
practice, and more practicefilled her life. Cassandra defined dedication---bordering on obsession.

Tal and dender, Cassandra had skin the color of dark chocolate. Her eyes and shoulder-length
hair were jet black. High cheekbones and a thin, aquiline nose gave her afragile, delicate look. Only the
whipcord-lean musclesin her arms and shoulders hinted at the true strength she possessed.

In her hands, the Amazon held athick waking staff. Capped on each end with silver, the stick
was covered with exotic markings carved into the wood. Simon had once mentioned in passing
something about ancient Greek mottoes. Jack felt sure they dealt with the glory of battle. A mythologica
warrior woman, Cassandradidn’t fight to live---she lived to fight.

Jack watched, entranced as she wove her staff in an intricate series of maneuvers. Thewood
moved so fast mat at timesthe air whistled with its passage. Cassandratwirled on her toes, graceful asa
ballet dancer, as she completed routines designed to kill or maim anyone foolish enough to engage her in
combat. Cassandra played rough. When necessary, she was deadly.

“About time you arrived, Jack,” declared the Amazon without turning. He was quite positive she
had never seen him. But she had known he wasthere. *Y ou’ re three minutes | ate.”

“Sorry,” said Jack. “How did you identify me?’

“Y our breathing, of course,” she said. She spun around and planted her staff six inchesinto the
hard soil. “ Once you' ve magtered the fundamentas of self-defense, I’ll teach you some basic surviva
techniques. Y ou make too much noise walking. And you breathe way too loud.”

Jack sighed. He didn't recall any of the fantasy novels he enjoyed dwelling on the hero’ stedious
and painful training sessions. In books, the protagonist was dwaysin perfect shape and amaster fighter.
Unfortunately, teaching mathematics didn’t require any such skills. It was going to be another traumétic
morning.

The Amazon smiled, asif reading histhoughts. Mentaly, Jack grimaced. Cassandrareserved her
grinsfor dayswhen she planned the most demanding physica tormentsimaginable. He wondered if it
was too late to remember another gppointment.

Cassandratook one step toward him when her eyes widened in sudden surprise. Something
large and black rocketed over their heads. “ Assassins!” screeched the bird. “Assassing!”

Ingtantly, the Amazon launched hersdlf at Jack. Her right shoulder dammed into his chest,
sending the two of them sprawling to the earth. Above them, the clearing exploded with the roar of
automatic weapons.

Jack gulped in shock as Cassandra s staff disintegrated into athousand toothpicks. On the far
sde of the glade, the greenery vanished, swept away by a steel broom.

“Stay flat,” commanded Cassandra and disappeared into the woods. Knowing hislimitations,
Jack had no intentions of doing anything but.

An eternity passed in lessthan aminute. As suddenly asit had begun, the gunfire ceased. Still
wary, Jack stayed put. At the moment, the ground seemed the safest place to be.

With aflap of wings, ahuge raven landed only afew inches from Jack’ s nose. Intense pinpoint
black eyes stared into his.

“All’sclear,” declared the bird, in asurprisingly deep voice. It spoke with adight accent that
Jack found vaguely familiar. “ The babe neutrdized the opposition. | spotted three men and she got them
al. Tough cookie, that lady.”

“How do | know you'retdling the truth?’ asked Jack. “Y ou could betrying to trick me.”

“After warning you of the attack in thefirst place?’ replied the raven. “That doesn’t make sense,



Johnnie”

Jack groaned. The nickname confirmed hisworst fears. The bird squawked with anoticeable
Swedish accent. It sounded just like his mother. Who was the only person in the world who still used that
particular boyhood tide.

“You'reHugo?" guessed Jack, sSitting up. He had never been very good at telling hismother’s
two pet blackbirds apart. “1 never knew you could talk.”

“I didn’t know you were hanging ' round with Amazons,” retorted the bird. “ So we' re square.”

Jack groaned in dismay. It had only been afew weeks since hisfinad encounter with Dietrich von
Bern and hisarmy of Border Redcaps. He had hoped for alittle more rest before returning to the fray.
However, this unexpected nation attempt didn’t bode well for the future. Jack had afeding it was
going to bealong day. A very long day.
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A\ few seconds later, Cassandra appeared at the edge of the clearing dragging an unconscious man by

thefeet. A short, powerfully built man with adark brown beard that covered hisface, he was dressed in
khaki green combat fatigues. That his head bounced a ong the ground with solid thumps bothered the
Amazon not a bit. Cassandra hated being disturbed during their practice sessions. Jack knew better than
to ask diefate of the other two attackers. Sometimes he preferred not knowing al the answers.

“There were three of them,” declared the Amazon, dumping the lone survivor afew feet away
from Jack. “Each man carried an AK-47 and knew how to useit. For humans, they made remarkably
little noise. Lucky for us, your friend here sounded thedarm.”

“Humans?’ repeated Jack, caught by surprise.

He had naturally assumed their enemiesto be supernatura entities. New minions of hissinister
foe, sent to diminate him before he could interfere in the demigod’ s schemes. Jack stared at the
unconscious man with undisguised annoyance. The assassin definitely possessed an aura. Hewas
disressngly mortdl.

“What' sthe story with this clown?’ asked Hugo, hopping forward to peer into die man’sface.
“Diggruntled ex-gudent?’

“I never saw him beforein my life,” said Jack. “Besides, math mgjors don't carry automatic
weapons. At least,” he added cautioudy, “none of my studentsdid.”

“Let’swake him up and ask him afew questions,” said Cassandra. Therewas anicy cmnessto
her voice that made Jack shiver. “If he proves uncooperative, | can break afew of hisbones. Slowly.
Onea atime.”

“I can peck hiseyesout if you want,” added Hugo helpfully, “Haven't doneit for centuries, but |
think | till remember the technique. It slike riding abicycle. Once you learn how, you never forget.”

“No need to resort to torture unless absol utely necessary,” said Jack, turning green. Born of
mankind’ smost vivid imaginings, the supernaturals had atendency to view everything in terms of
extremes. There were no grays for them, only blacks and whites. “ The sight of you two should loosen his
tongue quick enough.”

“Maybe,” said Cassandra, sounding doubtful. “ Though anyone usng an AK-47 isn't going to
gart talking just because he' sthreatened by ataking bird.” She smiled. “ Crushing afew fingersusualy
gartsthem babbling.”

“Tak fird, torture later,” said Jack firmly.

“Spoilsport,” said Cassandra.

Pulling the man up by hiscollar into agtting position, the Amazon dapped him briskly acrossthe
face afew times. After afew hits, the bearded man grunted in pain and opened his eyes.

“Wefailed, huh?’ he said, glancing at the trio without fear. “1 assume you got the other two and



I’m the only oneleft,” The man spat. “Damned bird ruined the ambush. No fair usng animals aslookouts.
How' d you manage that trick?’

“I'll ask the questions,” said Jack, trying to sound tough. “Who are you and why did you try to
kill us?’

“I did my best,” said the bearded man, talking to himself. He completely ignored Jack’ s remarks.
“The Old Man warned usit wouldn’t be easy.”

“Old Man?" asked Jack, picking up on thetitle. “Who are you talking about? Are you with some
intelligence agency or something? The CIA? The FBI?’

“Quit babying the bozo, Johnnie,” said Hugo, flapping up to the startled prisoner’ s shoulder, L et
me poke out one of hiseyebals. That will get us some answers.”

“Game sover and welost thisround,” said the prisoner. “But my reward’ s earned. I’'m outa
here. I’'m off to paradise.”

The ingtant the man completed the phrase, he dumped lifelessly in Cassandral sarms.

“Hell,” said the Amazon, releasing her grip on the prisoner. His body dropped like asack of
cement to the ground. “ A poison gtick-it note.”

“A what?’ asked Jack, his gaze still captivated by the dead man. A few seconds ago, the
prisoner had been aliving, talking being. Now he waslifdess clay. Jack swalowed hard, trying to keep
his breakfast down. Despite weeks of heroics, he was not cut out for life-and-death Stuations.

“A poison stick-it note,” repeated Cassandra, grimacing. “It’ s arecent development in the
espionage field. All those spy novels and movies the past few decades rendered the
hollow-tooth-with-poison suicide gambit worthless. An easily inserted plastic mouthpiece prevented a
captured operator from taking the easy way ouit.

“Since modern interrogation methods could break even the most hardened or fanatic agent, a
new suicide method had to be devel oped. That’ s the poison stick-it note. It's adeadly pellet placed
directly in the skull. Merely thinking the proper phrase sends the necessary eectrica impulsesto the brain
and releases the toxic chemica. So far, the method has proven to be a hundred percent effective. The
only way to stop someone from suicide isto keep him unconscious. Which makes questioning your
captive awfully difficult.”

Jack roseto hisfeet. “ Great. It was bad enough when | was dealing with a power-hungry
demigod determined to conquer theworld and turn it into avast wasteland. Now, for some unknown
reason, secret agents willing to commit suicide rather than be questioned by us arelooking to kill me.
What & se can go wrong?’

Hugo glided up onto Jack’ sright shoulder and settled uncomfortably closeto hisear. The
blackbird was surprigngly light for itssze.

“Y our mother wantsto see you, Johnnie,” it stated. “ She’ swaiting for you downtown in Merlin’'s
office”

“Mother,” said Jack, inhaling a deep breath. He had amost forgotten about her. “She'sin
Chicago. Not in New Jersey.”

“Y ou catch on quick,” said the raven sarcagticdly. “Fredaarrived in the city thismorning on a
businesstrip. After hearing about your encounter with magic, she wanted to talk to you. Not to mention
meet your fiancée. So she sent meto find you. | arrived overhead just in time to spot those mugs
creeping through the woods. When | saw the firepower they were carrying, | thought awarning wasin
order.”

“My mother,” said Jack again. “In Chicago. At Merlin’soffice,” He paused for an ingant. “How
did she learn about Merlin? And my experiences with magic? | never said aword on the phone about
any of that.”

“A little bird told her,” cawed the raven. Jack swore the bird was laughing at him. Spreading its
wings, Hugo darted skyward. “ See you two downtown.”

Cassandra s gaze followed the raven until it was out of sight. “'Y our mother isan animal trainer?’

“Not that | ever knew,” replied Jack. “Though | guessit’'spossible. | recal my father once stating
hefirst met her at acircus.”



“A lot of supernaturas gravitated to circuses and traveling shows,” said Cassandra. “ They
provided wonderful camouflage for beingswith unusud powers.”

“Mom rarely talks about her days as a performer,” said Jack with ashrug. “1 gather some of her
relatives were disturbed when she lft the act to get married. Dad just grins whenever | ask and mumbles
something about seven ssters being too many for any one family.”

Jack scratched his head, trying to sort out histhoughts. “ Ever sincel realized Mom wasthe
supernatural member of the family, I’ ve been trying, without success, to place her in some mythology. It's
not easy trying to associate one of your parents with alegendary character. | never paid much attention
to Mom’ s pet blackbirds.”

Cassandra tossed the corpse of the bearded n over one shoulder. “Don’t worry about it.
I'm sure shé'll tell you dl you need to know. How about changing your clothes? 'Y ou don't want your
mother to see you covered with dirt. In the meantime, I’ll take care of the bodies.”

“Whatever you say,” declared Jack. “I’ll meet you at the car in half an hour.”

“Sounds good,” said Cassandra. Then, before he could wander off, she grabbed him by an arm.
Bardy exerting any pressure, there was incredible power in the Amazon’ sfingers.

“Stay dert, Jack,” shewarned. “If someone wants you dead, there’ s a good chance they sent out
more than one kill squad. There could be another bunch of ns back a camp.”

“I'll kegp my eyes open,” promised Jack, feding very melodramatic. “ One brush with desth a
day ismy limit.”

Walking as quietly as possible through the woods, Jack considered the morning’ s events. As
usud, things were taking place at amuch faster rate than he preferred.

In mogt of the fantasy novels he read, the hero dways had long periods of time when nothing
happened. That was when the brilliant hero findly put al the facts together and came up with the gartling
deductionsthat saved the day. Jack shook hishead in disgust. Most of histhinking was donewhile
running from one supernatura menace after another. What little free time he had, he usudly spent
recuperating or deeping.

Concentrating, hetried to recal anything else hisfather had ever said about his mother. They had
met when his dad was in Europe on abusinesstrip thirty years ago. Other than the odd match she made
with hisfather---she wastal, busty, and blonde, while hisfather was short, dark, and dender---he
couldn’t think of anything the least bit unusual about her. She made awonderful peanut butter, lettuce,
and mayo sandwich; enjoyed working for the family export business; and owned a horse named Flying
Feet that she rode once aweek on Saturday.

Her two pet ravens, Hugo and Mongo, she kept outside in aspecia birdhouse in the backyard.
They often disappeared for days, sometimes weeks, a atime, but they always came back. Thinking
back to his earliest childhood, Jack couldn’t remember atime when the birds hadn’t been around. He
wondered, idly, if hismother was awitch and the birds were her familiars.

Somehow, he couldn’t imagine hismom asawitch. Especidly not after having met awitch
named Hazel who lived in thetrailer camp along with her cat, Sylvester. With amenta shrug, he pushed
the ideafrom hismind. As Cassandra had stated, he would learn the truth soon enough. He was nearing
histrailer. Time to watch out for strangers.

Fortunately, no one suspicious was about. Jack hurriedly changed into apair of good dacks and
agport shirt. He d'so managed to wash hisface and comb his hair before heading over to the parking lot
where hewas to meet Cassandra. After al, though his mother might be awitch or asorceress or one of a
dozen other types of supernaturd entities, first and foremost, she was ill hismom.
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Cassandrawaited patiently by the side of a 1967 Buick Electra. Piled at her feet were three AK-47



automatic rifles, atrio of mismatched handguns, five knives, over adozen hand grenades, and severd
letha-looking items Jack didn’t recognize. The Amazon looked grim. The blood drained from Jack’s
face.

“Where did the heavy armament come from?’ he asked.

“Courtesy of our friendsin thewoods,” replied Cassandra, “ This stuff wasdl | could carry. You
should' ve seen the stuff | |eft behind. Those characters were walking arsenas. They definitely meant
business, Jack. What they lacked in style and grace, they made up in firepower.”

“Aren’'t hand grenadesillega?’ he asked, not ableto think of much elseto say.

Cassandra shrugged. “1 doubt if they worried about the police.”

Reaching down, shelifted a cloth sack off the ground. Insdeit, something wiggled. “I didike
modern wegpons,” said the Amazon. “Guns are S0... uncivilized. So | brought along my own secret
wespon.”

“Y ou’ re expecting another attack?’ he asked.

“They found us at the camp,” answered Cassandra. | discovered aradio transmitter back in the
woods. Which probably meansthat their confederates redize the firgt attack failed. Chances seem pretty
good that they’ll try again. I’ d be very surprised if we makeit to the city without an encounter.”

“But we'll beon the highway,” he declared. “Nobody firesagun on ahighway.”

Cassandrasmiled. “ Ever hear of drive-by shootings, my naive young friend? Assassnsdon’t
worry about breaking city or state ordinances,” She patted the mysterious sack, which shook violently
under her touch. “Better we' re prepared than dead.”

Jack nodded unhappily, Cassandra actualy appeared quite cheerful. Which was not surprising.
Asan Amazon, she lived for danger. Violent action defined her existence. The one thing she never
walked away from was afight.

“You think they’ Il try an ambush on the road instead of waiting till we get to the city?’ he asked,
opening the door to the Buick.

“If 1 wanted to kill someone,” answered the Amazon, diding into the driver’ s seet, “I couldn’t
think of a better location than the Chicago highway system.”

“Thetrafficismurder,” admitted Jack.

“The mgor roads are always under construction,” stated Cassandra, turning the key in the
ignition. “ There s potholes big enough to swalow atruck. Driversin thisareaare the word tailgatersin
the country. Entrance ramps barely exist, making high-speed merges a crapshoot. Everyone drives
twenty miles above the posted limit.” She grinned. “Who would notice afew guys shooting at each other
from car windows?’

“Wel,” said Jack, settling back in the sedan’ slush seet, “at least thiscar’ sbuilt like atank. |
remember you saying that when we bought it. And it does haveits secrets.”

The Buick was no ordinary vehicle. It had been rebuilt inside and out by Fritz Grondark, one of
the fabled dwarven mechanics. Already possessing one of the biggest engines ever put in an automobile,
the magically enhanced Buick was capable of outrunning anything on the road. Incredibly responsiveto
itsdriver’ stouch, it could make impossible turns and stop in half the time of anorma vehicle. The
unmarked condition of its exterior proclaimed that it could not be scratched or dented. Jack wondered if
that also meant the car was bulletproof. He hoped so.

Stepping on the gas, Cassandra gunned the car onto the country road that led from the trailer
camp to the highway into town. Nervoudy, Jack kept alookout for anyone following them.

Thefirgt fifteen minutes passed without incident. Jack liked jazz while Cassandra preferred
classca music. After much debate, they settled on an oldies station. Weekday traffic was light and they
made good time. Cassandra kept their car in the middle lane, maintaining severa car lengths between
them and any other vehicles. The mysterious sack remained untouched in the backseat.

“Seat belt fastened?’ she casualy asked Jack, adjusting the rearview mirror as she spoke.

“Of course,” he answered. “Why?’

“It' sagaing the law to St in the front without your belt buckled,” said the Amazon. “Besides,
there’ stwo cars coming up fast behind us. | think company’ sarrived.”



Turning, Jack caught aglimpse of apair of black Cadillacsahaf dozen car lengths behind them.
There were two men in each car---one driving while the other wasin the rear seat. Jack noted they were
dressed in the same khaki greens as his earlier attackers.

“If they’re pros,” said Cassandra, “one car will pull up on our side while the other remains
behind. That gives them asecond chance if we manage to evade thefirst attempt.”

“Wonderful news,” said Jack, dumping in his scat. “ Can't we outrun them?”

“Not with thistraffic,” said Cassandra, waving at the congestion ahead. “ There’ stoo many trucks
for usto weave safely in and out of traffic. We re moving at asteady fifty. Don’t worry. We can take
them.”

Jack suspected the Amazon was using the heavy traffic as an excuse. She hated running from a
fight. No matter what the odds. He only hoped Cassandra’ s honor wouldn't get them both killed.

The Amazon grunted in satisfaction. “Here they come. Thefirst car ismaking amove. They're
pulling up on your side. Obvioudy, you' re the primary objective, Jack. These guyswant you dead.”

“Terrific,” said Jack. “ Y ou have aplan?’

“Of course,” said the Amazon. “ Something nice and easy and unexpected. Grab the sack. Don't
be afraid. There snothing init that can hurt you. At least, not asmuch asabullet.”

Immeasurably cheered by that remark, Jack reached behind him and pulled the cloth bag onto his
lap. Something large and active wiggled on hislegs. But he was too concerned about the nsto
care.

“Now what?" he asked, terribly aware of the other car’ shood only afew feet away from their
rear bumper.

“Shooting accurately from amoving car isn't easy, even for trained killers,” said Cassandra. “The
man in back won't risk firing until they’ re right on our side. Loosen the string on the top of that sack. Be
ready. When | yell, toss the bag out your window. And then duck.”

Jack untied the cord on the cloth bag. Putting both his hands beneath it, he waited for
Cassandra s command. Behind them, amotor roared.

“Now!” the Amazon shouted, and spun the steering whed to theright.

Metd screeched againgt metal asthe Buick dammed hard into the black Cadillac. Jack caught a
glimpse of the driver of the other car, feverishly fighting to keep hisvehicle on the road. Then, obeying
orders, Jack hurled the cloth bag out the window. Sending it hurtling directly into the front seet of the
other car.

Immediately he ducked, expecting the roar of gunfire. Instead, there came a horrifying scream,
the screech of tires, and the sound of stedl hitting concrete. Seeing the ghost of a smile appear on
Cassandra slips, Jack dowly straightened in his sedt.

“Perfectly executed,” declared Cassandra, her gaze fixed on the rearview mirror. “They collided
with the cement guardrail on the shoulder. The Cadillac is pretty well demolished, but that’ stheir worry.
No other vehiclesinvolved, but traffic behind them has dowed to a crawl. Asusud, nobody on the
highway can drive past an accident without gawking for afew seconds. By the time their buddiesin the
following car make it past the scene, we'll be downtown.”

“What wasin that bag?’ asked Jack.

“A snake,” said Cassandra. “ A nice big one | found in the woods. Not the least bit dangerous,
but it surelooked vicious. | thought it might distract the driver a acrucid instant. Guess| wasright.
Surprising how the coolest professionas are suckersfor large, ugly, nasty reptiles.”

Jack drew in adeep breath, glad he had not asked Cassandra earlier about the contents of the
bag. He was not particularly fond of reptiles himself.

“They were both mortal,” he said, as much to himsdlf as his companion. “Neither of them were
supernatural.”

“I noticed,” said the Amazon. “It lookslike not al of your enemies are mythologica beings. Any
ideawho the killers might be? Or why they are after you?’

“Unfortunately,” said Jack, “1 sugpect | know the truth. Something the first killer said set off darm
bellsin my mind. | think I'vefinaly placed the reference. And I'm not happy about it.”



He paused, gathering his thoughts together. The more he considered the clues, the more positive
he grew that he had correctly deduced the identity of his attackers.

“Y ou’ rewrong about the supernatural element,” he continued. “ The evil mastermind behind these
nation attemptsis aparticularly notorious mythica being. He s definitely not mortal. The problem
for usisthat hisfollowersare. They're usualy the dregs and lowlifes of society. In thesetimes, that
means there could be thousands of them. And most likely, they'real programmed to try to kill
me---without any regard for their own safety.”
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They arrived downtown without further incident. However, remaining cautious, Cassandrainssted that

they park blocks away from the building in which Merlin’s suite was located. Office workers breaking for
lunch provided plenty of cover for their entrance to the complex and onto the elevators. Only when they
were on theway up to the thirty-fourth floor did the Amazon relax.

“Dedicated nsarered trouble, Jack,” she declared when they were alone on the elevator.
“Over the centuries, | often served as abodyguard for the rich and famous. | worked for both kings and
gueens and, at times, the masterminds who pulled their strings. In every case, when agroup of dedicated
professiona s decided that their target had lived too long, death proved inevitable. Even the most
competent protector, and | wasthe best,” the Amazon stated completely matter-of-factly, “could not
stop fanatics”

Jack nodded. “Ever hear the story of Sdadin’spillow?’

“No,” said Cassandra, a puzzled expression on her face. “I remained in the Far East during the
Crusades. | found chivary repulsive. What about Sdadin?’

“I'll tll you shortly,” said Jack, asthe elevator stopped on Merlin’sfloor. “Firgt, it' stimeto face
my mother.”

Steding himsdlf for the inevitable, Jack pushed open the door that read, Ambrose Ltd.,
Investments. Asaways, abrief smileflickered across hislips as he slently scanned the company motto
etched in black letters beneath thetitle. We Guarantee Y our Future. Merlin used the best possible
method to back up hisinvestment advice. He studied the future in his crystal ball.

“Johnnie!” Freda Coallins svoice had lost none of its earsplitting intensity in the year since Jack
had seen her last. Asusud, the hug that followed squeezed the last breath of air from hislungs. Jack
stood six fed tall, and was dender and dark like hisfather. His mother matched him in height, but was
blonde, blue eyed, and big busted. Many people, seeing and hearing her for the first time, mistook her for
an operasinger. Or alady wredtler.

After crushing his shouldersto apulp, hismom thrust him an arm'’ slength away. “ Still skinny as
ever,” she declared, with alaugh that shook the room. “Maybe married lifewill put alittle meat on your
bones”

Then she paused, catching her first sight of Cassandra, who stood frozen in the doorway. “ Y ou?’
said Freda, an odd note in her voice.

“You,” hismother repeated, thistime not as a question, but as a statement of fact. Then she spat
out aword in an unknown tongue that sounded remarkably like acurse.

Jack’ seyesbulged. Inal of hislife, he could never once remember his mother swearing. But he
never recalled seeing the look of intense emotion that swept across her face as she stared at Cassandra.

“So you refer to yoursdlf as Fredanow,” said Cassandra, her own voice tight with suppressed
fedings. “Quite achange from the old days.”

“Y ou are obvioudy the one called Cassandra,” said Jack’ s mother. “I should have recognized
you from Merlin’s description. Though | assumed you long dead, food for the ravens.”

“Asdid| of you,” replied Cassandra. “ Ripped to shreds on some battlefield by vultures.”



With a savage howl, Freda Collins flung herself forward. To be met in midair by ascreaming
Cassandra Cole. Arms locked around each other’ s shouldersin an unbreakable grip. A few anxious
seconds went by before Jack redlized that the two women were embracing. And laughing wildly.

“Uh, careto explain what the hell isgoing on?’ he asked, wondering where Merlin and Megan
might he hiding. Not that he blamed them much for keeping out of the way. “I gather you two recognize
each other.”

“Inthe good old days,” said Cassandra, her face beaming, “we were best of friends. Many were
the timeswe fought side by side, daughtering anyone foolish enough to cross our path.”

“Those werefinetimes,” nodded his mother in agreement. His mom, the one who baked
gingerbread men a Chrissmastime. “The clash of ted, the swest of battle, the smell of blood, the
agonizing criesof thedying.”

“Remember the Thirty Years War?’ asked Cassandra. “Fighting with the Swedes againg Tilly in
Lepzig. Those wereviolent days, filled with excitement.”

“Especidly with the bubonic plague killing haf the population of Venicethe sameyear,” replied
his mother. “ They wanted to burn you as awitch because of your color. Lucky | was there with my
ggersto saveyou from thefire”

“| paid back that debt during the war between Russiaand Poland thirty yearslater,” returned
Cassandra. “ Those Cossacks had more than agame of kissand tell on their minds.”

“Youwereademon,” said Freda “How many did you daughter that afternoon? Twenty, thirty?’

“Mother,” protested Jack, hisface turning red. “What are you saying!”

“Sorry, Johnnie,” said his mother, not quite succeeding in suppressing agrin. “Different times,
different customs. I’'m quite satisfied living with your father these days, helping him manage hisbusiness.
Each age hasits noble warriors. In this century, businessmen fight the great battles. But it isfun to
reminisce alittle about the past.”

“Your ssters?’ interrupted Cassandra.

“Thesame asever. Wetdk infrequently. They took offensethat | |eft the act to get married. The
last | heard, they were touring out west in arodeo. My ravens spy on them. According to the birds, they
continue performing trick riding stunts, forming human pyramids on the backs of horses, and shooting
holesin playing cards. The same dull suff wedid for Buffdo Bill.”

Jack rubbed his forehead in bewilderment. His mind was overloading with too much data too
soon. He spotted Megan edging out of the door of Merlin’ sinner office. Anxioudy, he hurried over to his
girlfriend.

“Y ou were expecting this?’ he asked, taking hold of her hands. Asusual, atingle of excitement
raced through his body from the touch. To Jack, Megan was red magic, pure and smple. The
old-fashioned kind.

“Not redly,” shereplied, grinning. “We thought it would be niceto leave you and your mother
aonefor afew secondsto say hello. Neither of us expected this outburst. Father’ shiding behind his
desk. What' sthe story?’

“Apparently Cassandraand my mom are old drinking buddies,” said Jack, rolling hiseyesin
mock dismay. “We know Cassandraisthe last of the Amazons. My mother, it turnsout, is evidently
some sort of warrior maiden.”

Megan giggled, as behind them the two women chattered away contentedly. “Y our mom reminds
me of the lead singer in one of those Wagnerian operas. Y ou know, the sturm-and-drang things featuring
Rhine Maidens and Siegfried and the Norse Gods.”

Jack opened his mouth to reply, then snagpped it shut. Hefdt alittle dizzy. It was elther too many
dramatic revelationsin too short atime or going too long without lunch.

“Thetwo birdsthat arrived with my mom?’ he asked. “ They anywhere around? | want to ask
them some questions.”

“Probably yakking away with Merlin,” answered Megan. “1 never met ravens who talked so

“I"'m not surprised,” said Jack, opening the door to the inner office. “Let’s say hello to your



father. This pair won't notice we re gone.”

Merlin the Magician nodded a cursory hello to Jack and Megan as the two of them entered the
inner chamber. The wizard, an ederly man with weather-browned skin and along snow white beard,
was engaged in adeep conversation with one of the ravens. Hugo and Mongo sat perched on the top of
the magician’schair, their yellow claws sunk deep into the lesther.

Though he had lived with the birds most of hislife, Jack still couldn’t tell one from the other. Now
that he redlized the pair were creations of magic, not nature, he understood their identica nature. The
blackbirds had been imagined to life as twin ravens. Mankind' s subconscious mind had never given them
any distinguishing aspects. Each bird was the exact duplicate of the other.

“Findly madeit back,” said the raven, not speaking with Merlin. Jack assumed it had to be
Hugo. “What took you so long?’

“We encountered some more problems on the highway,” replied Jack. “Besides,” he added,
unabletoresst, “it'snot asfar traveling straight as the crow flies”

“Crow?’ sgquawked the bird, sounding indignant. “No insults, please. Mongo and | are ravens.
We rethe most famousravensin dl of mythology.”

“I'll bet,” said Jack. “Though I’'m not sure how the pair of you hooked up with my mom.”

“Smple” replied the bird. “ Once the priests of the White Christ arrived in the northlands, the
Bossredized his days were numbered. Before vanishing, he worked hard providing dl of hisloyd
servants with good homes. Mongo and me aways got aong rea well with your mother so we decided to
stay with her. Thewolves, Geri and Freki, moved in with your aunt Hannah.

“We stop in to see them once or twice ayear. To keep things smple, they pretend now to be
dogs,” Thebird laughed, abizarre sound. “Big, big, dogs, withimmenseteeth.”

“I'mlogt,” said Megan, “completely, hopelesdy lost.”

“Merely uninformed, daughter,” said Merlin, rising to hisfeet. *Y ou' re lacking the proper
information. Thisfascinating creature has just told Jack that his mother is one of the fabled ' Choosers of
theSan.’ Or, asthey are caled in bookstoday, the Vakyries.”

Megan looked at Jack, her eyeswide. “Vakyriesasin’Ride of’ 7’

“You got it, sgter,” said Hugo. Beside it, Mongo flapped itswings and cawed out afew barely
recognizable bars of the Wagner piece. The screeching hurt Jack’ s ears. “ Fredawas a high flier once.
She and her ssterstore up the skies on Wings of Horses.”

“Then who are you two?’ asked Megan.

“Hugi and Mugin at your service, ma am,” said Hugo. Thetwo birds dipped their heads, asif
bowing palitey. “ Trained circus performers, notorious spies and gossips, and onetime companionsto the
mightly All-Father, leader of the Norse Gods, Odin.”

“It'sal coming back to me now,” said Jack. “Edmond Hamilton and Lester dd Rey both wrote
novels about ordinary mortals who find themsdlves in Goétterdammerung, the Twilight of the Gods. So did
L. Sprague de Camp.”

An avid fantasy fan with a phenomena memory, Jack’ s knowledge of legendary and
mythologica characters came primarily from the stories he had read over the past decade. In most cases,
the information he remembered served him better than consulting Bulfinch’s Mythol ogy.

“Persondly, | liked de Camp’s Incomplete Enchanter the best,” declared Hugo. “He portrayed
Odin true to character---rude, mysterious, and always brooding.”

“Nah,” said Mongo. “Hamilton’s A Yank at Valhalla was tons more fun. He judtified everything
through super science and the story had adam-bang finish. They don’t write stuff like that anymore.”

“Y ou two read sciencefiction?’ asked Jack, bewildered. “I didn’t know birds could read.”

“We'renot ordinary birds, Jack,” said Hugo. The raven’ s piercing black eyesfroze Jack with a
wicked gtare. “Don’t you forget it. In the old days, we flew al over gathering information for the
All-Father. Each night we landed on his shoulders and described to him what was happening throughout
theworld.”

“World meaning theimmediate surroundings,” interrupted Mongo, sounding dightly sarcadtic.
“Amazing how the scae of things changes once you escape the limits of the nearby surroundings.”



“Whatever,” said Hugo, flgpping hiswingsin annoyance. “ Give me a chance to explain without
interruption, please.”

“I’'m sure Jack has already deduced therest,” said Mongo. “He' sabright boy. Y ou heard
Merlin’s narrative how Johnnie saved the world from the forces of darkness.”

“Yeah,” said Hugo. “But think what he could have done with our help.”

The big raven shrugged, not an easy task considering it had no shoulders. 1 guess Mongo’ sright.
It ain’t hard to figure out the full report. Since we had to spy and then report to the All-Father, we were
crested with the ability to read and spesk.”

“But why indulge in fantasy fiction?’ asked Jack. “Why not history? Or perhaps westerns?’

“Useyour brain, Johnnie,” said Hugo. “How many times did you come home from school and
find one of your books on the floor with the pages open? Or have a volume disappear for aweek or
two, then turn up again asif it had never been gone?’

Jack’ sface turned bright red. “ The two of you? Borrowing my books? My valuable,
first-edition books!”

“Cdm down,” said Mongo. “We tried to be careful with them.”

“Surewewere,” said Hugo. “ Though turning the pages on those old pulp magazines put a hell of
acrimp in my neck. The paper kept crumbling into shreds.”

“My pulps?’ said Jack, growing more and more agitated. “Y ou turned the pages of my pulps
with your beaks? Some of those magazines are Sixty yearsold. They'reirreplaceable!”

“Tagted likeit, too,” said Hugo. Then, seeing the expression on Jack’ sface, the raven quickly
added, “ The shreds, that is. Thetiny bits of paper that fell off the edges.”

Freda Collins chose that moment, as her son started reaching out with both hands to wring the
life out of the bird in front of him, to open the door to Merlin’s office. “ Good to see you' re getting
acquainted,” she declared chearfully.

“Mother,” said Jack, dropping his handsto his sides, “your ravens have been secretly reading my
fantasy booksfor years,” Hisvoice trembled with the anger of atrue collector. “They put besk marksin
my pulps”

“Blame me, Johnnie,” said his mother, calmly. “I gave them permission. The birds were bored.
Therewasn't alot for them to do the past few decades, now that warfare’ s changed so much. Reading
wastheir only escgpe from monotony. Besides, they liked your tasteiin literature.”

“Yeah,” said Hugo. “Y ou never heard us complain. Including when you got hooked for ayear on
those dreadful H. P. Lovecraft Cthulhu Mythos pastiches.”

“Beddes,” said Mongo, “flying around one day we found a used bookstore in the Bronx where
there' sacomplete set of Weird Tales in fine condition for sale---cheap. The owner does't know athing
about pulp magazines. He' d probably et them go for asong. We couldn't tell you about them before.
But now Hugo and me can work as your book scouts. We I find plenty of bargains. Discovering hidden
itemsisataent we possess.”

“Well,” said Jack, taking adeep bresth. “1 guess| forgive you. But, in the future, inform me what
you want to read. That way, at least, | can take the magazines out of the plagtic bagsfor you.”

“Ded,” said Hugo.

Things quieted down after that. Freda updated Jack on family matters, including the latest
scandals, marriages, and deaths. The two ravens provided the embarrassing details. Jack soon redlized
the birds hadn’t exaggerated their kill as spies. They knew the dirt on everyone.

Afterward, Jack was forced to recap in detail his adventures fighting Dietrich von Bern, the Wild
Huntsman. His mother and the ravens had heard some of the story from Merlin. But the magician and
Megan had been in enchanted deep for most of the exploit. Jack, with Cassandra s promptings, filled in
therest.

About hafway through the story, Merlin supplied lunch via ateleportation spell to the nearest
restaurant. A BLT and a Coke did wonders soothing Jack’ s temper. Asdid the admiring comments from
both his parent and her blackbirds.

“My son, theworld-saver,” said Freda Collins, when Jack finished histae. “Not that I'm



surprised. The blood of heroes flowsin your veins. Too bad you never learned the identity of the
demigod pulling the Huntsman’ s trings. Hidden enemies are the most dangerous kind.”

“So far, even Merlin’ smagic has proven usdess,” said Jack. “The demigod staysfar enoughin
the background to be untracegble. It'samystery that has to be solved sooner or later. But that’ sthe least
of my problems. The events of this morning present amuch more immediate dilemma Onethat hasto be
dedlt with right away.”

“Thismorning?’ said Megan, her voice concerned. “Whét are you talking about?’

“Didn’'t Hugo mention the assassins?’ asked Jack.

“Assassins,” said Megan, her eyesflashing dangeroudy. She turned to the raven. “What
ns?’

“Oops, sorry,” said the bird quickly. Obvioudy, Megan frightened him agood deal more than
Jack. “ Since the attempt failed, | decided not to say anything till Johnnie arrived and could provide the
detallshimsdf.”

“An assassnation attempt,” said Merlin, frowning. “That' s strange. | recently tried using my
crysta bdl to predict our enemy’ s next move. While the results were inconclusive, | saw nothing to
indicate it planned any direct violent action againgt you. At leadt, not in theimmediate future.”

“Not one attempt, but two,” said Jack. Briefly, he described both attacks and how Cassandra
foiled each of them. “In both cases, the killers were mortass, not supernaturas. But | believe behind them
gands a particularly fiendish supernatural mastermind.”

Jack drew in adeep breath. “No direct action, you said. Unfortunately, that doesn't rule out
working through a proxy. The demigod is staying safely out of sight and letting another mongtrousfigure
fight its battles. Unlike Dietrich von Bern and his Border Redcaps, this villain uses human henchmen.”

“Which changes the rules of the game dradtically,” said Cassandra. “Mortals aren’t bound by the
samerules as supernaturd entities. And there are so many of them.”

The Amazon did not look pleased. Nor did anyone ese. “Y ou hinted earlier you knew the
identity of this new mastermind. Jack,” said Cassandra. “Who isit?’

“I’'m not positive about the answer,” said Jack, “but everything I’ ve seen and heard so far points
to one infamous figure. The actions of the ns and the few remarks made by our one prisoner
before he committed suicide support my theory. Why heis serving our mysterious enemy | don’t know.
But for some unexplained reason, I’ ve been marked for death by the Old Man of the Mountain.”
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N obody said anything for amoment. Jack gazed around at hisfriends and relatives, feeling amixture of

annoyance and astonishment. He refused to believe that they didn’t comprehend his predicament.

“Wasn't he the big, white-bearded giant in that Belly Boop cartoon?’ asked Megan, apuzzled
expression on her face. “The one we watched on TNT with the Cab Calloway sound track?’

“Y ou' re being threatened by an animated monster?” squawked Hugo. “ That stretches credibility
abit far, doesn'tit?’

Jack sghed in amazement. “Aren’t any of you familiar with the stories of the Old Man of the
Mountain and the Order of Assassns?’

Seeing the blank looksthat greeted his question, he knew the answer, Eyebrows knotted in
concentration, he stared directly at the two ravens. “1 thought you birds knew everything. The old legends
said you spied on mankind' s doings each day and whispered it that night in Odin’sear.”

“A gross exaggeration, I'm afraid,” said Mongo. Of the two birds, he had the better vocabulary.
“As| mentioned earlier, Johnnie, our range was limited by the imagination of our creators. They never
envisioned the true extent of the world. We watched the northlands pretty well, but that wasit.”

“Beddes,” added Hugo, “wefly awfully fast, but there’ sonly so much territory you can cover in



”

aday.

“I wish Smonwas here,” said Jack, shaking his head unhappily. “He d understand why I'm
concerned.”

“Whereisthe changdling?’ asked Freda. “He sounds like an interesting character. I'd like to
meet him.”

“Simon |eft yesterday for England,” said Jack. “ He' sarranging atransfer to another college. It'sa
ritual he goes through each year. He won't return for weeks.”

A faery changding, Smon Goodfdlow had proven avauable dly in Jack’ s battle with Dietrich
von Bern. Like al magical beings. Simon had evolved with the times. Centuries ago, he had been the
magica child left behind, replacing a baby kidnapped by fagries. In the modern world, hewasa
know-it-all exchange student who was never at alossfor an answer. Trueto his nature, Smon always
interrupted at the wrong time, grated on hisfriends nerves, and generally acted the nuisance. Y et hewas
aso aloyd, brave companion. Jack missed him aready.

“If the Old Man of the Mountain isn't the cartoon character,” said Megan, patting Jack’ s hand,
“why not tell uswho heis?’

“I guessit’snot that surprising that none of you heard of him,” said Jack. “He comesfrom a
mythology entirely different from any of yours,” He glared a the ravens. “ Ed Hamilton wroteastory in
1943 for Weird Tales that featured the Old Man of the Mountain. Hetitled it ' The Vdley of the
Assassins.”

“We never read it,” said Hugo. “The Weird Tales were packed too tightly together on the
shelves. Wetried but couldn’t pull them out.”

“Thank God for small favors,” muttered Jack. “ To understand the legend of the Old Man of the
Mountain, | havetotell you of the secret society he founded, the Hashashin. Or, asthey were caled by
the Crusaders, the Assassins.

“Thenamein Arabic literally means hashish addict. The drug was used by a sect of fanatica
Shi’ite Modems during the e eventh century to induce religious visons. The leader of these Hashashin
was a brilliant renegade cleric, Hasan a-Sabbah. Lessinterested in spiritua objectives than materia
gains, Hasan created what was probably the most successful terrorist organization ever. For hisfollowers
were unafraid of desth. Without such fear, the Hashashin made the perfect killers. They werewilling to
dieto accomplish their gods. Which usualy were missions of murder or extortion.

“The Hashashin were fearl ess because they knew in serving al-Sabbah they were guaranteed
admission to paradise. Suffering for ashort time on Earth meant nothing if followed by an eternity of
pleasure. For, unlike most prophets, a-Sabbah provided his men with aglimpse of the hereafter.”

“Nicetrick if you can manage,” commented Hugo. “How did he accomplish that? Mass
hypnotisn?”

“Better than that,” replied Jack. “ The headquarters of the cult was set in ahuge mountain
fortress, Alamut, located in the mountains of northwest Iran. Thus, al-Sabbah’ stitle, the Old Man of the
Mountain.

“In the center of the citaddl was a secret garden constructed by the Old Man’ s servants. Stocked
with fruit, wine, and beautiful dave girls, the oasis resembled the Mosem concept of paradise. When a
new recruit cameto Alamut, he was fed drugged wine which put him to deep. When he awakened, he
found himsdlf transported to Heaven, complete with willing women and bountiful wine. After indulgingin
aday of pleasure, the naive recruit was returned to the fortress via another dose of drugged wine.
Knowing what awaited him in degth if he served d-Sabbah faithfully during life transformed an ordinary
man into afearless assassin. Deadly risks meant nothing to them since they knew that paradise beckoned.
They were unstoppable.”

“| take it these Hashashin made quite a name for themselves?’ asked Cassandra.

“The Assassins spread terror throughout the Middle East for the next two hundred years. No one
was safe from the whims of the Old Man of the Mountain. From Alamut, he conducted areign of fear
unmatched in history. The mere whisper of his name was enough to cause a panic.

“When a-Sabbah died, one of hisfollowersrosein his position and assumed thetitle, the Old



Man of the Mountain. The murders continued. And, with each deeth, the cult’ s power and influence
grew.”

“Y ou mentioned Sdladin?’ prompted Cassandra.

“The Crusaders most dangerous foe made no secret of his distaste for the Assassins. One
afternoon, he mentioned to his generds that he was considering an assault on their headquartersin Syria
The next morning, Saladin woketo find an Assassn’ sknife driven into the pillow next to hishead. He
needed no other warning. Sdadin never mentioned the order again.”

Jack paused. “Did you hear someone moving in the outer office?’

“I canceled my appointmentsfor today,” said Merlin, “so that we would not be disturbed,” The
magician’s brow wrinkled in annoyance. “Strange, | sense. . "

Before Merlin could finish the sentence, the door to the inner room burst open and ahaf dozen
men dressed in green combat fatigues, carrying Uzi machine guns, crowded into the chamber.

“Shit,” said Hugo.

“Death,” replied atall, bearded man with shaven head. “ Death to our quarry and hisfriends.”

Savagely, he squeezed the trigger of his Uzi. Nothing happened. At hissides, hismen aimed and
fired. Again without results.

“A dampening spdll on the office makes gunfireimpossible,” declared Merlin smugly. “ Those
wegpons are useless.”

Snarling with rage, the bearded man dammed his gun to the ground. Angrily, he pulled ahuge
knife from a sheath strapped to hisside. “Now they die!”

“You talk too much, baldie,” declared Cassandra, A flawlesdy executed spin kick ended with
her right foot damming into the bearded man’ s jaw. Histeeth exploded across the room. His mouth ared
ruin, the man fell backward, his eyes wide with shock.

Howling wildly, hisfollowers reached for their own knives. Jack, Megan, and Merlin retrested to
the rear of the room, knowing they’ d only be in the way. Six norma humans, even trained ns,
were no match for one angry Amazon. Not to mention adightly out-of-shape Vakyrie and two fiendish
ravens.

With awar cry of “For Asgard!” that nearly shattered the chamber’ s glass windows, Freda
Collinshurtled forward at the astonished killers. For awoman her Sze, she moved with astonishing
quickness.

Effortlesdy, Jack’s mother grabbed two of the men by the neck, raised them into the air, and
smashed them together like two bricks. They collided so hard that Jack could hear the sound of their
bones breaking across the room. Snorting in disgust, Fredathrew the limp pair againgt the officewall.
They collgpsed lifdesdy to thefloor.

Hugo and Mongo made short work of the third attacker. Wings thrashing furioudy, they dashed
at his unprotected face with their claws and beaks. His head spurting blood, the man collgpsed facedown
on the carpet. One concluding shudder and he was still. Remembering the raven’ s earlier remarks about
poking out eyes, Jack felt no desireto learn how that lucklessindividua had expired.

The last two killers actualy managed to draw their weapons before Cassandra reached them.
That proved to be their undoing. Faced with two attackers armed with knives, the Amazon reacted by
inginct done. Her deadly hands moving faster than the eye could follow, she killed both men ingtantly.

Jack clenched hisfigtsin frustration. Of the Sx attackers, only the leader remained dive.
Anxioudy, Jack glanced at the bearded man, his back pressed to the doorframe. Face white with shock,
the n surveyed the carnage surrounding him. Bloody lips moved asif in prayer.

“Stop him,” cried Jack, but it was aready too late. Without a sound, the bearded man dumped
to the floor, dead. There would be no learning anything from this group. Jack had afedling that
guestioning prisoners was going to prove quite difficult.

8



6

“Wesaklings” said Freda Collins, snorting in derision, staring at the bodiies littering the floor. Shewas

barely breething hard. Daintily, she cracked her knuckles. “Odin would have sent us packing if my sisters
and | brought ones such asthese back to Vahala.”

Mentally, Jack filed anote to ask his mother someday about her adventures as one of the
Choosers of the Sain. It was an intriguing thought, but there were more pressing concernsto worry
about.

“What are we going to do with these guys?’ he asked. “ Explaining their condition to the police
might provedifficult.”

“No problem,” said Merlin, reaching for the telephone. “I’ll use a preserving spdll on them so
they won't decay. There safriendly giant who often handles heavy moving jobsfor me. I'll have him
stop by after the building closes and pick up the corpses. He |l dispose of them for areasonable fee.”

Sighing, Jack folded his arms across his chest in annoyance. Nine men had died today and it
wasn't close to suppertime. Hefdt asif hewereliving in an Arnold Schwarzenegger movie.

“Continue with your story, Johnnie,” said hismother. Shelooked a her watch. “But make it
quick. I have abusiness meeting with Mr. Weissman, the herring importer, in thirty minutes. | dare not be
late. It would make your father furious.”

Jack shook his head. When the real and the imaginary worlds collided, the real world won. His
mom could deal with rampaging nswithout breaking into asweat. However, the thought of telling
her hushand that she had fumbled abusiness ded was an entirely different matter. He hurried on with his
explanation.

“There snot much moreto tell. In the middle of the thirteenth century, the Assassins made the
fatal mistake of killing two envoys under truce,” He glanced at the two ravens. “ Seabury Quinn wrote a
story about the murders. Hetitled it, ' The Gentle Werewolf.” ”

“Never heard of it,” said Hugo. “ Another one from Weird Tales, | bet.”

“Right,” said Jack. “In any case, the order was crushed by its enemies and Alamut was
destroyed. Few if any members of the cult survived. But by that timeit didn’t matter. The Old Man of the
Mountain had achieved legendary satus.”

“I understand,” said Megan. As Merlin’s daughter, she was quite familiar with her father’s
theories about mankind’ s collective subconscious mind. “People refused to accept the Old Man' s desth.
Someone with that name ruled the cult for two centuries. Only an inner circle knew that it was not the
same person. Tens of thousands of people in the region considered him immortd. Intime, their belief
created a supernatura being with the uncanny powers described in legends. Asin the case of Dietrich
von Bern, the actual human died but later returned as a creature of myth.”

“Dozens of novels have been written in the past fifty years postulating that the Order of Assassins
has survived to thisday,” said Jack. “ There might be more truth to those books than the authors
imagined. These attacks on me seem to demondtrate that the cult is till in operation,” Jack paused.
“Which meansthat the Old Man of the Mountain isaive and well and living somewherein America”

“Sorry, dear,” said hismother, gathering him up in her aams for another bone-crushing hug, “but
I’ve got to leave. You can tell metherest later. I’ m taking you and Megan out for dinner. A little
celebration for your engagement. Hugo knowswhere. Y ou birds stay here with Johnnietill then. Assst
him in any way possible. But stay out of trouble.”

His mother stormed out of the office, her face aglow with thejoy of aValkyrie about to engagein
battle. Jack wondered how Mr. Weissman would cope with his mother. Then he remembered his
father’ s deft handling of equaly enthusiastic sdlesmen. Maybe his mother was right and today’ s
businessmen werethered dragon dayers.

“She actslike we re not trustworthy,” said Hugo, hisfeathers ruffled.

“Freda dways makesit sound like we encourage violence,” added Mongo.



“Wall, Jack,” asked Cassandra, interrupting the two birds, “what’ sthe plan?’

“Yeah, boss,” said Hugo, flapping hiswings. “Who do wekill next?’

Jack grimaced. “No more violence,” he declared, trying to avoid staring at the bodies on the
floor. Ingtead, he found himself looking at one of the Uzis dropped by the ns. It served asagrim
reminder that the killers intended murdering everyone in the office, not just him. Shedding innocent blood
was not one of their primary worries.

“Unless necessary,” he added, knowing he was opening a Pandora s box by using such language
with supernaturd. They bent definitions easier than paliticians. “ And | mean, absolutely necessary.”

“We must somehow learn where the Old Man of the Mountain makes his headquarters,” said
Merlin, stroking his beard thoughtfully. “Heisthe only one who can put an end to these attacks. Though
persuading him to do so might prove difficult.”

Cassandra smiled. It was not a pleasant smile. Even the two ravens appeared shocked. “Give me
afew minutesdonewith him,” she said softly. “1I’ll show him the error of hisways.”

“Hold on,” said Jack, raising hishandsfor silence. “We reignoring one important fact. The
demigod behind thingsisn't merdly concerned with killing me. It plansto rule the world. There hasto be
another reason it contacted the Old Man of the Mountain than my demise. We have to discover that
scheme and defeat it aswell.”

“Sounds smple enough to me,” said Mongo. “1 love complicated webs of intrigue. Where do we
sat?

“ Searching the pockets of our intended executioners might be agood beginning,” said Megan. “|
know professionas aren’t supposed to keep cluesin their pockets. But it never hurtsto check.”

As expected, none of the men carried any identification.

However, atattoo on one assassin’s shoulder served equdly well.

“’| love LasVegas,” read Jack, astonished. “I find it hard to believe that any respectable
murderer would have his hometown tattooed on his body.”

“These losers weren't top-notch professionass, Jack,” said Cassandra. “I’d rate them fair at best.
Maybe the Old Man of the Mountain has been experiencing difficulties recruiting new membersfor the
order.”

“Maybe,” said Jack. “But | still suspect it might beatrap.”

“Who cares,” said Megan. “If that' s where the Old Man of the Mountain has his headquarters,
that’ s where we want to go. Trap or no trap. We don’t have much choice, do we?’

“Nope,” said Jack unhappily. “No choice at dl.”
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Roger Quinn looked &t the blemishes on his elbow and shuddered. There were five of them, evenly

gpaced around the bone. Dark marks, the size of dimes, they closdaly resembled the fingerprints of achild
or avery small adult. That, of course, wasimpossible. No one' s touch caused skin to brown and age like
old parchment. At least, no one human.

“I’'m at alossto explain them, Mr. Quinn,” said Dr. Philips, frowning. “I’ve never seen their like
before. It sasif your flesh in those five potsis decaying a an unnatura rate. Nothing in my experience
relates to selective tissue degeneration in such a salective manner. With your consent, I'd like to do some
moretests.”

Roger shook his head. “No, thanks. Y ou're the third skin specidist I’ ve consulted.” Therewasa
note of quiet desperation in hisvoice. “The othersran dl the testsimaginable. They took samples of skin
tissue from my elbow and analyzed it for weeks. The results were identica in both cases. Absolutely
nothing.”



“Y ou have no ideawhat might have brought about this condition?’ asked Philips. “You'rea
scientist. Maybe an experiment went wrong?’

Roger grimaced. “I work with computers, doc, not chemicals”

Wearily, he pulled on his shirt and began buttoning the buttons. He should have known better.
No doctor living could help him with his problem. They were bound by conventiona teachings. It never
once occurred to any of them that they might be dealing with amanifestation of the supernaturd. In
reality, Roger needed an exorcigt, not aspeciadist.

Unfortunately, finding areal ghost bresker in modern Cdiforniawas no easy task. There were
plenty of spiritudistsin the phone directory, offering assstance in everything from love potionsto fighting
demons. They camein dl nationdities and religions, both sexes, young and old, black and white. Only
one common thread bound them al together. Each and every one of them was afraud.

Financed by one of Roger’s numerous secret bank accounts, ateam of private detectives
investigated the background of al of the self-proclaimed psychics. Not surprisingly, most of them turned
out to be well-known con men or women, whose only talent consisted of making their clients money
disappear.

Those few spiritualists who checked out clean, the detectives visited. The investigators offered
huge sums to anyone capable of demonstrating actua psychic powers. Despite hugdly extravagant claims
of great and miraculous powers by each individua, none of them was able to perform any actud feet of
black magic or sorcery.

After weeks of fruitless searching, Roger fired the detectives. He was ill convinced that
supernatural beings with amazing powers existed in the real world. He knew it for afact. Sooner or later,
the investigators would have found the right one. Unfortunately, Roger didn’t have timeto spare.

“You'll gay intouch?’ asked Dr. Philips as Roger rose from the examination table. “If those
blotches grow bigger, we could try radiation therapy.”

Roger grimaced. “1 doubt if I’ be back. I’ m off to Las Vegas tomorrow. Hopefully, the answer
to dl my problemsliesthere”

“LasVegas?' said Philips. “I didn’t know there were any mgjor cancer clinicslocated there.”

“Therearen't,” said Roger. “I’ m going there to see an old man about his paymentson a
mountain.”

“I'mafraid | don’t understand,” said the physician, sounding puzzled.

“Neither do|,” said Roger, heading for the door. “But that’ s not unusud. | rarely do anymore
these days. Mere mortals are not privy to the secrets of the Gods.”

“Whatever you say,” declared Philips, shaking his head. He obvioudy thought Roger was dightly
demented. “I’'m an agnogtic mysdf.”

“Sowasl,” said Roger. “Once.”

Stepping into the street afew minutes later, Roger squinted in the harsh sunlight. According to the
city directory, there was atravel agency located within two blocks of the physician’s office. He glanced
down at hiswatch. The doctor’ s appointment had lasted six minuteslonger than he anticipated.
However, he had dlowed an deven-minute margin of error in his schedule. His day was proceeding
pretty much according to plan.

Roger was meticulousto afault. A computer programmer for twenty years, he believed in
exactness. Each morning, he mentally outlined his schedule for the next twenty-four hoursin fine detall.
Once decided, he maintained that routine no matter what happened. Though most people thought Roger
was dightly crazy, he consdered himsdf the soul of logic.

A tall, thin man with a scraggly beard and thinning brown hair starting to gray at the temples,
Roger appeared to be nothing more than the usua Cdiforniacomputer jock. His doped shoulders and
intent, dightly glazed glare reinforced that image. Few people redlized that he was president of one of the
most powerful consulting firms on the West Coast. And none of that select number knew the secret of his
success.

Five years ago, Roger had been acomputer hacker working for aminor software company in
Silicon Vdley. Smart but not brilliant, his obsess on with exactness had lost him jobswith most of the



magjor firmsin the computer industry. Thus, he struggled in obscurity, earning asdary barely enough to
cover thehigh cogt of living in Cdifornia

Thebig changein hislife came the night he attended a New Age seance. Convinced by the event
that the occult existed, Roger spent weeks investigating spells necessary to raise demons. He soon
concluded that black magicians, unwilling to reved their closaly guarded secretsto others, deliberately
changed their invocations when committing them to print. It was asif the spells had been published in
code, without akey. But medieval sorcerers had not taken into account the greatest code breaker of dll
time---the modern computer.

Lessthan amonth after attending the seance, Roger raised hisfirst demon. Soon he was making
histalent pay, in amanner never consdered by earlier sorcerers.

An unexpected talent for deception made Roger extremdly rich. Quitting hisjob, he set himself up
as abusiness consultant, specidizing in correcting problems no one el se could solve. Using black magic,
he summoned a host of minor fiends and sent them out on missions of industrial espionage. Invisbleto dl
but their master, the devils proved extremely capable agents of destruction. And they cleverly disguised
their efforts so they appeared to be the result of accidents or employee blunders.

Needlessto say, Roger’ s corporation displayed an uncanny ability to spot and eiminate such
troubles. Within ashort time, hisfirm had earned the reputation as the company that solved problemsno
one dse could handle. Within months, Quinn Enterprises had risen to nationa prominencein the
consulting field, After ayear, there were company officesin mgor cities throughout the United States.
And therewastalk of expanding oversess.

Much of the work handled by the firm was routine and required no supernatura intervention at
al. His competent and capable staff handled those matters. Roger reserved his demonic aliesfor specia
efforts.

Theinvisble crestures made wonderful spies. They eavesdropped on confidentia conversations
and copied confidential documents with ease. Knowledge was power and Roger knew the secrets of
mogt of the mgor corporationsin the country. From such information came even greater wedth. But too
much was never enough, and Roger wanted still more. It was a path that led to disaster.

Seeking more powerful dlies, one night Roger attempted to raise one of the demon princes of
hell from the Bible. Unfortunately, he forgot that the names of most of the mgor devilsfrom the New
Testament were based on the titles of ancient pagan gods. Instead of raising a demon, Roger summoned
the Crouching One, Lord of the Lions, along-forgotten Babylonian deity.

Not subject to any of the usua binding spells, the demigod frightened Roger. When it was
accidentaly freed from the magic circle holding it prisoner by an unexpected earth tremor, the being
proved to be more trouble than he could handle. Roger rductantly found himsalf serving the Crouching
Oneinthe demigod's quest to rule the world.

At the door to the travel agency, Roger once again muttered a silent prayer to whatever powers
exigted that kept the Lord of the Lions confused about the power of direct dialing. The ancient god still
did not understand the modern world. Otherwise, it might realize that making reservationsto Las Vegas
didn’t require Roger taking an afternoon trip downtown to atravel agency.

At times, these brief moments of freedom tempted him with the thought of escape. A quick drive
to the airport and he could be in another country in afew hours. Roger strongly doubted that the Lord of
the Lionswould be able to locate him once he was a thousand miles away. He had plenty of money in
bank accounts easily access ble throughout the world. His nemesis was woefully ignorant about branch
banking. Still, two factors prevented Roger from acting.

Thefirst, and most important, were the marks on his elbow. The five spots were the fingerprints
of the demigod, placed there when he first summoned the creature to the materia plane. Roger
remembered watching objects wither and age, then turn to dust, after being touched by the Crouching
One. Hiswasagrip that killed.

At present, the Lord of the Lions needed him, and thusthe spdll of dissolution was held in check.
Roger suspected any attempt to escape would result in the magic taking effect. He had no desireto be
reduced to apile of ashes.



Secondly, the Lord of the Lions planned to rule the world. He was a ruthless, ambitious god.
Forgotten and unworshiped for thousands of years, the demonic being possessed little of itsorigind
powers. Still, it schemed and plotted areturn to grestness.

Recognizing its limitations dealing with the modern world, the Lord of the Lions had promised
Roger tremendous rewards for his help. Assuming that the promises of a part-God, part-demon could be
trusted. Roger doubted the Ancient One' s word---but the thought of being absolute ruler of the United
States tempted him more than he liked to admit. For there wasthe red possibility that the Lord of the
Lionsmight prevail.

The demigod' sfirst attempt at restoring its powers had nearly succeeded. A massive human
sacrifice in Chicago had been thwarted at the last minute by a college mathemati cs student named Jack
Collins, aided by severd supernatural creatures. Collins had used logic and modern technology to defeat
the powerful sorcery of Dietrich von Bern, Magter of the Wild Hunt, and servant of the Crouching One.

To Roger’ssurprise, the Lord of the Lions accepted the setback with equanimity. Good always
aroseto battle evil. If the Crouching One symbolized darkness, then Jack Collins and hisfriends, under
the guidance of Merlin the Magician, represented the light. The demigod had engaged in such battles
before. It was confident, in the end, night would triumph over day. Roger wasn't so positive, but his
opinionsdidn’t matter. At least, not yet.

As he pushed open the door to the travel agency, Roger wondered for the dozenth time why the
Crouching One wanted to go to Las Vegas. The demigod had offered no explanation for its command
and Roger knew better than to ask. The Lord of the Lions acted in strange and mysterious ways.

As he explained his needs to the woman behind the desk, Roger mentdly shrugged his shoulders.
At the moment, the Crouching One was in control of events. Roger accepted that fact for now. But it
didn’t mean he waan't planning to change thingsin the future.

Ever snceraising the Lord of the Lions, Roger had schemed to gain mastery over it. For al of its
age and knowledge, the demigod possessed the personality of a strong-willed child. Roger felt sure,
given enough time, he could use psychology to influence the Crouching One sidess. Lady, growing
impatient with his servitude, he had begun investigating another method of attack. What could be
summoned by black magic could be controlled by black magic. Or so Roger reasoned. All he needed
was sometime aone with his computer. And the black magic textsin hislibrary.

Jack Collins had been quite useful in that respect. Thelonger Collins and hisfriends held the
Crouching Onein check, the better. The Ancient One had a one-track mind. Worrying about the Logical
Magician, it ignored the ambitions of its assstant. Roger smiled. His scheme was nearly complete.
Another few days and he would once again bein charge.

Arrangementsfor the trip took three minutes |ess than Roger estimated. He had Six minutesto
gpare before returning to his mansion and the Crouching One. That gave him plenty of timeto makethe
world abit more difficult for his boss. He looked around the office, and noticed a bunch of flyersand
cards about Las Vegas.

“Would you mind if | take one of these?’ he asked the travel agent, reaching for a postcard.

“Of course not,” said the woman. “ Planning to inform friends of your upcoming visit?| have some
postage stampsif you need one.”

“Thank you,” said Roger, sincerely. He scribbled a short note and address on the back of the
card. “| appreciate the courtesy.”

“Notrouble,” said the agent. “I’ll put the card with our outgoing mail.”

The woman glanced at the name and address. “ Jack Callins, Chicago. A close friend of yours,
Mr. Quinn?’

“WEe ve never met,” said Roger, rising from hischair, smiling. “But I’'m surewe will. Soon. Quite
soon.”

8



8

“Are you positive my mother wanted you to bring usto this place?” Jack asked suspicioudy severa

hours ater.

“Trust me, boss,” said Hugo. “I know it don’t look like much on the outside. But wait till you
step indoors. You'll be surprised. | promise.”

Jack looked at Megan and shrugged. “What do you think?’

They were on a deserted side street on Chicago’ s near south side. Big, old buildings, most of
them warehouses, crowded the block. None of the structures appeared |ess than a hundred years old
and al werein agtate of near collapse. Of them, only one had a doorway that opened to the street. A
solitary light burned above the entrance. On the sSide of the door was asmal metal sgn reading Members
Only.

After abrief trip to Megan’ s condo on the near north side, where they had changed into
appropriate clothes for afancy dinner, they had taken ataxi to the address given them by Hugo. The
raven flew ahead, promising to meet them at the club. Mongo had remained at Merlin’ s office, discussing
philosophy with Megan' sfather.

“Well,” said Megan, “considering our location and the lack of traffic, | suspect finding a.cab
might proveto be difficult. And there sno way | plan to start walking anywhere in this neighborhood. 1t'11
be getting dark soon. Better inside than out here. Besides,” she added cheerfully, “what can happen to us
inthere?’

“That’ swhat I’m worried about,” replied Jack. He stared at Hugo. Jack regretted leaving
Mongo behind. Of the two, the other raven seemed a great ded more reliable. Hugo was more than a bit
flaky.

“Okay, bird,” he said, finaly coming to adecison. “Megan’ sright. Standing out here won't do us
any good. Lead on. | just hope that after centuries your fabled memory hasn't started dipping.”

“About time,” said the raven, and flapped over to the door. Hovering, it pecked the wood
paneling hard three times. “ Open up in there. It sme, Hugo Odinshird, with two friends. We have
reservations.”

A few seconds passed and then, soundlesdly, the door swung back, revealing a pitch black
tunndl. “Enter,” declared alow, gently mocking voice. “ And welcome.”

Gathering a deep breath, Jack took Megan by the hand and crossed over the threshold. For an
ingtant, darkness overwhelmed them. Then, asif emerging from an air lock, they found themsdlvesina
brightly lit, lavishly decorated foyer. A few steps ahead, waiting at anarrow podium, stood an elegantly
dressed maitre d'. Behind him were apair of immense oak doors, decorated with intricate carvings.

“Mr. Collinsand Ms. Ambrose, | believe?’ asked their hogt. “Right ontime.” Helooked closdly
at them, then around them. “1 wastold to expect apair of ravensaswell.”

With aloud squawk, Hugo came flapping through the black portal. “Damn,” said the bird. “1 hate
those warp doors.”

“They areanuisance,” said the maitred’, “ but they operate quite effectively in keeping out the
riffraff. Only those who belong can pass through. Whereisthe other fowl?’

“The second bird isbusy tonight,” said Jack. “We'reit.”

“Excdlent,” said their hogt, and snapped hisfingers. Seemingly out of nowhere, adender young
woman, dressed in a stunning pink ouitfit thet |eft little to the imagination, gppeared. “Ms. Vestawill show
you to your table.”

Behind him, the huge oak doors svung wide. “1’'m off,” declared Hugo, and went flying through
the opening. “Seeyou indde.”

“Typicd,” said themaitre d’, the dightest sneer crossing hislips. “Birds are so impatient. Therest
of your party iswaiting on the second level. Have agood evening.”

“Thank you,” said Megan, flashing asmile at the host. Asthey followed Vegtainto the next room,
she leaned close to Jack and whispered, “Watch what you' re thinking, buster. Remember, | can



eavesdrop on your dreams. And there d better not be any pink cutie floating around inside your head
tonight!”

“Who, me?’ asked Jack, trying to sound insulted. *Y ou know you'rethe only girl | dream
about.”

“Keep it that way,” whigpered Megan ominoudly. Then, inanormal tone of voice, she continued,
“Thisplaceishuge. It' sthe sze of therailroad terminal.”

Shewasn't exaggerating. Laid out on three leves, the nightclub wasimmense. There were
hundreds of tables scattered in haphazard fashion around awide dance floor. On the stage behind it, a
jazz group was playing background music, while atrio of beautiful, dark-haired women softly crooned a
song in alanguage Jack didn’t recognize. Somehow, it sounded vaguely familiar.

“Don't listlen too closdy,” warned Vesta, noticing the direction of Jack’ sinterest. “ Those girls
aren't any ordinary voca group. They’rethe srens. Supernaturals areimmuneto their lure. But with
mixed blood, you're not.”

“The srens?” repested Megan, excitement in her voice. “ Then this must be the Chaos Club.”

“Of course,” said Vedta, weaving a path between the tables. “Where did you think you were?’

Jack, anxioudly trying to ignore the Srens song, exchanged glances with Megan. “The Chaos
Club?

“Father’ s mentioned it to me severd times,” said Megan, “but he' srefused to take me here. The
old geezer didikes being surrounded by supernaturas. Clams whenever he comes here, the patrons
awayswant him to perform magic tricks. Merlin hates using sorcery for entertainment. Hethinksit
trividizestheart.”

Jack’ s eyebrows narrowed, trying to make sense of Megan'sramblings. After afew seconds, he
thought he understood. “Y ou mean, thisisanightclub specificaly aimed at supernatura entities. A sort of
Gavagan's Bar or Callahan’s Sdoon for mythological beings?’

“Precisgly,” said Megan. “Weren't you listening to what | just sad?’

“The Pied Piper is performing on the bandstand tonight,” added Vesta, smiling brazenly at Jack.
Shewinked. Her expresson madeit quite clear that if Megan was annoying him, she was definitely
available. “Pan’s scheduled to Sit in for acouple of setslater on. Heredly swings.”

“The patrons are dll supernaturals,” said Jack, his gaze sweeping across the club. Other than the
absence of the aurasthat identified them as morta, everyone in the nightclub appeared terribly ordinary.
Which was not very surprising. Surviva in the modern erafor the supernaturas meant blending in with
their surroundings. They evolved and adapted to die times. “ And the staff aswell?”

“Sure” said Vesta. “ A consortium of gnomes and |eprechauns own the place. Diogenes handles
the bookkeeping, while Hercules works as the bouncer. With him around, we never have any trouble.”

“Who'sthe maitred’ 7’ asked Jack, fascinated by the girl’ s matter-of-fact listing.

“That' sthe Comte de Saint-Germain,” said Vedta. “ Despite those novels written about him, the
count’ s no vampire. He is quite mysterious, though, and quite sophisticated. And he knows everybody.”

She ascended ashort flight of steps|eading to the second level, reveding quite abit of white
thigh. “1’m awood nymph,” she continued, gazing at Jack in disconcerting fashion. “ From the golden age
of Greece.”

“I met some of your cousins at the mall afew weeksago,” said Jack without thinking.

“Yes,” sad Vedta, her voice sultry enough to melt butter. “So | heard.”

“Metoo,” said Megan, jabbing an elbow into Jack’ sribs.

Jack turned red. The mal nymphs had proved to be delightful if exhausting company. Dedicated
to the practice of freelove, as often as possible, they were not the type of girls you mentioned to your
fiancée. Especidly if she had an intense jeal ous stresk---like Megan.

“Hereat lagt,” said Vestachearfully. Waiting for them at alarge table were Freda Collins,
Cassandra, and Fritz Grondark. Dressed in apinstripe suit coat that barely stretched across his massive
shoulders, the dwarf tugged unhappily at the gaudy tie laced around his neck. Hugo loitered by the floral
centerpiece, nibbling at the greenery.

“About time you arrived,” grumbled the bird. “I’m starving.”



After seating Megan, Vesta pulled back Jack’ s chair. As he took his spot, her hands grazed
across hisback. “If you ever lack for company,” she whispered, “think of me. I'm available.”

Standing, she nodded pleasantly to the entire company. “Bryan will be your server tonight. HE Il
be here shortly with your menus. Enjoy your dinner.”

“Charming young lady,” said Freda after Vesta departed. “ That’ s one of the nicest things about
the Chaos Club. The help here dways seems so anxiousto please.”

“I'll say,” declared Jack, wiping beads of sweat off hisforehead.

“I took the liberty of ordering usdl champagne,” said his mother, standing. She raised her glass.
“I’d like to propose atoast. To Jack and Megan. Happinesstoday, and forever after.”

They drained their goblets and Jack kissed Megan. Thetouch of her soft lips banished any
thoughts of nymphsfrom his mind. There was only onewoman for him, and she was Sitting by hissde.

“I, too, would like to honor the lucky couple,” said Cassandra. Jack noted that their empty
glasses were once again filled to the brims. Magic did haveits uses. “To along life, many strong children,
and aclean death in battle”

“Bravo,” said Fritz Grondark, banging a huge fist down on the table for emphasis. Fortunately,
the furniture a the Chaos Club was built to withstand punishment. “Well said.”

Grinning, the dwarf dug into the pocket of hissuit. “I made these specid for you,” he declared.
Pulling out asmdl ivory box, he handed it to Jack. “ Go ahead. Openit.”

Jack, with Megan peering over his shoulder, did so. Inside the box were two gold rings. Each
band consisted of apair of twined serpents. Their eyes glowed red with tiny rubies.

“For your wedding,” said Grondark proudly. “Handmade from Alberich’sgold. | madeasmilar
pair for Siegfried and Brunhild.” The dwarf coughed sdf-conscioudy. “These, of course, aren’t cursed.”

“I'll drink to that,” said Jack. The champagne went down incredibly smoothly.

“Merlin politely declined my invitation to the festivities,” said Freda, with asniff of indignation
revealing her thoughts on the matter. “Witch Hazel and her familiar, Sylvester, sent their regrets but could
not attend due to aWitch’s Sabbath. They asked me to wish you their best.”

“Enough chattering,” said Hugo, having esten most of theflora display. “When do we order
dinner?’

“Thislookslike the waiter now,” said Jack. A handsome young man, dressed in atuxedo,
bustled over to their table. Quickly and efficiently he handed them al menus.

“Glad to have you dining with ustonight, friends,” he declared. “My nameisBryanand I’ ll be
your server. The specid for tonight is nectar and ambrosia, served Greek style. I've sampled it earlier
and thereis no question our chef has come up with food fit for the gods.”

“Soundswonderful,” said Cassandra. “I’ll have that.”

“Not to my taste,” said Fritz Grondark. “Y ou still serve that two-pound T-bone with al the
trimmings?’

“The Erigchthon specid,” replied Bryan, grinning. “Few order it and fewer finishit. But I'm
willing to bet you'll doit justice”

“Mead for me,” declared Freda. “ And boar’ sflesh for my raven.”

To hisrdlief, Jack discovered the extensive menu included numerous specidtiesfit for human
consumption. “I’ll have the shrimp scampi. With a baked potato.”

“Very good, sr. And the lady?’

“Thewhole Maine lobster, please,” said Megan, smiling innocently at Jack. “I love the sound
their shell makeswhen | crack it open.”

Mentdly, Jack swore never to look at another woman again. He valued hislife and hedlth too
much to dare cross Megan.

“Thank you,” said Bryan. “I’ll return in afew minutes with your salads and some bread.”

“No dressng on mine,” cawed Hugo. “But lots of croutons. | love croutons.”

“To besure” said Bryan, and departed.

“I never imagined aplacelikethisexisted,” said Jack, his gaze sweeping around the restaurant.
The Pied Piper and the sirens had long since | eft the bandstand. They had been replaced by asolitary



saxaophone player. A short, stocky figure dressed in baggy pants, with athick brown beard and long,
curly hair, he had to be Pan. The noise of the room drowned out his music but Jack thought he caught a
few barsof “Y akkety Sax.”

“Isthere arestaurant like the Chaos Club on the East Coast?’ asked Megan.

“Of course,” said Freda Callins. “In the heart of New Y ork City. It's called the Immortas
Paace. Thefood and drink aren’t nearly as good as here. Minos owns the Palace and he' satightwad.
He waters down the mead and...”

Freda suddenly stopped speaking. She clenched her jaws shut. Eyes narrowing to pinpoints, the
Vakyriefolded her arms across her chest. Jack, quite familiar with his mother’ s moods, recognized a
storm brewing. Asdid Hugo.

Theraven svung its head around in acircle, searching for the cause of Freda sanger. Halfway
through the motion, the bird froze in a complete stop, Three figures were approaching their table. “Oh
hell,” Hugo declared, “it' shim.”

Him, whoever hewas, was atdl, dender man with anarrow face and thin, thin cheekbones. His
glowing black eyes matched his dicked-down black hair. Bloodlesslips, curled in the vague semblance
of asmile, creased an otherwise white face. He wore a black suit with white shirt and black tie. There
was a harsh coldness to the man that chilled Jack’ s blood.

Hewaked dowly, arrogantly, like aking making hisway through his subjects. Following him, a
few stepsto the rear, were the two biggest men Jack had ever seen. Seven feet tal, with shoulders nearly
aswide, they were built like waking walls. Shaggy white hair, white beards, and glazed white eyebrows
defined them. They were creatures of ice and snow and eternal night. Though they wore conservative
business suits, they should have been dressed in the skins of animals.

“Frogt giants,” muttered Fritz Grondark. “1 knew | should have brought my monkey wrench.”

“There' snothing to worry about,” said Freda Callins, her voice taut with emotion. “Even they
know better than to risk the anger of Hercules. Besides,” she added, with a harsh laugh, “Loki keeps
them on atight leash.”

“Loki?" said Jack, caught by surprise. “But | thought the Norse Gods vanished with the advent
of Chridtianity in the northlands.”

“The evil one accompanied the Gods on many of their adventures,” said Freda, “but his parents
werefrogt giants. When belief in the White Christ banished the Aesir, Loki remained---to plot mischief
agang mankind.”

“Obnoxious bastard,” added Hugo. “He dedlsin illegd weaponsthese days. Sdlsgunsto
whoever can afford them. I’'m surprised to see him in the States. Usualy he' sin the Middle East. And
lately in Eastern Europe. Maybe Mongo knows something. Remind meto ask him later.”

“Quiet,” said Freda. “He approaches.”

Lips pursed asif in degp thought, Loki strolled around their table, not stopping until he reached
Freda s chair. Thefrost giantstook positions behind Cassandraand Fritz Grondark. The two hulking
mongtrosities exuded cold. They were like waking snowmen. No one paid the least attention to Jack or
Megan.

“FredaVakyrior,” said Loki, hisvoice surprisngly mellow. “Long timeno see”

“Not long enough,” snapped Freda. “What do you want, trickster?’

“Want?’ replied Loki. “Why should | want anything? Enjoying the fabul ous mead available only
at thisfine establishment. | spot an old acquaintance. | felt it my duty---nay, my privilege---to come over
and say hello.”

“How touching,” said Hugo, hopping to Freda s shoulder. “ Seen the kids lately?’

According to Norse mythology, Loki wasthe father of three bizarre offspring. One was the
FenrisWalf, destined to swallow the sun during the Twilight of the Gods. Another, the Midgard Serpent,
had grown so gigantic that it circled the world beneath the seg, clutching itstall inits mouth. Thethird, his
daughter, Hel, was born so ugly that she was given domain over Nifflehelm, the land of the dead. Jack
suspected Loki did not like being reminded of his children.

Agtonishingly, the man in black laughed. “Ah, the ever-humorous Hugi. Still performing tricksin



the circus with your idiot twin brother? Too bad the All-Father isn’t around to hear your jokes. I'm sure
he would have been quite amused.”

Squawking with rage, Hugo launched himsdlf at Loki. But the bird never reached histarget.
Moving with shocking speed, the frost giant behind Cassandra reached out with both hands and grabbed
the raven by the neck.

“Should | crush his head, master?’ asked the snowman, hiswhile eyes glistening with excitement.
“Should 1?7’

“No, you fool,” gasped Loki, angrily. He was having trouble breathing because Cassandra s | eft
arm was wrapped around his throat. The Amazon's other hand held the point of a steel dagger to the
trickster’ sright eye. “Release the bird.”

“Yes, dr,” thegiant said, and dropped Hugo to the table. “ Sorry, sir.”

With awhisper of sted, the knife in Cassandra’ s hand disappeared. Releasing L oki, she stepped
over to Megan’ sside. Smiling her most dangerous smile, she nodded politely to Loki. With awry grin of
his own, he nodded back.

“Nicely done,” he remarked. Then he turned to the bemused giant. “ The next time| tell you to
watch the Amazon,” he said, hisvoice colder than ice, “watch the Amazon.

“Actuadly, Fredadear,” continued Loki, acting asif nothing had happened, “1 came over to meet
your famous son.”

“Me? said Jack, asal eyesturned in hisdirection. “Why me?’

Loki chuckled. It was not a pleasant noise. “ Severa times during the past century, | found it
necessary to employ Dietrich von Bern. While not without hisfaults, | dwaysfound him quite competent.
That any morta, even one of your ancestry, could defeat him aswell as one of the Great Beasts,
astonished me. | had to see for mysdf what made you specia.”

The Norse deity stared directly into Jack’ s eyes. Mortal’ s gaze met immorta’ s and held. For an
ingtant, neither figure moved. They remained frozen in place, asif communicating by thought done. No
one a the table dared make a sound, afraid to disturb the strange scene taking place before them. A
minute passed. Another. Then, gradualy---very, very gradually---Loki started to tremble. His body
dtarted to shake, not with fear, but with relief.

“You don’'t have an answer,” he declared, his voice quivering with emotion. “Not even aLogicd
Magician can accomplish theimpossible”

“Perhgps not,” said Jack quietly. “But | don't give up very easily. I'll find asolution.”

Loki chuckled harshly and shook his head. Eyes glowing, he stepped back from the table. Hands
on hiships, herotated his head dowly, taking in everyone sitting a the table. Histhin lips curled in a sneer
of disdain, He was arrogance personified.

“Follow your champion,” the man in black declared, “and be damned. He cannot succeed. You
are supid fools.”

Yet for al of hissarcasm, there was anote of doubt in the Norse deity’ s voice. Something
troubled the trickster. Worry lines clouded hisforehead. Despite his statements to the contrary,
something he had seen in Jack’ s eyesfrightened him. Badly.

Thetrickster’ s gaze darted from one frost giant to the other, “ Attend me, you fools. We are done
here. | havelearned dl | needed. We are leaving at once.”

“But, master,” said the giant posted behind Grondark, “what about smashing their bones...”

“Shut your mouth, you animated icicle,” shouted Loki. For the barest ingtant, the laughter was
gone, revealing beneath it an unspoken fear. “ The plan has changed. No reason for usto waste effort on
these churls. The Old Man of the Mountain will dedl with them. They are his problem, not ours. Come.”

Whirling about, Loki strode for the exit. Back stiff, he never once turned around. Shaking their
headsin bewilderment, the two frost giants hurried after him.

“I'm glad that’ sover,” said Fritz Grondark, rising to hisfeet. Clutched in one hand was amassive
hammer. “Not my monkey wrench,” he declared apologetically, “but if push cameto shove, | thought it
might do thetrick. | never go anywhere without some sort of protection. To be honest, | wasn't surethe
past few minutesif | was going to need it or not. That Loki speaksin riddles.”



“Yeah,” said Hugo, straightening out its featherswith its beak. Otherwise, the bird appeared
unharmed. “Firgt hetdls uswe re abunch of dumb jerks. Then, he races out of here faster than snow
melting in the desert. Does Jack amuse him? Or scare him six ways to Sunday? It doesn’t make any
senseto me. Anybody careto explain? I’ m one bemused fowl.”

“Loki possesses the power to seeinto aman’ssoul,” said Freda, staring oddly at her son. “He
can read the truth to any question he asks. What secret concerns him, Johnnie? And, more important,
what isyour answer?’

“Loki wondered if | knew how to kill agod,” replied Jack. “Heread in my thoughtsthat | didn't.
That’ swhat made him laugh. Until he caught the rest of my deliberations.”

“Therest?’ repeated Megan.

“I don’t understand how to defeat agod,” said Jack, smiling grimly, “but | have atheory. That's
what scared Loki, | do have anidea. A very interesting idea.”
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| refuse,” said Freda Callins, afew moments later, as Bryan served their slads, “to let that lout, Loki,

gpoil our celebration,” Sheraised her champagne glass. “ Drink up. In Vahalla, we never worried about
the morrow. Welived only for the moment.”

“Yeah,” said Hugo. “Eat, drink, and be merry. Y ou know the rest. Typical dumb Norse credo.”

“Bird,” said Fredaevenly, “1 can wring your neck as easly asthe frost giant. And Cassandra
would probably lend meahand.”

“Listen,” said Jack, anxious to escape the squabbling, “the band’ s playing adow number,” He
pushed back his chair. “Megan and | love to dance. We'll be back before the main courseis served.”

Except for afew older couples, they had the dance floor to themselves. Jack eased Megan
about, enjoying the sensation of holding her close. Her head resting on his chest sent his pulse racing.

“Cdm down, handsome,” she declared, giggling, “or you'll get us arrested.”

“Not here,” said Jack. “Morality seemsto be one of the few human traits not adopted by the
supernaturas. They aretotally without shame.”

“So I've noticed,” said Megan.

“It'snot their fault,” said Jack. “ Remember, they' re creations of mankind’ s collective
subconscious. Thus, they embody al of humanity’ s suppressed dreams and desires. A common fantasy
among both men and women isanonviolent encounter with asexudly aggressive partner. The
supernaturals can't help acting the way they do. We re the ones who programmed them that way.”

“Wall, keep your hands to yourself where nymphs are concerned,” said Megan. “Those women
are wdl beyond the aggressive stage. They’ ve evolved into predators. And to them, you' re aparticularly
choice cut of beef.”

“A fact,” said Jack truthfully, “that never ceasesto amaze me. I'm neither particularly handsome
or exceedingly muscular. Beautiful |adies never treated me like a sex object before.”

“Push your own andysisasep further,” said Megan, snuggling even closer. “ Humans have
aways dreamed about romantic liaisons with legendary characters. Encounters that featured the visonary
playing the lead role. Those thoughts were, in turn, embedded in the basic character of supernaturals. The
nymphs don’t want rugged barbarians. They want the men whose imaginings created them. In other
words, guyslikeyou.”

“Thanks,” said Jack. “I think.”

“Don’'t pout,” said Megan. “I find you quite handsome and very desirable. And I’ m not
pre-programmed.”

“Very desirable?’ asked Jack.

“Very,” said Megan, running her fingers dowly aong the back of his neck. Her touch sent shivers



running down hisspine.

The song ended and reluctantly they returned to their table. Fortunately, during their absence, dl
disagreements had been settled peacesbly. Freda and Cassandrawere reminiscing about old battles
while Hugo regded Fritz Grondark with bawdy tales about the sex lives of elves. A few moments after
Jack and Megan resumed their seats, Bryan arrived with the main course.

Thefood was superb. As promised, it was amemorable meal. Though Jack found it somewhat
disconcerting watching Hugo ripping and swallowing chunks of boar flesh only inches away from hisown
plate. Nor did it help when hafway through their dinner, the bird belched, then declared loudly, “The only
thing lacking isapint of blood to wash down the grease.”

“There s Cartaphilus, the Wandering Jew,” said Megan, trying to point out some of the notables
to Jack asthey ate. “He plays chess with Father once amonth. Under a pen name, he writestravel
books.”

Hercules, when spotted wandering close to the bandstand, resembled a professiona wrestler.
The distinguished cut of histuxedo could not hide the bulging musclesin his chest and arms. He nodded
pleasantly to Cassandrawhen she waved.

“One of thefew men | admire,” admitted the Amazon. “He' s aways treated me with respect.”

“The good-looking blonde at the front table is Elaine, the Lady of the Lake,” continued Megan.
“Father’ sknown her for hundreds of years,” She lowered her voice so only Jack could hear her. “1 think
she and Arthur were more than just good friends; if you catch my drift. Dad refusesto discussthe
subject. HE sa stick when it comesto gossip.”

Over strong coffee and mints, talk turned from celebrities to more serious topics.

“Loki can’t betrusted,” said Freda, draining her cup in one gulp, “but I doubt if he will interfere
in your mission. Though he pretends otherwise, the trickster isacoward by nature. Despite hislaughter,
you frightened him here tonight, Johnnie. Whatever hisinvolvement with these maiters, | believe he will
remain inactive until aclear winner emerges.”

“He did mention the Old Man of the Mountain,” said Cassandra. “Which confirms your
suspicions. Now we know for sure who our enemy is.”

“Our current enemy,” corrected Jack. “ Still lurking somewhere in the background is our primary
foe---ademigod from the dawn of civilization. It' s the one we have to defest to save the world.”

"The Ancient Ones were created without weaknesses,” said Cassandra, a note of apprehension
in her voice. Supremely confident in her own abilities, the Amazon feared no morta or supernatura
opponent. However, an actual god presented a unique challenge. “ Their worshipers believed them
immorta and indestructible”

“Aswasthe All-Father,” said Freda Callins. “Under one name or another, he existed from the
end of theice agetill the coming of the White Christ. Y et, in the end, the priests vanquished Odin and the
Aesr without engaging in asingle battle”

“They were disbelieved out of existence,” said Jack. “Thefirst commandment specified ‘ Thou
shdll have no other gods before me.” As Chrigtianity spread across half the world, the passionate beliefs
of itsworshipers wiped out the pagan gods. With so many people believing they did not exist, they
couldn’t. They vanished into the outer darkness.”

“Until some imbecile summoned one back to our world,” said Megan. “Forcing usto battlea
pagan demigod intent on reestablishing its rule over mankind.”

“But why does't thisfirst commandment still work?” asked Hugo. “Nobody believesin the
Ancient Onesthese days.”

“Exactly,” said Jack. “Nobody believes and hasn't in hundreds of years. The first commandment
lost its power once the last of the pagan gods disappeared. Ordinary people stopped disbdieving
because there were no longer any false godsto deny. That’ s our problem. Understand?’

“No,” said Hugo. “Cdl meabirdbrain, but I'm till lost.”

“The Ancient One returned to our world not through belief but by magic. Asagod, ordinary
sorcery doesn't work againgt it. It can be banished only through disbelief. But we' re the only oneswho
know it exists. And it takes thousandsif not millions of peopleto disbdlieveit to limbo.”



“So you first gotta convince abunch of bozosto believein thisgod,” said Hugo, “then persuade
them to not believeinit any longer.” The bird paused, then shook its head in avery humanlike gesture.
“Good luck.”

“Now you understand why Loki laughed,” said Jack. “It'sacomplicated Situation.”

“You'll find the solution, honey,” said Megan, patting Jack’ s hand. * Father has completefaithin
you. Andsodol.”

“Whatever happens,” said Cassandra, “you can count on me. An Amazon’sloyaty never
wavers”

“I don’'t make friends easy,” declared Fritz Grondark, “ but like Cassandra here, when | make
them, | stick with them. That’ sthe dwarven code.”

“With friendslike these,” said Jack’ s mother, “how can you fail.” She grinned. “Of course, being
your mother, | haveto say that.”

“You guystak too much,” said Hugo. “That'swhy | liked the All-Father. He never spoke
without a purpose.”

“Hewasarather taciturn individua,” said Freda. “1 never once recdl hearing him laugh,
Ragnarok weighed heavily on hismind. And it was hard for him to concentrate in VVahalla, consdering
the hall was dwaysfilled with anoisy bunch of drunken heroes.”

“Itwasn't hisstyle,” said Hugo. “Odin didiked senseless chatter.”

Glancing at Megan, Jack raised his eyebrowsin mock astonishment. His fiancée giggled. One
thing they agreed upon wasthat al supernaturasloved to talk. Dream crestions, they were brash,
impulsive, melodramatic, and bold. And rardly sllent for more than afew seconds. It was part of thelr
nature.

“I could talk dl night,” said Freda Callins, asif reading her son'smind, “but | have an early flight
to catch tomorrow morning. Mr. Welssman placed a big order with the company. | need to return home
to superviseitsddivery.”

“Damn and double damn,” said Hugo. “ Just when things were getting interesting here.”

“Don’'t worry, bird,” said Freda, signaling Bryan for the check. “I’ ve decided to |eave you and
Mongo herewith Jack. He needs dl the help he can get.”

“Hey, great news,” the bird said, and hopped onto Jack’ s shoulder. “I love agood fight.
Especidly the mop-up afterward. Y ou know, examining the bodies...”

“Stop,” said Jack, “before you get started.” Helooked at his mother. “| appreciate the offer of
the ravens, but are you sure you can manage without them?”

“Manage?’ said Fredawith alaugh. “ After centuries of listening to their advice, afew weeks
without their croaking will belikereturningto Vdhala”

“It' ssettled then,” said Hugo. “We re part of the team.” Flapping itswings, the blackbird
launched itsdlf into the air. “Wait till | tell Mongo.”

Staring at his mother as she counted out money for the bill, Jack wondered if the whole dinner
hadn’t been planned to reach this exact conclusion. Knowing hismom, it seemed quite possible.
Mentaly, he shrugged his shoulders. Though Hugo had a bloodthirsty streak equal to Cassandra's, he
found the bird otherwise entertaining company. And Mongo aswell. Working with them should proveto
be an interesting, if not unique, experience.
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Sitti ng on the sofain the living room of Megan's gpartment, Jack fdlt free for thefirst timein weeks.

Tonight, the world would survive without him. The Logica Magician wastaking abreak.
Using the TV remote control, he casually channel-surfed, looking for an old movie to watch. He



didn’t particularly care what, as his mind was on other things. Specifically, Megan, indulging in abubble
bath, after which she promised to change into something “comfortable.” The way she pronounced the
word when they returned to her dwelling curled Jack’ stoes.

To hissurprise, upon leaving the restaurant, Cassandrainsisted that he spend the night in
Megan's gpartment. She felt he would be much safer there. Normally quite Victorian in her attitudes, the
Amazon was more concerned about possible Assassin ambushes at the campgrounds than Jack’ s moral
responsibilities. Megan, dightly tipsy from the champagne, had enthusiastically agreed it was agood plan.
Her hand, resting on Jack’ sthigh the entire ride back to the building, made it quite clear that she liked the
scheme for several reasons.

Merlin owned the entire gpartment complex. Megan occupied the penthouse on the roof, which
could be reached only by aprivate elevator. With Cassandra stationed in an empty apartment directly
across from the building entrance, Jack seemed absolutely safe from attack---other than one planned by
an amorous young ladly.

Sighing, then sipping on acan of Coke, he decided that life wasn’t so bad. He was young; in
good hedlth; engaged to astunning, sexy, wonderful woman; and defending the world against the powers
of darkness. He was definitely, as the ancient Chinese curse decreed, living in interesting times.

“Oh, Jack,” cooed Megan, from the far sde of the room, “timeto turn off the TV.”

Sapping the set’ s power button, Jack turned and froze. Megan stood by the diding door leading
to the outdoor patio of the penthouse. The bright moonlight shone like a spotlight on her stunning figure.
Shewas dressed in along, flowing red silk dressing gown. The materia was so fine and thin that it was
amost transparent in the light. Beads of sweat exploded across Jack’ s forehead and his mouth turned
incredibly dry.

Chuckling, Megan spun around on her toes, raising her hands over her head like a ballerina.
“Likeit?’ sheasked, knowing exactly the effect her display was having on him. “I bought it specid just
for you.”

“Very n-n-nice,” he managed to sammer out. Awkwardly, he climbed to hisfeet. “You'rethe
most beautiful woman I’ ve ever seen.”

“And you're seeing quite abit of metonight,” said Megan, giggling. She pulled open the door to
theterrace. “Let’ s go outsde on the patio. There sanice breeze thistime of night. Sometimes, when |
can't deep, | St outsde watching the stars. This building isthe tallest in the area, so no one can seeup on
theroof. It sanidand in the sky. WE |l be completdly, totaly alone out there. Completely done. At last.
Thetwo of us”

“Thetwo of us,” Jack repeated, gulping. Math mgjors, including ones who had saved the world
once, were not used to dedling with aggressive women. Especidly very atractive aggressve women
wearing very little who obvioudly had romance and seduction on their mind. Gathering his courage, Jack
decided it would be an important learning experience. Trying to act casua, but knowing the glazed look
in his eyes betrayed him, he sumbled after Megan onto the pétio.

Megan sat on alarge cushioned glider in the center of the patio. Surrounding her was a bright
garden of red and white carnations.

She patted a spot close by on the cushions. Asif in adream, Jack sat where instructed. Fresh
from her bath, Megan smelled sweseter than any flower. Quite naturaly, she wrapped her arms around his
neck. They kissed. A long, lingering kiss. A promise of moreto follow.

“Y ou must be awfully hot with so many clotheson,” she murmured afew minutes|ater asthey
paused to breathe. “1t's such awarm night out on the patio.”

“Itisquitewarm,” said Jack, nodding. He was swesting profusdly, though definitely not from the
heat or humidity. Hetugged at the collar of hisshirt. “I’ll take off my shirt.”

“Let me,” said Megan. Bending her head, she kissed him gently on the neck. Her fingers played
with the top button of his shirt. Opening it, she kissed him &t the top of hischest. “I'll bet you' ve never
been undressed by awoman before.”

Jack knew better than to answer. There had been that wild incident with the mall spritesafew
weeks ago. But since they were supernatura beings and thus, technically, not actually women, they might



not quaify. He quickly decided silence was the better part of vaor. Instead, he let himself drift happily
into anirvana-like state of physical pleasure. His breath quickened as Megan’ slips sank lower and
lower.

Megan, her own breath coming in short, intense gasps, was fumbling with Jack’ s belt, when they
were unexpectedly interrupted.

“Nicetechnique,” declared adeep, booming voice from the corner of me patio farthest from the
door. “At leadt, for ahuman.”

“Son of abitch,” said Jack, struggling up from his half-reclining position. His shirt dropped to the
ground. “Can’'t | ever be seduced without interruption?’

Next to him, Megan, her features flushed with passion, swung around and glared at the intruder.
“Who the hell are you? And how did you get on my patio?’

“Not who,” said Jack, casting ameaningful glance at theingde of the apartment. He had astrong
premonition they were no longer safe on the open patio. Megan was too angry to notice. “But what?’

The spesker was shaped like aman but was definitely not human. Eight feet tall, with neon red
skin, hewasimmensdly broad at the shoulders and incredibly narrow at the waist. His head wasthe size
of apumpkin, with long, pointed ears and a bare trace of anose. Growing increasingly concerned. Jack
noted that their vigitor’slegs vanished into wisps of smoke. He had no feet. Hisarms, folded across his
huge chest, were as long as the tentacles of an octopus. And ended in hands with four fingersinstead of
five

“You'reagenie” sad Jack, findly placing the being. “Like the one in the Disney cartoon.”

“Great flick,” sad the supernaturd. “1 loved it. Saw the movie twenty times. That Robin Williams
isgrest. But I'm no genie. They're dweebs. I'm an Afrest. I'm alean, mean, fighting machine.”

“How interesting,” said Jack. Helaid ahand on Megan’ s shoulder. “Don’t you think it stime we
went ingde, good-lookin' ? Wearing that outfit, you'll get chilled.”

About to make a caustic remark, Megan caught the expression on Jack’ sface. For thefirst time
since the appearance of the Afreet, she seemed to redlize their precarious situation. The genie had not
cometo her patio to discuss animation. It was there for a purpose. Being a creature of Arabic mythology
directly linked it with the Old Man of the Mountain.

“I am getting chilly,” she declared, pulling her dressing gown tightly closed. “And it isgetting late.”

“Later than you think,” said the Afreet. Before either of them could move, the creature reached
out with both hands and grabbed Megan by the shoulders. Effortlesdly, it raised her ten feet into the air.

“You'relight asafeather,” the entity declared. “ Thank Allah for smdl favors.”

“Put her down!” Jack yelled. The Afreet ignored him. Desperately, Jack looked around the patio
for some sort of wegpon. The best thing he could find was athree-pronged hand shove. Waving it
wildly, he charged the neon demon.

“Sorry, Charlie” said the Afreet, rising into the air, a struggling Megan clutched closeto his
chest, “but I'm running alittle late. No more timeto talk. Don’t worry about the girlfriend. Shell be safe
with me. Y ou know what they say abouit flying. It’ sthe safest method of travel.”

“Takeme,” cried Jack. “I’'m the one you want, not her.”

“Nope,” said the Afreet, so high now that it was no more than ared dot in the moonlight. “The
bosstold meto get the babe. And | got her. Stick close to the phone, buddy. You'll get acall from us.
Sooner than you think. Bye-bye.”

With awhoosh like the noise of ajet arliner taking off, the Afreet disappeared. Jack clutched his
head in despair. Megan was gone, kidnapped by an Afreet. Most likely she was a prisoner of the Old
Man of the Mountain, one of thevilest villansin dl history.

Cursing, Jack picked his shirt off the ground and reentered the penthouse. The Afreet had said to
stay close to the phone. He planned to do exactly as commanded. At the moment, it didn’t seem like he
had much choice.
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The cal came an hour later. Jack had contacted Cassandraimmediately after entering the gpartment.

She, in turn, relayed the bad newsto Merlin and Jack’ s mother. All of them, and the two ravens,
assembled shortly afterward in the penthouse, to impatiently await the phone message and make plans.
When the telephone Findly rang, it was dmost anticlimactic. Placing the spesker on its loudest stting,
Jack picked up the receiver.

“Jack Collinshere”

“Good evening, Mr. Callins” said the caller. The supernatural being spoke without the dightest
trace of an accent. Histone was surprisingly mellow. He talked with the quiet salf-assurance of agambler
holding afistful of aces. “Men call me Hasan d-Sabbah, the Old Man of the Mountain.”

“I find that hard to believe,” said Jack. “ The original leader of the Hashashin never waged war
againg women. He fought his battles with men. The Old Man of the Mountain, in hisown fashion, wasa
man of honor.”

“Asam,” declared a-Sabbah. “| sent my Afreet to merely kidnap your fiancée, not harm her.
Shearrived here ashort while ago in perfect health. Ask her yoursdf.”

Therewas an ingtant’ s silence on the phone. Then, to Jack’ simmeasurable relief, Megan' s voice
filled theroom.

“Jack? Isthat you?’

“I’'m here, sweetie. Are you okay?’

“I'mfine” said hisfiancée, “ other than having amiserable headache. My ears kept popping
whenever the genie flew over amountain. HE snot very good at controlling air pressure.”

Megan paused. “ That damned Afreet loved old movies. The entiretrip he regaled me with
impressons of hisfavorite sarsin their best roles. He did everything from Bogart discussing the water in
Casablanca to Cagney’ s death scene from White Heat. It wasterrible.”

“I undergtand,” said Jack, redlizing what Megan left unsaid. With Hasan d-Sabbah close at hand,
she had to watch her words carefully.

“Keep thefaith, honey,” said Jack. He wanted to say a great deal more, but not with an audience
present. “I'll rescue you. Somehow.”

Silence again, then a-Sabbah returned on theline. “Ms. Ambrose is safe and unharmed, Mr.
Coallins. Asmy guest, shewill betreated like vigiting royalty. In fact, her quarterswill be heavenly. And,
within aweek, at the conclusion of certain business transactions that need not concern you, shewill be
returned unsullied.”

The Old Man of the Mountain paused. His pleasant voice grew cold. “I must apologizefor the
inept assassi nation attempts by my followers. Acting on the advice of severa business associates, |
foolishly delegated ateam of Hashashin to ensure your noninterference in an upcoming... transaction. |
suspected any mortal capable of dedling with Dietrich von Bern was more than a match for my recruits.
But my client ingsted, and the customer isawaysright.

“Three attempts and three failures convinced my patrons they were wasting their money and my
time. Freed to follow my own ingtincts, | decided that kidnapping your sweetheart was the solution to our
problems. Please do not disappoint me by playing the hero.”

Jack grimaced, knowing what came next. The routine never varied. By their very definition,
supernaturas followed certain basic behavior patterns. It was part of their nature. All of them talked too
much. They explained their reasons for every action. Villains, like a-Sabbah, dways began by flattering
their opponents. Then, afterward, came the thresats.

It wasterribly predictable. Jack felt asif he had become part of a cliché-filled manuscript.
Unfortunately, Megan'’slife depended on his outwitting the script. And for al of his melodramatic poses,
Hasan a-Sabbah was a very dangerous opponent.

“If youingst on meddling in my affairs,” declared the Old Man of the Mountain, “your beautiful



lady love will suffer the consequences. | believe you understand my method of conditioning the faithful.
The routine, with minor variations for modern times, remains remarkably smilar to that | employed
centuries ago. Heavily drugged men are easily fooled by willing houris and low-level magicd effects. The
treatment provides me with nswilling to do anything to achieve their heavenly reward. The only
problem isthat the coarse, brutal thugs | am forced to recruit lately are oftentimes extremely harsh with
the nymphsin my gardens. Very harsh, Mr. Callins”

The blood drained from Jack’ sface. “ Y ou' re not threatening to put Megan...”

“Sheisabeautiful woman,” said al-Sabbah dowly. “Exactly the type of female reputed to inhabit
paradise.”

“Youfiend,” sad Jack, his hands clenched into fists. “Y ou dirty rotten monster.”

The Old Man of the Mountain laughed, a high-pitched cackle that barely sounded human. “ Of
course,” hedeclared. “1 am no more and no less than what humanity made me. Don't blame me for your
basest ingtincts, Mr. Collins. Blame mankind.”

Jack drew in adeep breath, caming himsdlf. “ A week, you said?’

“Seven days,” said a-Sabbah. “Remain in Chicago that time and she will be returned to you
unharmed. Y ou have my word. Disobey me and her blood will stain your hands.”

“How do | know | can trust you?’ asked Jack. “Von Bern made lots of promises. And he broke
every one of them.”

“A man in my profession requires a spotless reputation, Mr. Callins,” said a-Sabbah, sounding
dightly miffed. “No one wantsto deal with an assassn who lies. My word ismy bond. Once given, itis
never compromised.”

“I guess | have no choice,” said Jack.

“Correct,” said al-Sabbah. “Y ou have no choice at al. Goodbye, Mr. Collins.”

Hands shaking. Jack replaced the receiver on the telephone. Folding hisarms across his chest to
steady his nerves, he turned to the others. “Well, what do you think?’

“Word or not,” said Cassandra, “I don’t trust him.”

“Whatever heisplanning,” said Merlin, “it bearsdirectly on the fate of our civilization. The Old
Man of the Mountain must be stopped.”

“Aslong as Megan remainsin a-Sabbah’ s power,” said Freda, “his hands arelocked around
your throat. There s nothing to stop him from squeezing them shut.”

“Guys like d-Sabbah only understand one thing,” said Hugo. “Force. Negotiating isseen asa
sgn of weakness. Y our mom’ sright. The Old Man’sasnake. The only way to deal with asnakeisto
bite off itshead.”

“For dl of hisremarks about returning Megan unharmed,” said Mongo, “1 noticed that a-Sabbah
offers no guarantees about your safety afterward. Villains of hisnature strongly believe in protecting their
back. To them, the only good enemy isadead one. And you can be sure he considers you his enemy.”

Jack nodded. “1 expected to hear nothing less. Aslegendary heroes, you refuse to compromise
with evil. It sagaingt your basic nature. On the other hand, being strictly mortd, I’ ve spent my entirelife
learning how to make compromises. Up to afew weeks ago, | would have readily agreed to dl of the
Old Man’s conditions. But since then, I’ ve learned some va uable lessons. Onesthat will hopefully help
me formulate a plan to defeat a-Sabbah and rescue Megan.”

“Meaning what?’ asked Merlin. “Remember, Jack, Megan’s my only daughter. | want her back.
Unharmed.”

“Me, too,” said Jack, hisfeatures grim. “That’ swhy we can’'t make any dedswith the Old Man
of the Mountain. Al-Sabbah can't be trusted. Outwitting him isthe only way to save Megan and protect
mankind. Which iswhy understanding how the Old Man of the Mountain thinksis so incredibly
important. We have to devise a scheme that will catch him by surprise. And he' samagter of deceit.”

Pausing to gather histhoughts, he dipped into hisbasic lecture mode. Old habits died hard,
especidly after years of graduate school. “ Humans are unpredictable. That’ s because they make
decisons based on emotions aswell aslogic. Despite the best efforts of socid scientists, no one yet has
been able to accurately predict how different people will react to the same Stuation. Identical



experimentsyield conflicting results. That violates the fundamenta tenets of the scientific method. Thus,
traditional hard-science practitioners such as chemists and physicists refuse to think of psychology asa
true science. The basic rules of cause and effect don’t work when applied to people.”

Drawing in adeep breath, Jack continued. “However, supernaturals aren’t human. Created by
mankind' s shared subconscious mind, they obey specific rules. Though you have plenty of latitudein your
everyday actions, you can't violate certain basic defining characteristics. Each of you, in your own
fashion, actslogicaly,” Jack grinned. “Which meansthat someone trained in mathematics can predict
how you will react to specific events.”

“Bigded,” interrupted Hugo. “ So you knew in advance we' d al reject a-Sabbah’s demands.
Maybe you actually guessed what the Old Man of the Mountain was going to say. What' sit matter?
Megan's till his prisoner. | don't see you predicting her free”

“Not yet,” said Jack, “but give metime. The Old Man of the Mountain has aleague of assassins
and an Afreet on hisside. That’san awful lot of firepower to overcome. As| said before, the only way
for usto defest d-Sabbah is by outthinking him. Using logic isthe answer.”

“Wadl,” said hismother, “if anyone can doit, you're the one, Johnnie. Didn’t Merlin cdl you the
Logicd Magician?’

Jack nodded, the weight of the world once again dipping onto his shoulders. He only hoped that
Merlin wasn't wrong.

Defesting Dietrich von Bern had been amgor struggle. He had an uneasy fedling that the Old
Man of the Mountain was going to be amuch more difficult opponent. And sooner or later he was going
to have to face the demigod behind the scenes. A god that, by definition, couldn’t be killed.
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An hour later, after much fruitless discusson leading nowhere, they findly broke for the night.

Jack desperately needed rest. The supernaturals, created without mortal frailties, could function for days
without deegp. But hewas only human.

“Tomorrow,” hedeclared, yawning. “We Il findize plans tomorrow morning.”

He hugged his mother. “No reason for you to stay around for another day. Don’t worry. I’ ve got
everything under contral. It'smy job, remember. I'm the Logicad Magician. Give my best to Dad.”

“I've dways et you make your own decisions, Johnnie,” said hismother, “and I’m not planning
to change now. Do whatever’ s necessary to rescue Megan.” Reaching out, she ruffled Hugo' sfeathers.
“Usetheravens. They possessincredible powers, evenif they do talk too much. And if you find yourself
in desperate straits with no possibility of escape, send them looking for help. They won't fail you.”

Minutes after everyone had departed, promising to mest the next afternoon in Merlin' s office,
Jack collgpsed onto Megan' sbed. Alone. It was definitely not the scenario he had envisioned only afew
short hours ago. Totaly exhausted, he barely managed to kick off his shoes before drifting to deep. The
last thing he heard was Hugo asking Mongo. “What did she mean about us talking too much?’

Hedidn’t dream. A fact that unsettled him the next morning as he chewed on a piece of toast.
One of the benefits of being born the child of asupernatura was the ability to communicate in dreams
with other halflings. Especialy Megan. Not hearing from his fiancée frightened Jack. An active
imagination and a steady diet of splatterpunk horror novelsread during the past year suggested too many
unplessant explanations. Gulping down a Coke, he expressed hisfearsto the two ravens.

“Y ou're probably worrying about nothing,” said Mongo. “Any powerful magica being can
blanket dream transmissionsfairly easly. The Old Man of the Mountain isn't stupid. He wantsto keep
you in the dark about his whereabouts and his actions. His Afreet is probably keeping Megan's deep
messages bottled up tight.”

“That soundslogicd,” said Jack, feding dightly relieved, “though completely misguided. Megan



aready passed dong the important information last night. She did it during our phone conversation,” He
paused. “Still, I'd fed alot better if I knew for sure the extent of the geni€’ s powers.”

“No problem,” said Hugo. “I’ll fly over to the library and do some research. Meet you at
Merlin'sofficeinan hour.”

With aloud caw and aflap of wings, the raven was gone. Jack blinked. Somehow, Hugo exited
the gpartment without opening awindow. The Afreet wasn't the only magical being possessing unusud
tdents.

“How did he do that?’ Jack asked Mongo.

“Dowhat?’ replied the raven, busily pecking at abowl of Cap’'n Crunch cered. The birds
exhibited a voracious and extremely non-discriminatory appetite. “ This stuff tastes great. Why didn’t your
mother ever buy it?’

“It'sloaded with sugar,” said Jack. “Bad for your teeth. Though, in your case, | guessit doesn’t
matter. Y ou didn’t answver my question.”

“Question?” said Mongo, ddlicately peeling a banana with one claw. Any minute. Jack expected
the bird to start making French toast. “What question?’

“How did Hugo depart with al the windows closed?’

“Easy,” said Mongo, eyeing abox of graham crackers. Hopping over to the package, the raven
peered at theligt of ingredients. Obvioudy it was checking to seeif the wafers contained sugar. Cawing
happily, it ripped the top off the carton. Fortunately, Megan maintained awell-stocked kitchen cabinet.
“We know the secret of flying through solid objects. Spying for Odin required usto master alot of
tricks”

“But that violates the fundamenta laws of the universe,” said Jack.

“Nonsense,” replied Mongo. At long lagt, the bird seemed finished with breskfagt. “ Atoms
consst primarily of space. Thetotal mass of e ectrons, neutrons, and protonsis negligible. Hugo and |
merely manipulate our physica structure so that the atoms of our bodies dip through the atoms of the
opposing barrier. It ssmple.”

Jack frowned. “I wasterrible a physics” hesaid. “That’swhy | went into logic,” Hiseyes
narrowed. “Where did you learn about atomic structure?’

“Asmov wrote a column on the subject in one of your digest magazines,” said Mongo. The bird
quickly changed the subject. “Don’t you think we should be heading downtown? Merlin's probably
wondering what' s keeping us.”

“Okay,” sad Jack, rising from hischair. “But the next time | vist my parents home, | planto
check dl of my magazinesfor beak marks. God help you birdsif | find any.”

Fifteen minutes later, they departed for Chicago’s Loop. Mongo flew on ahead, scouting the
route. Cassandra, armed with ahaf dozen throwing stars, assorted knives, and awire garrote wound
about her wrigt, drove their car. The Amazon was fedling mean and hunting for trouble. Though there was
nothing she could have done to prevent Megan' s abduction, Cassandrafelt persondly responsiblefor its
taking place. The expression on her face was enough to keep any would-be assassins at bay. Shewas
not a happy Amazon.

Merlin, Witch Hazdl, and Fritz Grondark awaited them at the magician’ s office. Asdid Hugo and
histwin. And an unusual postcard.

“It came with the morning mail,” said Merlin, handing the photo card to Jack. “Though it was
addressed to you, | couldn’t help noticing the message. Which prompted meto pull out my crystal ball
and attempt areading. Hazel helped, asdid Sylvester.”

Thewitch’ sfamiliar meowed loudly. “I hate predicting the future. It hurts my eyes peering into
that supid glass”

“But you see things better than we do, dearie,” said Hazel. A bent, old crone with scraggly while
hair, she looked every bit the witch she was. Appearances were deceptive, though. Hazel was agood
witch, and avauable dly in the battle against the forces of evil.

Jack studied the postcard. One side consisted of a color photo of one of the newest hotelsin Las
Vegas. On the reverse was scribbled a short note. “Hope to see you at the big auction next week,” The



cryptic satement was signed, “An old friend.”

“Your crysta ball didn't reved who sent this message?’ Jack asked, knowing the answer in
advance. “Or why?’

“Of coursenot,” said Merlin. “However, focusing on the card, Sylvester stared into my magic
sphere. That’swhen he caught aglimpse of aroom filled with people, both human and supernaturd.
Their attention was fixed on asmadl, hairless man dressed in white robes, holding aglassvid in one hand.
Standing behind him was a huge neon red figure.”

“The Afredt,” said Jack, “and the Old Man of the Mountain. Any ideawhat he was offering for
bid?’

“Not aglimmer,” replied Sylvester. “ The vison lasted only a second. Sorry, Jack.”

“No need to gpologize,” said Jack. “Combining your information with what | already surmised
gives usapretty clear picture of what'staking place. And when.”

“It does?’ said Cassandra. “I must have missed something somewhere. Would you careto
explan?’

“Yeah,” said Hugo. “Add metotheligt of lost souls. It seemsawfully likely thet the postcard’ sa
trap. Or aphony lead designed to lure you away from the real action.”

“I doubt it,” replied Jack. “ Especidly in view of the clues Megan passed on to melast night over
the phone. During the famous scenein Casablanca where Bogart discussed the water, the characters
directly referred to the city being located in the desert. Just like Las Vegas. And when Cagney died at the
end of White Heat, he screamed, ‘ Top of theworld. Ma.” ”

Jack held up the mysterious postcard. “Notice the name of the hotel on the front of our |etter.
The Seven Wonders of the World Hotel and Casino. I'mwilling to bet afistful of slver dollarsthat the
Old Man of the Mountain has his headquartersin the penthouse on the top of that resort.”

“But who sent the card?’ asked Cassandra.

“I’'m not positive but I’'m willing to venture aguess,” said Jack. “ Remember, the ancient demigod
behind all of these schemes didn’t return to our world on its own. Someone had to call it back. Perhaps
that individua did it entirely by accident. Who knows the actua circumstances? In any case, thiscard
seemsto indicate we have afriend in the enemy camp.”

“Maybe,” said Hugo. “But | wouldn't trust my feethers to anyone fooling around with spells
dedling with the Ancients. Summoning ademigod to the red world ain’t the same thing as making
pudding. Nobody with anoble heart tries something like that in the first place. Not without areason. Get
my drift? Thischaracter ain't lily white.”

“Agreed,” said Jack, “but we can't ignore the facts. Hasan is holding Megan prisoner in Las
Vegas. He sdaing it to prevent us from interfering with an auction he' s holding within the next week. I'm
not sure how the demigod fitsinto thiswhole scenario. It might be working behind the scenes. Or it could
merely be a participant in the bidding. In any case, | can’'t see any way to avoid the obvious. We have to
attend the event aswell. Megan' sfate, and possibly that of civilization, dependsonit.”

“It soundslike the plot of ahorror nove,” said Hugo. “I remember the cover blurb of one
published afew years ago. ‘ Gavel-to-gave terror where the bidding isfor your soul and all sdesare
final.” Itwascaled The Devil’s Auction, but I'll be damned if | can remember the author’ s name.”

“Who cares?’ said Jack. “These horror authors write abook or two, then disappear. They never
amount to much. We need to make plans, not talk about old books.”

“I’'mgoing,” said Cassandra, in avoice that brooked no discusson. “I have ascore to pay back
to that Afreet and his boss. Besides, you' |l need someone to guard your back against the ns. And
I’'m the best oneto do it.”

“My beak and talons are yours to command,” said Mongo.

“Minetoo,” said Hugo. “Blood’ s good for the digestion. Plus, your mom would never forgive us
if welet you get hurt.”

“If you need the services of adwarven mechanic,” said Fritz Grondark, “I’ m willing and
avalable”

“To save my daughter’slife,” declared Merlin solemnly, “1 will do whatever isnecessary,” He



paused. “ Defeating an Afreet will require powerful sorcery.”

“You can say that again,” cawed Hugo. “| ransacked the mythology section at the Chicago
Public Library downtown for information about genies. It'sanice place. Too bad they spent so much
money on the building they couldn’t afford to buy any new books. Volumes| beaked through were at
least twenty years old. Fortunately, legends don’t change over the centuries.”

“Would you care to share with the rest of uswhat you discovered?’ Jack asked sarcagticaly.
There were no short remarks or replies with supernaturals. Saying yes or no took five to ten minutes.

“Begladto,” said Hugo, completely unaware of Jack’ simpatience. “ Thefactsan't particularly
comforting. Afreets are the meanest and most powerful genies of Arabian mythology. Creations of fire
and air, they exercise control over both mediums. They can fly, call up storms, and set objects ablaze.
Though Afreets normally appear dightly larger than aman, because of their gaseous nature, they can
assume nearly any size. They can swell up as big as an eephant or shrink down to the dimensions of a
bug. Fortunatdly, as with most extremey powerful emental spirits, they have the brainpower of a
dinosaur.”

“Any other weaknesses?’ asked Jack.

“That' stheredly bad news,” said Hugo. “Damned genies don’t have many. They're nearly
indestructible. Glassfrightensthem. They refer to it as‘frozen fire” According to most legends, Afreets
can't escape from a properly seded glass bottle.”

“Logicd,” said Jack. “Glassincorporatesfire, air, and sand, al mgjor factors of their existence.”

“ Properly sealed isthe problem, Johnnie,” continued Hugo. “King Solomon imprisoned most of
the geniesin bottles, then buried the receptaclesin the desert sand. He trapped them in the vessels by
impressing hismagic Sgnet ring into the wax covering the container’ s mouth. Nothing lesswill work. You
need King Sol’ sring to cage this baby, and that ring disappeared two thousand years ago.”

“Terrific,” said Jack, gloomily. Closing hiseyes, hedrew in severd deep bresths. Mentally, he
recited the fundamental theorem of calculusto steedy his nerves. Finaly, he opened his eyes and looked
around a his companions.

“I refuseto give up before we start. Things look grim, but they looked pretty bad when we
fought Dietrich von Bern and the Border Redcaps. Y et we defeated him and a Great Beast aswell.”

“Couldn’t we use the same modern devices that defeated those fiends againgt the Old Man of the
Mountain?’ asked Cassandra. “Hasan sounds equd in evil to the Wild Huntsman.”

“Unfortunatdly, different cultures perceive certain behavior in entirdly different manners” sad
Jack. The sameidea had flitted through hismind earlier and he had dismissed it after afew minutes
thought. “The Old Man of the Mountain is not thought to be avillain in Middle Eastern mythology. Like
death, he' sneutrd. The Assassinskill for religious bdiefs or profit. In either case, that’ s not considered a
sn. Hasan and his servants are immune to our original weapons. We need other devicesto overcome
them.”

“Sounds pretty chdlenging to me,” said Hugo. “ Consdering that the Old Man of the Mountainis
supposed to beimmorta. Genies can't be killed, only imprisoned. And there’ s always the question of
how to disbelieve out of existence ademigod nobody believes exigtsin thefirst place.”

“Meredetalls” said Jack. “The one thing to remember isthat if supernatura beings evolve with
the times, then the methods of dedling with them have to change aswell. WEe re going to use modern logic
towinthiswar.”

Feding dightly more confident, Jack rose from hischair. A dozen ideas crowded into his head.
Severd hergected immediately astaking too much time or being too risky with Megan's safety at stake.
But anumber of others offered red promise. Everything depended on the Stuation in Las Vegas.

“Thismisson isgoing to require use of everyone s particular talents,” he declared. “I’'m going to
Las Vegas as soon as possible. Cassandrawill accompany me for protection. The ravenswill come
along to act asour spies. Therest of you are going to stay here.”

He raised hishandsto quiet their protests. “No complaints. Too many of ustraveling would
atract attention. There' s no question that the Old Man of the Mountain knows too much about me.
There' s probably abunch of his agents spying on my every move. The only way to fool themisto creste



amagic doppelganger to take my place. Thethree of you working together can handle that spell. Inthe
meantime, Cassandraand | can disguise our features and bring the battle right to our enemy, catching him
by surprise. My plansaren’t certain yet, but without your cooperation, they’ re doomed to failure.”

“You'retheboss,” said Fritz Grondark, shrugging his massive shoulders. “ Dwarves are team
players”

“I can't say | like being left behind when Megan's safety is concerned,” declared Merlin. “But |
know you will do everything possibleto save her.”

“Woods witches can't fight worth adamn anyway,” said Hazdl. “Brews and potions are what me
and Sylvester do best. We re with you, as dways, Jack.”

Moving with inhuman speed, Cassandra reached into her boot, withdrew a needle-thin stiletto,
and thrust it into the floor. The stedl blade quivered from the force of the blow as she spoke. “1 pledge
my life and my honor to this quest. We shdl not fail.”

Jack licked hislips. The Amazon had adramatic manner of stating her objectives.

“Hopefully,” hesaid, “we Il achieve our amswith aminima amount of violence” The barest hint
of afrown crossed Cassandra s features. The Amazon preferred the direct, bloody method of settling
difficulties. “But,” Jack continued grimly, “if it meanswe wipe out Hasan' s entire league of Assassinsto
rescue Megan, so beit. The Old Man of the Mountain has pushed us around long enough, It' stimewe
did some shoving of our own.”
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¢ Every maninthisarport is staring at me,” Cassandrawhispered to Jack, eight hours later. “1 can see

thelust intheir eyes. | doubt if | would draw this much attention if | was completely naked.”

“Exactly,” replied Jack, grinning. Though he probably felt closer to the Amazon than any other of
his supernatura friends, she was so insufferably prim and proper that it secretly amused him to see her
squirm. Cassandrawas dressed to kill, and the gaze of every man, and most women, inthe Las Vegas
arport wasfixed on her. “The best disguise is misdirection. If the Old Man of the Mountain has spiesin
thetermina, you're thelast person in the universe they’ d peg as an Amazon warrior.””

“If onemoremanwinksat me,” said Cassandra, her voice quivering with emaotion, “I will die of
shame. After,” she promised grimly, “first ripping out his eyes and shoving them down hisdimy throat.”

“Cdmyoursdlf,” said Jack. “We re near the baggage claim. Once we locate our luggage, we'll
takeacab tothehotd. You'll be out of public Sght. At least, for alittlewhile.”

Cassandragasped. “Y ou don't expect me to wear clothing like this getup for our entire stay
here? That' sunthinkable.”

“Better revise your thinking,” said Jack, cheerfully. “In Las Vegas, Cassandra Cole doesn't exist.
In her place is Saman’ ta Jones, high-priced companion to millionaires and jet-setters. Besides,” he
declared, unableto resst asmall dig, “I think you look very sexy.”

Cassandrawore afull-length, lycra-spandex white cat suit. It hugged her curveslike a second
skin. A half dozen strategically placed cutouts reveded large patches of her chocolate-colored skin. The
incredibly tight outfit clearly revedled her underclothes consisting of atiny thong bikini and no bra.
Five-inch spike-hedled boots and a three-inch-wide black |eather belt completed the ensemble,

Her jet black hair was braided in the latest style, and dabs of color tinted her cheeks and eyelids.
Gold chains around her neck clinked and jangled as they walked. And her fingers were capped with long
whitefingernalls

“I worried you might have ahard timewith those heds,” murmured Jack asthey rodethe
escalator down to the baggage clam. Under normal circumstances, the Amazon was afew inchestdler
than he. In boots, she was nearly a head higher. “But you' re managing them without effort.”

“In my career asaprofessiona bodyguard, Jack,” said Cassandra, “I’ ve had to attend more than



my share of Sate functions undercover. Wearing fancy clothesisn’t as unusua for me asyou might think.
Dressing like ahigh-class hooker isthe problem.”

“Y ou could be wearing worse,” said Jack, then wished he hadn't. Packed in their suitcases were
outfits that made the Amazon’s current attire look tame. At least, Jack reflected, keeping Cassandra
fighting mad wasn'’t going to be difficult.

Merlin’smoney, connections, and magic had smoothed their path to Las Vegas. Their new
identities, and the clothes to match them, came from an unnamed but very secret agency that specidized
in deception. Their features had undergone dight but significant changes, courtesy of one of Witch
Hazdl’ s bitter potions. The wood witch guaranteed the results for aweek. There was a harsher edgeto
Jack’ s appearance and a softer one to Cassandra s. The modifications were just enough so that the two
of them were completely unrecognizable to anyone but their closest acquai ntances.

Jack, dressed in aperfectly fitting dark pinstripe suit, was Gordon Green, an extremely wealthy
and equaly mysterious investment broker. In theinner pocket of his suit he had discovered abank
directory listing hisaccountsin several mgor investment firms. According to the entries, Mr. Green was
worth well over $50 million. The billfold in his other pocket contained fifty crigp one-thousand-dollar
bills. Merlin had money to burn.

Cassandra, despite her voca and continual protests, became Saman’ ta Jones. Getting the
Amazon to wear the outrageous ouitfit selected for her by the deception bureau had been amagjor battle.
Her screams of indignation had nearly shattered Jack’ s eardrums. Persuading her that she couldn’t bring
her wegpons adong on the trip had been the real challenge.

Reservationsin one of the most expensive suites a the Seven Wonders of the World Resort
proved to be no problem. Nor had there been any hassle purchasing first-class plane tickets for the two
of them. Merlin the master sorcerer could work miracles on command. And when magic failed, money
talked.

Once arrangements were finalized, the two ravens had been sent on ahead to do some
preiminary scouting. “Wefly at Mach three when necessary,” Hugo told them when asked. “Lucky our
feathersaren’t red, otherwisethey’ d fry.”

A big, burly black man, standing nearly seven feet tall, awaited them at the luggage area. Dressed
in achauffeur’ s uniform, he held awhite cardboard sign with the name “Mr. Green” scrawled acrossit. It
took Jack afew seconds to remember that was his name.

“I'm Green,” he sated. “Thisis Ms. Jones, my secretary.”

Jack noted with some trepidation that the driver didn’t possess an aura. Another supernatural.
Lately, his entire existence seemed to be defined by legendary beings. He glanced at Cassandra. She
shrugged, clearly sgnding she had no idea of their chauffeur’ strue identity.

“Glad to meet you,” said the big man, hisvoice rumbling like thunder. He nodded to Cassandra,
his gaze lingering for amoment on her outfit. The smile forming on hislips died when he saw the
Amazon'sexpression. “1’m John Henry. But you can cal me Big John. Most people do.”

Jack shook hishead in disbelief. He had never considered that songs might generate enough
belief to bring their charactersto life. Evidently, they did.

Big John handled their four heavy bags asif they were weightless. He guided them outside, to a
huge white stretch limo. “Make yoursdf comfortable. The Seven Wondersis on the other side of the city.
It' s about ahalf-hour ride. There' safull stocked bar if you carefor adrink. AndaTV s&t.”

Jack settled into aplush seat and poured himself a Coke. Adjusting to the good life wasn't very
difficult. Next to him, Cassandrawrenched off her boots with agrunt of relief.

“I thought John Henry died of a broken heart after battling astedl-driving machine?’ said Jack, as
they cruised aong the highway. It seemed unlikely that the hero of afolk song could be evil, and Jack
was curious about the being' s origins.

The driver chuckled. “Rose-colored contact lenses, huh? | heard they existed but never met
anyone wearing them. Pretty neat.” He paused for an instant, then continued, “Y ou got me mixed up with
the wrong character. My namesake perished just as you stated. I’ m the hero of that Jmmy Dean song,
popular in the late 1950s. He never actudly killed me, and in asequel song, an old girlfriend rodeinto



town and rescued me. So many people believed it was atrue story, | cameto life.”

Big John sighed. “The Delta Queen |eft years ago. She abandoned meto pursue acareer asa
backup singer for Motown. With the mines shutting down al over the country, I moved to Vegasfor the
sun. Hacked acab for years. Findly | earned enough money to buy alimo and start my own business.
Type of peoplethat cometo thistown enjoy traveling first class. At least the ones heading to the hotels.
Returning to the airport, they take acab.

“It' sapleasant existence. Nobody messes with aman my size. And it sure beatsthe hdll out of
being buried at the bottom of acave-in.”

They chatted about life in the gambling capital for the next twenty minutes. Big John knew nothing
about other supernaturasin the city. An easygoing giant, he was content earning aliving and sampling the
world s basic pleasures. That he had been crested by a hit song becoming part of modern urban folklore
set Jack’ smind redling.

If Big John existed, what other modern folk legends might dso walk the Earth? There were
numerous books detailing common urban myths. It was quite possible that many of the unusua characters
they described had been given life by mankind’ s collective subconscious. Jack found the concept both
exciting and disturbing.

The lobby of the Seven Wonders of the World Resort wasthe size of anaval shipyard---alarge
nava shipyard. Asthey deposited their luggage with abelman, Big John warned, “Don’t forget to get a
map of the hotel when you check in. People have been lost for days searching for their room. Good luck.
Winbig.”

“Holy Athena,” whispered Cassandra as they dowly strolled past row after row of dot machines
that lined the path to the front desk. She nodded her head at ahuge white marble statue in the southwest
corner of theimmense atrium. “ That's a perfect copy of the statue of Jupiter by Phidias. | saw it a
Olympiatwo thousand years ago.”

“Whoever built this palace didn’t spare any expense,” replied Jack softly. “1 wonder who he
used to design the exhibits.”

Taking Cassandrafirmly by one elbow, he steered her to the registration center. Standing still and
gawking at the scenery established them astourists, not high rollers. While there were severa thousand
people in the lobby, not one of them was paying any attention to the incredible decorations. Pips, grapes,
cherries, oranges, and dollar sgnswere the only thingsthat interested them.

“That'sare-creation of the Great Lighthouse of Alexandria,” murmured Cassandraasthey
continued past ahundred-foot-tall refreshment center. “In the northeast, on adirect diagonal from
Jupiter, stands the Colossus of Rhodes.”

“No need to question where they put the rest of the Sights,” said Jack, asthey stepped upto a
vacant window &t the registration desk. Behind the check-in center was ahuge map of the entire
complex. It listed each of the seven wonders and prominently displayed their location.

Quite properly, the Tomb of Mausolus, King of Caria, was one level beneath their feet. Instead
of serving as an eaborate mausoleum, the floor contained dozens of boutiques, shops, and video game
arcades. It was amini-shopping mall for the entire resort complex.

Restaurants were located at the fabulous Temple of Dianaat the rear of the casino. A sign posted
at the desk proclaimed it served “food fit for a God at prices designed for mere mortals.”

The outer buildings containing al of the guest chambers were designed in the shape of pyramids.
The higher one' sdevation in the structure, the more expensive the room. Jack was not particularly
surprised to learn their quarters were at the gpex of Khufu's Tomb, an exact replica of the Great Pyramid
of Giza

“The Hanging Gardens of Babylon areto therear of the hotdl,” their bellman informed them
twenty minutes later, as he turned on the lights of their suits. Big John hadn’t lied about the size of the
complex. Without aguide, they would never have found the room. The resort was the only hotdl Jack
had ever visited that featured moving sidewalks. And needed them.

“That'sdso where the golf range and tennis courts are located,” continued the bellman ashe
deposited their luggage on racksin the huge bedroom. “ At night, they festure abig fireworks display



there that you can see from thiswindow.”

“Incredible,” said Jack, examining the well-stocked refrigerator in the parlor. After thelong walk
from the lobby, he needed a Coke, Reaching into hiswallet, he pulled out afifty and handed it to the
bellman. “This place exceeds my wildest dreams.”

“Yes, gr, thank you, dr,” said the bellman, grinning, as he made the bill disgppear. He glanced at
Cassandraand rolled his eyes. “Not that you' re in need of any other physical ddights, Sir. However, in
case you desire to sample atruly unique experience, you might make confidentia inquiries at the desk
about the Eighth Wonder of the World. It's only available to the highest rollers. From what |” ve heard,
it'slikevigting paradise”

“Thanks” said Jack, his heart thumping like atrip-hammer. “Maybe | will,” He ushered the
bellman out of the room. “I gppreciate the thought.”

Once the man had |eft the room, Jack turned to Cassandra. “ Paradise on Earth? | believe we' ve
just confirmed that the Old Man of the Mountain makes his headquartersin thishotel. Now the fun redlly
Sarts”
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Stretched out on several wide cushions strewn across the floor, Roger reflected on how much he

didiked stting on cushions on the floor. However, he wisaly refrained from expressing hisopinions. The
two entities present with him in the chamber were not in any mood to discuss hisdiscomforts. Inlife,
therewas atime to speak and atimeto remain slent. Thiswas definitely one of the silent periods.

They werein ahuge throne room, fifty feet square, forty feet high, decorated lavishly inivory and
gold, on the top of the Seven Wonders of the World Resort. The celling congisted of a gigantic mosaic of
colored glass, effectively filtering the sunlight into arainbow that ended on the only chair inthe
chamber---amassive obsidian throne, decorated with leering white skulls. Seated on the chair wasthe
master of the complex, the Old Man of the Mountain. Pacing back and forth in front of him was Roger's
boss, the Lord of the Lions. The two werein the middle of a particularly heated disagreement.

Neither figure' svoice was raised in anger. Instead, they spoke softly, amost in whispers. It was
al amatter of style, Roger concluded. The Old Man of the Mountain and the Lion Lord were very
smilar in nature. When their tempersrose, their voices dropped. Only theicy coldness of their tones
indicated their true fedings. And the flurry of blue sparks that cascaded off the Crouching One's
forehead as he walked.

“Explaintomeagan,” said the Lord of the Lions, his catlike features twisted with rage, “the
purpose of this... auction.”

“I’ve ddinested the reasons behind my decision severd timesdready,” said the Old Man of the
Mountain. Thin amost to the point of emaciation, he wore a smple white robe belted by ablack
drawstring at the waist. His face resembled that of askeleton, with dark, brooding eyes sunk so deep
into his skull that they were barely visble. Histhin, bloodless lips barely moved as he spoke. The menace
in hisvoice was unmistakable. “Businessis business. We had no contract.”

“Contract?’ said the Crouching One. “ Gods do not enter into covenants with murderers and
assassins. We sdlect our servantswith great care and much deliberation.”

The Old Man of the Mountain laughed and glanced at Roger. “ An impressive choice,” he
declared sarcadticdly. “Obvioudy, this specimen possesses numerous talents not reedily apparent to my
humble, untrained eyes.”

“Mock meat your peril,” said the Lord of the Lions. “My wrath makes nations tremble.”

“ Made nationstremble,” corrected the Old Man of the Mountain. “Y ou controlled great powers
forty centuries ago. Death and destruction bowed to you then, not now.”

“They will kned at my feet again,” said the Crouching One. “Aswill the entireworld. Others, in



the past, have underestimated me. Do you dare risk my displeasure?’

A flicker of indecision crossed the Old Man' sfeatures. Rising from histhrone, he walked silently
across the room to asolitary wood table holding the only modern convenience in the entire chamber---a
telephone. Lifting the receiver, he asked asingle question.

“Any word from the fat one?’

The Old Man of the Mountain paused, intent on the reply. After afew seconds, he nodded. “ Cdll
meif thereisany message,” he commanded, “no matter when.”

Replacing the receiver, he turned to the Crouching One. “As | explained earlier, this resort cost
severd hillion dollarsto build. When the Chinese forced meto flee Tibet, | had to leave most of my
riches behind. Unable to finance the necessary specid features of this new mountain hideaway through
normal channels, | then had to deal with the American supernatural underworld. Most of the money |
borrowed came from a source that made even me shudder. Thisloan shark was amonster created by
today’ sfears and frustrations and was ruthless beyond measure. | hated dedling with him, but | had to
have anew base of operationsto survive.

“Normdly, my nation ring generates enough income to pay off any debt without much
trouble. However, over the past few years, terrorist organizations have glutted the marketplace with
cheap killers. Quality work no longer matters. Dictators and despots instead prefer bargain rates over
craftamanship. Thus, | find mysdf infinancid difficulties”

Roger groaned. He had heard this story three timesin the past hour. While he sympathized with
the Old Man of the Mountain, the Lord of the Lionswasright. A deal wasadedl.

He shifted his shoulders asif trying to didodge an imaginary weight. It felt asif some sort of bird
stood closeto his neck, itstalons digging into the muscles of his chest. But nothing was there. Roger
attributed the discomfort to muscle cramps brought on by lying on the cushions.

“The notes come due next week. | need agrest amount of cash in avery short time. My
underworld contact is not very patient. Holding this auction isthe answer. With the number of parties
interested in obtaining the Russan’ s services, | should easily raise enough money to satisfy my creditor.”

“Y ou kidnapped Karsnov at my command,” said the Crouching One. His narrow fingers curled
into fists. Blue sparks circled hisforehead. Roger stedled himsdlf for anew outburst. “1 was the one who
informed you of hisplaguevirus”

“Agreed,” said the Old Man of the Mountain. “However, the Brotherhood of Holy Destruction
provided the necessary manpower to effect the rescue. My Afreet and my magic carpet transported him
out of Russa And Loki’s network spirited him from Europe to America”

The Old Man of the Mountain smiled. To Roger, the Assassin lord looked like asnake about to
swalow arabbit. “ Each of you hasalegitimate claim to the Russan. Whoever iswilling to pay the highest
pricewill havehim.”

“Have you no respect for the ancient God of your people?’ said the Crouching One, a note of
desperationinitsvoice. “1 reigned in Babylon for amillennium. Surdly that must mean something to you?’

“Not athing,” said the Old Man of the Mountain. “As atrue member of thefaith, | have no God
hut Allah. | owe no loyalty, none whatsoever, to the Ancient Ones.”

Regaining histhrone, the Old Man of the Mountain spread hisarmsin a conciliatory gesture.
“Please do not misunderstand me. | am only trying to befair to dl the parties concerned.”

“And make yoursdf atidy sum inthe meantime,” retorted the Lord of the Lions.

The Old Man of the Mountain shrugged. “1 am an honorable man,” he declared, “but | amin
businessto make a profit. The auction stands as Sated. If you want the Russian, you must bid for his
savices”

The Crouching One sputtered in impotent rage. Roger could sense the demigod’ sfrustration.
Four thousand years ago it would have blasted the Old Man of the Mountain to dust for hisimpudence.
But it was nearly powerlessin the modern world. There was nothing it could do but complain.

It might be agood time to change the topic, Roger decided. When frustrated, the demigod spent
hours bitterly whining about the lack of respect it commanded. After suffering on the cushions, Roger was
in no mood to endure the ranting and ravings of his tedious master.



“Y ou have Karsnov well guarded?’ he asked. “And what about Jack Collins? Don't
underestimate him just because he' sahuman being.”

“The Russian is safein a private gambling room above the casino,” answered the Old Man of the
Mountain. “Helovesto play cards. | have kept him entertained with blackjack and poker since his
arriva. Nearly two dozen of my best men stand guard, inside and outside the chamber. No one, morta
or otherwise, can reach him. Heis absolutely secure.”

The Old Man of the Mountain sneered. “Asto Mr. Callins, | have effectively neutralized him. My
Afreet has stolen hislady love and sheisour prisoner in Paradise. There she stays until after the auction.
He dares not interfere or she will suffer the consequences. My agentsin Chicago report on hisevery
movement. And even if he wanted to strike against me, he has no ideawhere to begin searching.”

Leaning back on the throne, the Old Man of the Mountain folded his hands across his ssomach.
“Collinsthinks that events cometo aclimax at week’ send. He has no ideathat the auction takes place
tomorrow evening. By thetime thefool learns otherwise, it will betoo late.”

The Old Man of the Mountain yel ped in sudden pain and swatted the air in front of hisface with
his hands. “By the Prophet’ sbeard,” he swore. “It fdt as if something pecked me on the nose.”

Muitering to himself, the Old Man of the Mountain gently rubbed the tip of his proboscis. The
skin beneath hisfingerswas bright red.

“Probably abug,” said Roger, ifling alaugh. Neither the Old Man of the Mountain nor the
Crouching One knew of his postcard to the Logical Magician. Nor of hisown scheme. Learning the
correct pronunciation of a-Sabbah’s name provided the last bit of information to complete hisformula.
The two overconfident entities were destined for severd rude shocks very shortly. Roger felt brazen
enough to register one more warning, positive it would be ignored. “Von Bern constantly migudged
Coallins. He was a dangerous opponent. With anumber of powerful dlies.”

“Von Bernwasafool,” said the Old Man of the Mountain. “He deserved hisfate”

The Old Man of the Mountain clgpped his handsthreetimes. Asif by magic, adozen scantily
clad women appeared from unseen doors, each carrying atray full of food. Soft music, from an unseen
band, filtered through the throne room. Roger groaned. It was the start of another one of the Old Man's
interminable banquets. More cushion time. His sore muscles shrieked in protest.

“Hasan d-Sabbah is the master of cunning and deceit,” the Old Man of the Mountain declared,
reaching for apiece of fruit. “No one thwarts my wishes. No one. Not even aLogica Magician.”
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Sprawl ed across the immense king-size bed that dominated the master bedroom, Jack watched

Cassandra unpack and examine her wegpons. The Amazon had refused to travel completely unarmed. A
half dozen razor-sharp miniature L ucite throwing stars had been concealed in her boots, and her broad
belt held ahandful of curare-tipped darts. However, her red arsend madethetrip intheir bags.

With practiced hands, Cassandra pulled apart afolding steel luggage cart. In seconds, she
disassembled it into apair of needle-thin stilettos and agarrote. Extending the legs of a seemingly
innocent cameractripod to their full length, the Amazon screwed the pieces together to form her favorite
wespon---asiver-tipped fighter' s staff. Other than their clothing, everything in the suitcases bore adual
purpose, usudly connected with death and destruction.

“| should have most of my equipment ready shortly,” the Amazon announced, trying on apair of
brass knuckles. “When do you want to start exploring the premises?’

“Not until Hugo and Mongo find us” said Jack. “I promised the ravens|’d wait for them to show
up.”

“Likethis?” asked Hugo, appearing asif by magic on Jack’ sright shoulder.

“Or this?” said Mongo, popping out of thin air on Jack’ sleft shoulder.



“Very neat,” said Jack, mentally trying to force his heart to stop skipping beats. He noted that
Cassandra clenched a dagger in either hand. The ravens had caught her by surprise aswell. “How do
you managethistrick?’

“Simple,” said Hugo, flapping hiswings as he spoke. “We control the power to make ourselves
trangparent. It’ slike turning yoursdlf invisible but better. We can see each other, but nobody else can.”

“Working as spiesfor Odin, we needed the talent,” said Mongo, staring at Jack’ s head. “Would
you mind if | whisper this stuff in your ear? It would really bring back memories of the good old days.”

Jack shuddered, imagining the raven’ s beak puncturing his eardrum. “Maybe another time,” he
declared. “For now, speak aloud. Cassandra also needsto hear what you two learned. | assume you
found out something interesting, thus the dramatic entrance.”

“You bet,” said Hugo. “We located the Old Man of the Mountain right away. It wasn't difficult.
Mongo suggested we search for the most lavish place in the complex. Needlessto say, that’ swhere
Hasan makes his headquarters, it’s on the roof of the main resort. Top of the mountain, so to spesk.
You'll never guesswho we found the Old Geezer arguing with?’

“You'reright,” said Jack impatiently, “I’ll never guess. Sotel me.”

“The Ancient One,” said Mongo. “The demigod we thought was behind this entire mess.”

“Thought?’ asked Jack. “Y ou mean it’snot?’

“Wel, it was,” said Mongo. “But it's not anymore. Hasan has taken control of things.”

The bird paused and looked at Jack’ s ear again. Jack shook his head. “Maybe,” said Mongo,
“we should tart from the beginning.”

“Good idea,” said Jack.

Thirty minutes later, the two blackbirds finished relating the entire conversation that had taken
placein the Old Man'’ sthrone room. The ravens proved to be excellent reporters, describing each
participant in detail and repeating their conversations verbatim. By the time they finished, Jack had a
thorough understanding of what was happening. He didn’t like it one bit.

“You didn’'t happen to learn who this Karsnov character is?” he asked. “Or what they meant
when they spoke of his plague virus?’

“Actudly,” said Mongo, “I spent afew minutes afterward chatting with some of the birds
perched outsde the hotel. Y ou’' d be surprised how much information you can learn from the locas.”

“Yeah,” said Hugo, “and | flew over to the nearet library and reviewed the New York Times for
information on Karsnov. Wish they made microfiche readersfor birds. It strained my eyesreading the
film without megnification.”

Jack blinked at this latest revelations of the two blackbirds' miraculous powers. His mother had
been right. The ravenswereincredible. But a the moment he was more interested in the results of their
inquiries than how they were conducted.

“Well?" he asked impatiently. “Wel?

“The Times identified Karsnov as one of Russid sleading experts on chemicd warfare,” sad
Hugo. “Evidently, he got into big trouble afew months ago when the government learned he conducted
unauthorized biologica warfare experiments on Russian citizens. It involved an airborne strain of anthrax
plague that killed severa hundred innocent people. According to the newspaper, Karsnov vanished
without atrace one step ahead of the KGB.”

“Only to turn up here shortly afterward,” said Mongo. “ Safe and snug with his new patron, the
Old Man of the Mountain. And it sounds like the Russian isup to hisold tricks. The birds outsde tell me
that there have been adozen mysterious desthsin Las Vegas the past few weeks. All of them have been
reported as resulting from pneumonia. Which isthe way anthrax plagueis usualy misdiagnosed.”

“An anthrax plague?’ said Jack. “ That’ sinsane.”

“Depends on your point of view,” said Cassandra. “Loki dealsin arms. What better weapon to
offer your clients man adeadly plague virusthat can't beidentified or stopped? It' sthe ultimate killing
device. Y ou can wipe out the entire popul ation, leaving their buildings, possessions, and raw materias
untouched. Remember dl that talk of the neutron bomb years ago. This plague satisfies dl the necessary
requirements and it's much more subtle. Y ou can wage war without the enemy knowing a battleistaking



place”

Jack shivered. Cassandra painted a convincing if terrifying scenario. “What about this
Brotherhood of Holy Destruction?’

“Fanatic Mudim fundamentalistsintent on destroying the United States,” replied the Amazon.
“I've heard of them. They believe that the end justifies any means. They’ ve vowed revenge againgt the
United States for the actions taken against Libyaand Irag. Can you think of amore diabolica plan than
to poison the water supply of Las Vegaswith adow-acting version of this plague virus? Tourists from
throughout the country cometo the city for short visits. Within weeks, the entire country would be swept
up in an outbreak of the disease. Millionswould die before an antidote could be found.”

“Darel inquire what the Ancient One wants with thisformulafor disaster?” whispered Jack.

“Oh, we know the answer to that riddle,” said Hugo. “As soon as we entered the throne room,
Mongo and | recognized your mysterious demigod. He rose to power during the same period when Odin
first emerged as a Teutonic forest deity. Mongo and me, we never forget aface. Especidly amug asugly
asthe Crouching One's.”

“That was the nickname his worshipersin Babylon gave him,” said Mongo. “He was the most
feared god in prehistory. Most humans called him Lord of the Lions, because his head resembled that of
agiant cat. But his proper namewas Nerga. He was the Ruler of the Underworld, god of death and
destruction, pestilence and... plague.”
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.Jack digested thislatest revelation in Slence. Battling anameless demigod from prehistory was difficult

enough. Learning that the entity was the Babylonian god of death didn’t make life any better. Jack knew
next to nothing about Nergal, other than the fact that the god had been so feared that its name had been
appropriated by early Chrigtians and given to one of Satan’ s lieutenantsin the New Testament. Briefly,
he wondered if perhaps a confusion in names had served as the entity’ s passport into the materia world.
It hardly mattered. Nergal was back, and Jack had to deal with him.

“It'sseven o' clock,” he declared. “Later than that for us, considering the time change. Let’s heed
over to the restaurant and eat dinner. I’'m starving.”

“Metoo,” said Hugo. “Flying that fast takesalot out of you. | can eat ahorse.”

“Ditto,” said Mongo. “Though | doubt if they include horse meet on the menu. Damn.”

“We'll try the buffet,” decided Jack. “Y ou two make yoursdlf transparent and stay unseen and
unheard. Cassandraand | will take extrafood and you can eat off our trays,” Hisvoice grew stern. “Try
practicing alittle restraint. We don’t want to draw any attention to ourselves.”

“No problem,” said Hugo. “Nobody will notice anything unusua. Cross my feathers and hopeto
die. Not that it matters. Everybody’ s gonna be staring at Cassandra.”

The Amazon glowered at the raven. She had changed garments, but as expected, the new ouitfit
suited her temperament no better than the previous one. She wore a hand-beaded silk evening dress, cut
low across her breasts and with akeyhole back that descended down to her waist. The top half of the
dresswas defined by a pattern of white beading, while the skirt portion conssted of an overlapping
sequence of black iridescent sequins. Black stockings with a snake design around each ankle and
five-inch hed's completed the ensemble.

“Onelewd remark, bird,” Cassandrasaid, her voice deathly calm, “and we will learn if you can
speak without abeak.”

“Stay cool,” said Jack. “If we start arguing among oursalves, we' Il never free Megan. And save
cvilization.”

“I’'m not sure a culture that extols women who dressin such amanner deserves saving,”
Cassandra declared through clenched teeth, as they made their way to the elevators.



The buffet, when they findly arrived there fifteen minutes|later, was awe-inspiring. A standard
feature at Las Vegas hotds, the one at the Seven Wonders had to be the most eaborate offering of food
Jack had ever seen. Almost ahundred feet long, it offered nearly every type and style of food imaginable.
Hugo, an invisible presence perched on Jack’ s shoulder, murmured, “1 wonder if they stock boar’ s flesh?
Surelooks possible”

Boar’ sflesh was not available, but there were more than enough choices for the raven. Jack
found his plate soon filled to the brim, between his and the bird’ s selections. Cassandra, directly in front
of himon line, suffered the samefate. Findly, sounding dightly exasperated, the Amazon whispered to
her unseen companion, “One more item and the plate will crack from the weight. Enough. We can return
for seconds.”

“Same appliesto you,” said Jack.

“Okay,” replied Hugo, its beak resting on Jack’ s ear so only he could hear its words. Jack
marveled that Odin had remained sane for centuries enduring such conversations. “Hey, there' sa chef
dicing roast beef at the end of theline. | love roast beef. Please, just apiece or two.”

“Lagt item,” Jack said, and stepped up to the carving table.

“What would you like, Sir?" asked the chef, a portly middle-aged man, hisface wreethed in a
perpetud smile.

“Threedices, very rare,” declared Hugo loudly, before Jack could open his mouth. “As bloody
aspossible”

The chef’ s eyes bulged in amazement. Shaking his head, he bent to carve the mest.

“I'maprofessond ventriloquist,” Jack declared quickly. “Didn’t mean to frighten you. | often
forget mysdf and speak with my mouth closed.”

“Oh, sure,” said the chef, laying the red beef on top of Jack’ s plate. “No problem,” The man's
smilereturned. “Y ou're good. Redlly good. Never saw your lipstwitch.”

“Practice,” said Jack modestly. “ Y ears of practice.”

Sighing with relief, heleft the chef and hurried over to the booth where Cassandrawaited. “ Do
that onemoretime,” he muttered to the raven, “and I'll let Cassandraskin you dive. Infact, I'll hold you
down while she doesit.”

“Sorry, boss,” said Hugo. “The sight of that bloodred meat drove me crazy. It won't happen
agan.”

A plump middle-aged blonde waitress took their drink orders. Jack, who normally avoided
acohoalic drinks, was sorely tempted to drown his troubles in bourbon, but settled for hisusua Coke.
Coping with hisalies as much ashisenemiesrequired a clear head.

“Something more exotic for the lady?’ suggested their server, eyeing Cassandra s outfit with a
critical eye. “Perhaps a screwdriver? Or aBloody Mary?”

“A Bloody Mary?” whispered Hugo. “ That soundsintriguing.”

“No, thank you,” said me Amazon, calmly. Jack silently thanked the heavens above for
Cassandra sredtraint. It wasn't till |ater that he noticed her fork bent into a horseshoe. “1 prefer fruit
juice”

“I'll return in aminute with your drinks,” said the waitress. She stared with wide eyes a the huge
mounds of food on their plates. “Enjoy your dinner.”

As soon as the woman left them alone, they set to eating with dl the gusto of travelerswho had
only dined on airline food that day. By the time the waitress returned, their plates were wiped clean.

“My,” sheremarked, “you were hungry. Fed freeto take seconds. And leave some room for the
dessert bar in the corner.”

Pacing aglass of fruit juicein front of Cassandra, the woman shook her head in amazement.
“Incredible that you can maintain such astunning figure with so hedthy an gppetite. | merely look &t rich
food and gain weight.”

“Exercise,” declared the Amazon. * Frequent workouts hel p keep mein shape.”

“I'll bet,” said the waitress, her expresson making it quite clear what sort of workout she thought
Cassandrameant. “Don't forget the big magic show at ninetonight, folks. It takes place in front of the



atrium Lighthouse, Y ou don’t want to missit. Thetricksthey perform using laser technology and
holograms areincredible. The red genie, in particular, isared crowd pleaser. You' d swear he'sdive
and not just a special-effects creation.”

“A red genie,” said Jack. “ Soundsfascinating,” He pulled atwenty out of hiswallet. Establishing
areputation asabig tipper wasn't difficult in LasVegas. “Thanksfor the advice.”

“Thank you, Sr,” said the waitress. “ Enjoy the show.”

“A red genie,” said Cassandra, once they were alone. “That can only be the Afret.”

“My thoughts exactly,” said Jack. “Though why the Old Man of the Mountain would usehimin a
magic show to entertain hotel guestsis beyond me.”

“People cometo Las Vegasfor the glitz and glamour,” said Cassandra, “ According to the birds,
the Old Man of the Mountain owes afortune on this palace. He needs to attract big crowds. A
spectacular show is one method of doing that.”

“We have twenty minutestill show time,” said Jack. “We can walk to the Lighthousein five.
Anyone carefor aquick dessert?’

“Sugar?’ inquired Mongo. “Do you think they’ Il havelots of thingswith sugar?’

Jack nodded. “I’'m sure they will.”

Smiling, he wondered how his mother would cope with two chocoholic ravens. It was not a
subject dedt with in great detail inthe Elder Edda.
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They arrived at the Lighthouse five minutes before showtime. A crowd of severa hundred peoplefilled

the open space before araised stage. Cassandra, smarting from the knowing smirks she had encountered
al evening, forced her way to the front, dragging Jack after her. He knew better than to try arguing with
the Amazon. Besides, he wanted to bein a position to watch the Afreet’ s performance closdly.

Though Jack’ s knowledge of physicsleft much to be desired, he had survived four semesters of
the subject as an undergraduate science mgjor. He retained areasonably strong sense of the laws that
governed the physica universe. While not abig fan of hard sciencefiction, he had read most of Asimov,
Niven, and Clarke. Combining his knowledge of science fact and science fiction, he hoped to discover a
new method of trapping agenie. It wasthat or find King Solomon’ sring. And Jack doubted he could
find the relic by tomorrow evening.

The show started promptly on the hour. A flash of lights, ablaze of laser lights, and astage
magician dressed in aturban and bright purple burnoose appeared seemingly from nowhere. Working
with severd extremdy scantily clad assistants, the man worked through a dozen standard illusions. He
was an adept performer, but he was only the warm-up act for thered star of the show, and both he and
the audience knew it. The applause he received was polite but reserved. The crowd impatiently waited
for the genie to make its gppearance.

Drumsrolled, the footlights dimmed, and the magician’s bountifully endowed hel pers disappeared
into the wings. The wizard stood alone at center stage, his face bowed, his hands hidden in the folds of
his voluminous robe.

“Yearsago,” the magician intoned in adeep voice that rolled out across the audience, “an old
antique deder sold methislamp for only afew dollars.”

A narrow spotlight focused on the bronze oil lamp, perhaps afoot long, that the speaker had
pulled out from his burnoose. Carefully, the magician placed the prop on thefloor in front of him.

“Never did | guess,” he declared, “that thiswas the very lamp that once belonged to Aladdin.
Not until that fateful day”---and the man reached out and brushed his fingers against the bronze--- “that |
firgt rubbed my prize”

The crowd, including Jack and Cassandra, gasped in astonishment. A thick red mist emerged



from thelamp’smouth. It curled like smoke twenty feet over the magician’s head. Sowly, asthe
background music swelled, it solidified into an imposing figure of aman floating on arr.

“Behold,” said the magician, his voice ringing with emotion. “ Behold the genie of the lamp!”

With awhoosh, the bright red figure zoomed over the audience, zigzagged across the entire
length of the atrium, touched first the head of Jupiter, then the torch of the Colossus, and finished itstrip
by circling the Lighthouse three times before coming to alanding right next to the waiting magician.

“Ladiesand gentlemen,” the wizard proclaimed, “brought to you by the magic of The Seven
Wonders of the World Resort, LOA Laser Technology, and OMM Computers, | am pleased to present
to you, George the Genie.”

The Afreet, dressed in loose-fitting trousers, an open vest, and afez, otherwise gppeared exactly
the same as the figure Jack had seen the previous night. Grinning, he waved to the crowd, then bowed.
The audience broke out in thunderous applause.

“Notice how he exaggerates hismotions dightly,” Cassandrawhispered to Jack. It helps
maintain theilluson he'sonly acreation of eectronic gimmickry.”

The magician clapped his hands three times. Two huge men, dressed in loincloths, emerged from
backstage carrying amassive cinder block between them. Setting it down on the stage, they hadtily
stepped to the side.

With alaugh, the genie floated over to the concrete dab. Laser lights flashed red and green asthe
Afreet hoisted the block into the air and effortlesdy crushed it into powder. A gust of wind, provided by
an offstage fan, sent amist of powder drifting over the crowd. The agpplause was even louder than
before.

Next, the genie bent an iron bar in half. Then it alowed itself to be pierced by a spear, asword,
and findly, achainsaw. It wasal very flashy and, to Jack, quite frightening. Hugo was right. The Afreet
wasincredibly powerful and without any visible signs of weskness.

“LOA---League of Assassins,” Jack whispered. Onstage, the genie, on orders from the
magician, underwent a series of incredible transformations. It changed in rgpid successoninto alion, an
elephant, abee, and then findly, into aduplicate of the magician himsdf. “OMM---Old Man of the
Mountain. Not very subtle, are they?’

“Do they need to be?’ asked Cassandra. “ Ordinary mortals are willing to believe anything
involving modern technology, Jack. But try to convince them that magic exists, and they’ Il laugh in your
face”

“Theworld sacynicd place,” Jack said, then froze. Every musclein hisbody tightened into
knots. It was asif he had been suddenly struck by lightning. Or by the answer to aquestion that defied
normal reasoning.

“Jack, are you okay?’ asked Cassandra, shaking him gently by the shoulder. Onstage, the genie
had vanished back into the lamp and the show was coming to aclose. Already the crowd was dispersing.
Unable to speak, he nodded dowly asthe brief moment of epiphany faded away.

“Yeah,” said Hugo, perched invisibly on his shoulder. “What' s the story? For a second, you
turned white asaghogt.”

“I'mfine” said Jack. “Infact, | fed great. I'll explain later.”

“Watching the genie give you any ideas?’ asked Hugo.

“Not particularly,” Jack admitted, as they wandered among the dot machines. “ Anything capable
of flying that fast and changing his shape that easily won't be imprisoned by ordinary methods.”

“Thenyou' |l haveto think of an extraordinary method,” said Cassandra complacently. “Y ou
awaysdo.”

Jack grimaced. Dedling with amyriad of supernatura entities, both good and evil, madelife
difficult enough. Raised by his parents to have confidence in his own abilities, he refused to admit defeat
no matter what the circumstances. Thusfar, through sheer determination and more than abit of
intelligence and luck, he had managed to overcome the forces of darkness. However, the absolute, blind
fathinhisabilities exhibited by hisfriendsand dlies unnerved him.

Jack wished he shared Cassandra s optimistic belief in histaents. Unlike the heroesin most of



the Swords and Sorcery novelsin his collection, he couldn’t hack and dash hisway through the enemy
hordes. Outwitting hisfoes, not outfighting them, was his only hope. So far, it had proven to be aforlorn
hope at best.
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They returned to their suite to change clothes and plan their next moves. While Cassandra sorted

through her suitcase, searching for something she considered fit to wear, Jack made aphone call to
Chicago. He relayed in abbreviated form to Merlin much of what the ravens had learned. Story told, he
requested that the magician conduct aquick investigation of complex financia records. Afterward, they
discussed several specific actions to be taken if Jack’ s hunches proved to be true. Seconds after Jack
finished the conversation, the Amazon emerged from her room clad head to foot in black legther.

“Now thisgarment ismorelikeit,” said Cassandra, as Jack put down the receiver. He whistled
in acombination of gppreciation and bewilderment.

“If you think men aren’t going to notice you in that outfit,” he declared, “you're crazy.”

The Amazon wore a one-piece soft-leather cat suit. The only break in the shiny materid wasa
metal zipper that extended from her neck to waist. With matching gloves and boots, Cassandra could
have stepped out of the pages of any of a dozen superhero comic books.

“Let them stare,” she said. Whirling about on one toe, she lashed out with her other foot in a
deadly karate kick. The air seemed to vibrate from the force of her blow. “Dressed like this, | can fight.”

Out of her boots came the Amazon’ s il ettos. In a continuous fluid motion, she flipped the two
bladesinto the nearby wall. “ Therewon't be any plagueif the Russan suffersafatd accident,” she
declared, pointing at the twin knives gleaming in thelamplight. “I specidizein causng necessary
accidents.”

“The same thought occurred to me,” said Jack, “but only asalast resort. There are two more
pressing problems. Firdt, | require an invitation to this auction. Not attending would be a disaster. Even if
you diminated Karsnov, we have no guarantee al-Sabbah doesn't dready own asample of the plague
virus and would put that up for bid instead.

“Second, if Megan isbeing held prisoner in the Old Man’ sverson of Paradise, | need to
discover itslocation. The sooner we find and extricate her from hisminions, the better I ll fed. If we
make an attempt on the Russian’ slife with her in a-Sabbah’s power, she'll suffer. | can’'t dlow that to
happen.”

“You haveaplan, | assume,” said Cassandra.

“The solution to both problems,” said Jack, “isto attract the Lord of the Assassins personal
attention. I’ ve been thinking about the conversation the ravens heard this afternoon. While he never
mentioned the source of hisloans, he did refer to aflourishing supernatura crimina underworld. Merlin
confirmed my own suspicions asto the figure in charge. Based on what I’ ve discovered, | think using the
right approach with our buddy, Hasan, will work miracles.”

“Andif you' rewrong?’ asked Cassandra.

“I mastered the process of thinking quick under pressure during my years on the college debate
team,” said Jack. “If | draw ablank with a-Sabbah, I’ [l switch to another story. | know it's not the best
approach, but it' sthe only one we ve got. With the auction tomorrow evening, we' re running out of
time”

Cassandra scowled. The Amazon preferred the direct approach. Given the chance, she'd opt for
an old-fashioned fight to the death over subterfuge and deception. However, she was intelligent enough
to recognize that Jack’ s proposal was their only viable scheme.

“How are you going to gain admittance to Hasan' s presence?’ she asked. “| doubt if he’ svery
accessble. Especidly for acomplete unknown.”



“WEll doit the old-fashioned way,” said Jack. He pointed to the two ravens, trying to open the
door of the suite srefrigerator using their beaks. “With the unseen coaching of our feathered friends, I'm
going to win asmall fortune gambling. Once the stakes hit the stratosphere, a-Sabbah will come
running.”

“Did you mention gambling?’ asked Hugo, its beak wedged benegath the door handle of the
icebox. Mongo stood beside him, trying to force open thelock. “1 love gambling.”

“Metoo,” said Mongo, its voice muffled by metal. “In Vahdla, werolled the bones endlesdy.”

“Used real bones, | bet,” muttered Jack, pulling out anew outfit for the night’ s adventure. Like
Cassandra, he needed to dress properly for the role he intended to play.

Groaning in protest, the door of the refrigerator clicked open. Instantly, both blackbirds darted
insde. “Hell,” echoed Hugo' s voice, “there’ sno chocolate barsin here.”

“I'll buy abox of them for you later at the souvenir shop,” said Jack, as he tucked a solid black
shirt into charcoa gray pingtripe pants. Next came athin whitetie, the suit coat, and apair of sparkling
black shoes. “ After we complete our sting.”

Nodding in approval, Cassandrareached into the flower basket and pulled out awhite carnation.
She stuck it into the jacket’ slapdl. “ Perfect,” she declared. “Y ou look like you stepped right out of an
old gangster movie.”

“Spiffy,” commented Hugo. *Y ou wannatell us how we re going to help run thisscam.”

“Smple,” Jack said, and outlined hisideasto the attentive ravens. For achange, they listened
quietly, then, when he wasfinished, made severd ussful suggestions. In ten minutes, they had everything
arranged.

“I loveit,” said Hugo, transparent on Jack’ sright shoulder asthey headed for the main casino.
“This reminds me of the time wetricked Surt, the fire giant, into thinking he was haunted by the spirit of
hisfirst wife. What alaugh! He was afraid to eat for aweek. Too bad that story never made it into the
Elder Edda. It'salot funnier than that hokey tale about Thor’ svist to the frost giants.”

“Pipedown,” said Jack, glancing around to make sure no one was staring a him. “I can't use
that ventriloquism line asecond time. Speak so only | can hear you. IsMongo nearby?’

“Right over your head,” announced the other bird from a spot directly above Jack’ s|eft ear.
“Onceyou find a seat at the poker table, I'll fly around to the other players as needed.”

“Okay,” murmured Jack as he walked into the atrium. Cassandra kept pace severd stepsto the
rear, seemingly relaxed and at ease. Appearances were deceptive. The Amazon was primed and ready
for battle.

“Hugo'sright,” continued Mongo softly. “ Our adventures with Surt were much funnier than that
stupid story about Thor.”

“Tel me another time,” said Jack, searching the room for the high-stakes poker game. Hefindly
located it, directly in front of an al-purpose cash station. Though it was nearly midnight, the table was
crowded with people.

“There’ saminor-class sorcerer stationed on the floor,” said Cassandra asthey strolled over to
the game. “ Checking to make sure no one is using magic to ater the odds or fix the cards. Since the birds
aren't directly influencing the deck, you'refine.”

Like most mathematicians, Jack had played cards throughout college. He started with heartsasa
freshman, progressed to double-deck pinochle in his sophomore year, and finally succumbed to duplicate
bridge for the rest of his undergraduate stay. In graduate school, the game changed to poker. Possessing
anear-photographic memory and excellent card sense. Jack played to win. Cards were not asocia
event but war, and he believed in taking no prisoners. Herardly lost, but he had never played against
professional cardsharps before. Nor had he ever gambled for thousands of dollars on each hand.

Before entering the game, Jack studied the flow of the cards for ten minutes. The table consisted
of abig man, ayoung attractive blonde woman, and amiddle-aged male dedler playing five-card stud. A
small crowd of people stood behind them, watching the action.

The woman, good looking and flashy with diamonds, sat to the deder’ sleft. In draw poker, it
was the worst position, but she seemed not to care. Her card playing left agreat deal to be desired.



Quick tofold, shewastoo easily bluffed. She squinted at the cards like they were her enemies. The
blonde had too much money and not enough brains for no-limits draw poker. Five red and five blue chips
sat infront of her. Stationed directly behind her were two dangerous-looking young men, dressed in dark
suits and wearing sunglasses.

The big man, who referred to himsalf congtantly in third person as“ Tex Wilson,” sat directly
acrossfrom the dedler. A hearty, red-faced individua, he was dressed in acowboy shirt open amost to
hiswaist and smoked a big cigar. He talked much too loud and placed big bets. However, Jack noted
that Wilson knew exactly when to drop out when things looked bad, and that he rarely lost ahand in
which he wagered heavily. The drink a hisside. Jack suspected, was more likely ginger ale than
whiskey. Ten red and eight blue chips made up Tex’ s bankroll. Huddled close behind him, severd
well-endowed women dressed in attire that made Cassandra s outfits ook like schoolmarm stuff
squed ed with pleasure each time the red-faced man won.

The deder, like most professional card handlers, played acam, conservative game, relying on
the odds, an unlimited bankroll of chips, and the other players mistakes to keep him ahead. He dedlt the
cards with adow, steady rhythm and appeared dightly bored by the whole proceedings.

A hdf dozen other men and women, evidently tourists, watched the gamein respectful silence.
Oddly enough, the males eyed the bimbos clustered around Tex while the femal es tracked the chips.
Different fantasies, he concluded, for different folks.

Findly, Jack decided there was no postponing the inevitable. Signaing to Cassandra, he stepped
over to the table and seated himself in the empty chair on the dealer’ sright. On his shoulder, Hugo
murmured in hisear, “Mongo’s set in podition. Let’ stake these suckersfor aride.”

“Ded mein,” said Jack. He pulled out athick billfold from his suit pocket. “How much are
chips?’

“Five hundred on thered,” said the dedler, “athousand for the blue. Red for the ante. Jacksto
open, otherwise no deal. No limit on bets.”

Nodding his agreement to the rules. Jack reached into hiswallet and counted out fifteen
one-thousand-dollar bills.

“Kindayoung to be playing aman’s game, sonny,” said Wilson as each player put ared chip in
the center of thetable. “Sureit an't past your bedtime?’

Jack gave no indication he heard the big man’ swords. Severa years before, he audited a
mathemeatics course that he was grading for another professor in the department. None of the sudentsin
the classredized that Jack was the person actualy marking their homework and tests, not the teacher.
Listening to their constant complaints after class about the professor’ s harsh scoring, Jack developed a
remarkably impassive expression. Hiswas the perfect poker face.

Camly, he picked up hiscards. He held apair of sixes. “Threetensfor the dedler,” whispered
Hugo. The ravens communicated by acomplex series of prearranged wing signals. “Lady’ sholding apair
of queens. Possible flush for big mouth.”

Paying cautioudy, Jack dropped out of the first three hands. Knowing the other hands meant
nothing without the right cards.

The fourth hand he pulled apair of aces, best on the table. After the blonde and Tex both
passed, Jack raised ared chip. Everyone matched his bet.

Fate handed him athird ace whilefilling in Tex’ s queen high with two more ladies. The other two
players dropped out immediately, but Wilson stayed with Jack for two raises. Jack dared not play too
aggressive. Not yet. Still, hetook Tex for three thousand dollars.

“Junior finaly won ahand,” Tex declared loudly, taking aswig of hisdrink. “Beginner’ sluck.”

“What makesyou think I'm abeginner?” said Jack camly, reaching for the next hand. “Only a
fool insultsaman he knows nothing about.”

“Where' d you hear that, sonny?’ snarled Wilson. Jack felt sure the man’s anger was mostly
show. Tex bluffed on the table and off, “Watching the Ninja Turtles?’

Jack merely smiled and studied his cards. The hand was garbage, as were the next three. Tex
Wilson crowed as he won back most of the money helost to Jack without afight.



“Cards are running pretty poor,” muttered Hugo as they paused for drinks. Jack asked for a
Coke. Chortling, Tex ordered scotch and soda. Watching the red-faced man closely. Jack saw him dip
the waitress atwenty. There might be sodain Wilson's glass, but there would be hardly any scotch.
Despite his rude behavior and inaults, the gambler was stone-cold sober.

Hugo' s shocked whistle dmost caused Jack to drop the next hand. Staring at the cards, hefelt a
little shaken himsalf. He held two pair---aces and eights. It was the infamous * dead man’s hand” dedlt to
Wild Bill Hickok shortly before he was shot in the back.

“Cassandra sright behind you,” said Hugo, asif reading Jack’smind. “Y ou're high. Big Mouth's
holding jacks and fives. Beauty queen’ sSitting with apossible straight, either end. The deder hasa
possibleflush.”

Jack opened boldly with ablue chip. Two pair dwayslooked grest but rarely paid off. The odds
of drawing afull house were eleven to one. The chances of his opponentsfilling their hands were much
better than his. But many gamblers refused to risk money on straights or flushes. Tonight both of his
opponents and the dealer matched his bet.

No one said aword as they each discarded one card.

“Blondie’ sdrawn her straight,” declared Hugo. The young woman's hand tightened on her cards
and asmdl smileflashed across her face. She was not very good at concedling her pleasure, which might
auit her other activities but not her card playing.

“Big Tex picked up athird jack,” croaked Hugo. “That giveshim afull house, knave high.”

Praying to Pierre Cardan, the father of probability theory and a notorious gambler, Jack lifted his
card. Hugo collapsed on his shoulder, nearly dropping into hislap. Carefully, Jack inserted the ace of
heartsinto his hand.

“Deder sucked up hisflush,” said Hugo, returning to position. Bucking odds of severa thousand
to one, dl four players had pulled the card necessary to make their hand. And Jack was Sitting with the
winning combinetion.

Betting proceeded at arapid clip. The deder, knowing the relative shortcomings of hisflush
compared to what the others might have drawn, dropped out first. The blonde, not as smart, finaly quit
when she ran out of chipsto continue. Only Jack and Tex remained. Findly, with more than thirty
thousand dollarsin the pot and Wilson out of chips, Jack caled.

“Full house, jacks high,” declared the red-faced man, reaching for the chips. Wilson was
swesting profusdly. He knew that if Jack had continued to bet, he would have been forced to cover to
remaninthegame.

“Sorry,” said Jack, camly, laying down his hand. “Full house, aceshigh.”

“Son of abitch,” said Wilson, shaking his head in astonishment, “ Son of abitch.”

Strangely enough, it wasn't Wilson who was the most disturbed. A professional gambler, thebig
man knew poker was risky business. Instead, it was the blonde sitting next to him who exploded.

“Two full housesand agtraight in the same hand,” she screamed, her voice shrill. “Bullshit. It
can't happen. Thisgame sfixed.”

“What'd you want usto do, Mona?’ asked one of the woman’ stwo bodyguards. A .45
automatic loomed largein one of his hands. His companion, gaze fixed directly on Jack, was likewise
armed.

“They cheated me,” said the blonde. “Find out how.”

“Lady,” said the dedler, hisvoice trembling, “we run an honest game here. It sthe law.”

Behind him, Jack sensed Cassandra tense. He assumed she was preparing to cope with the two
thugs. It wasn't until he noticed the man in the plaid suit that he understood the redl reason for her
concern.

“Isthere aproblem here?’ asked the newcomer. Though man-sized and dressed in blue plaid,
there was no hiding the Afreet’ s neon red features. Reaching out with blurring speed, he plucked the
revolversout of the hoodlums hands.

“Sorry, but firearms are not permitted in the casino,” the genie declared. Politely, he handed each
of the gunsalsalump of solid metal that a second before had been their wespon.



“| wasrobbed,” said the blonde, no longer shrill.

“Ronad?" asked asecond newcomer. Dressed in awhite suit, with white shirt and whitetie, he
was S0 thin he resembled a skeleton. His gaze swept around the table, lingering for asecond on
Cassandra before continuing on. Histhin, bloodless lips barely moved as he spoke.

“Strictly legit, Mr. Hasan, Sir,” said the dedler. “ There was an unusud run of cards, that'sall.
Neither gentleman complained. It was the lady who made aruckus.”

The man in white focused his attention on the blonde. She seemed to shrink in the chair as he
stared at her. *Y ou have visited our establishment many times, Mrs. Adams. Please do not forcemeto
deny you further entrance. | believe an gpology isin order.”

“Ohvyes,” said the blonde nervoudy. Hagtily, sheroseto her feet. “I'm sorry. | truly am. The
booze went to my head. It won't happen again.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Adams,” said Mr. Hasan. “Good night, Mrs. Adams.”

“Good night, good night,” said the blonde and haf waked, haf ran from the table, her two
bodyguardstrailing behind like frightened puppies.

“Excitement’ sover, folks” said the Afreet. “ Drinks, as dways, are on the house.”

Quickly, Jack roseto hisfeet. Hasan and the genie were dready walking away. “Cash mein,” he
told Cassandra, as he flipped the dealer ared chip, “and deposit the money in a safe-deposit box. I'll see
you later.”

Anxioudy, he hurried after the man in white. Hiswhole plan of action depended on the next few
minutes

“Mr. Hasan,” hecdled, “can | have aword with you?’

The Old Man of the Mountain, for Jack knew he could be no one el se, turned. As did the genie,
who showed no signs of recognizing Jack. “Yes? Do | know you?’

“No,” Jack said, and mentally crossed hisfingers, “But you know my boss. He sent me hereto
observe your auction.”

“Auction?’ repeated the Old Man of the Mountain, hisvoice no longer friendly. “To what event
doyou refer, Mr...?7

“Green,” supplied Jack, preparing for his biggest gamble of the night. “ The auction taking place
tomorrow evening, Mr. Hasan, involving acertain Russan.”

“Who isyour boss, Mr. Green?’ hissed the Old Man of the Mountain, sounding remarkably like
asnake. A very deadly snake.

“He has many different names,” said Jack dowly, “but most peoplejust call him The Man.”
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Heai ng that name, the Old Man'’ s features underwent astartling transformation. Hiswhite cheeks paled

yet further, until not abit of color remained. The sneer on hislips changed to asickly grin. The harshness
disappeared from his voice, replaced by an darming fase heartiness.

“My apologies,” he declared, taking Jack by the arm, “ Please don’t be offended by my lack of
manners. | had noidea. Usudly, The Man sends the One Without a Face to inform me of hiswishes”

“No problem,” said Jack, wondering who the One Without a Face might be. It was the least of
hisworries a the moment. Al-Sabbah on his one side, the Afreet on the other, they were heading across
the casino to the registration area. “Where are you taking me?’

“My office, of course,” said a-Sabbah, “We can speak in privacy there. | assume you came
about the loan?’

“Thereisthe question of payments,” said Jack, trying not to say too much or too little.

“I fully understand The Man’ s concern,” said a-Sabbah. Reaching the main desk, he signaled to
one of the clerksto admit them through a gate at the end of the counter. An unmarked door in the rear



wall led to aluxurioudy furnished office.

“Would you care for someliquid refreshment?’ the Old Man of the Mountain asked, dropping
into alarge armchair behind an oak desk. There was afully equipped bar in the rear of the chamber. “My
Afreet is an accomplished bartender. I, of course, do not consume acohol.”

“A Cokewill befine,” said Jack. He wondered if the two ravens were with him or Cassandra. It
didn’t matter. He was on his own for this encounter.

The Afreet handed Jack his drink and took up a position behind a-Sabbah’s chair. Standing
there motionless, it could have been a statue carved from red neon.

“My obligation with your boss comes due next week,” said the Old Man of the Mountain, leaning
forward on the desk. “Isthere aproblem?’

“Nothing in particular,” said Jack, sipping hisdrink. “ Though there have been rumors....”

“Lies, lies, lies,” said a-Sabbah passionately. “Untruths spread by my enemies.” The Lord of the
Assassins paused, regaining his composure. “ There were unexpected cost overrunsinvolving
construction. Nor did anyone, including my most trusted soothsayers, expect this accursed recesson to
last thislong. However, business hasincreased dramatically the past few months. | anticipate no problem
meeting the terms of our agreement. Especidly with the additiona funds generated by the auction
tomorrow evening.”

“Careto explain?’ asked Jack.

“A wise businessman seizes opportunity by the throat,” said a-Sabbah. “ The resurrected Ancient
One. Lord of the Lions, derted meto the vaue of the renegade Russian scientist. With the aid of the
Brotherhood of Holy Destruction, | rescued Karsnov from otherwise unavoidable execution and brought
him here. However, instead of lending histaentsto either party, | decided to put his services up for
auction. Though complaining bitterly about my betraya, both parties agreed to participate. Ashas Loki,
representing certain unnamed Eastern European powers. The bidding should be fierce. And the returns
quite profitable, for both me and your employer.”

“I hope s0,” said Jack, trying to recall classic hard-boiled movie didogue, “for your sake. The
Man sent me here to act as an observer. Nothing more. He likes to keep an eye on hisinvestments. |
assume you have no objectionsto my attending the auction?’

“No,” said the Old Man of the Mountain. “Of course not. The Man’ swishesare my own.”

“Good,” said Jack, nodding. “ The bosswill gppreciate hearing that.”

He put down hisglass. “The Russian is safe?”’

“Absolutely,” said the Old Man. “Herestsin aheavily guarded suite on the floor above us.
Would you care to meet him?’

“Why not?’ said Jack. If the Situation grew desperate, any information he could provide
Cassandra about Karsnov' slocation would be invaluable. “How do we get there?”

“Follow me,” said the Old Man of the Mountain. Leaving his office, they waked over to the
statue of Jupiter. Behind it was asingle evator There was no call button on thewall, only anumeric
keypad.

“Thisleadsto my private sanctum upgtairs,” declared a-Sabbah. “ It can be accessed only by
entering the proper security codes.”

The Old Man’ s nose wrinkled in disgust. An odd expression swept across hisface. “Do you
notice astrange odor intheair?’

Jack sniffed. “Funny. It smellslike the reptile house in the zoo.”

“My thoughts exactly,” a-Sabbah said, and hurriedly punched in the correct numbers. The
elevator doors did open. The smell ingde the lift was nearly overpowering. There were three buttons on
the insgde control panel. The Old Man of the Mountain punched the middle one.

Silently, the elevator rose to the second floor. Not sure what to expect, Jack was relieved when
they stepped out into an empty office much like the one they had left only afew minutes before. The only
difference was apair of smoked-glass doors situated behind the oak desk. The same reptilian smell
greeted them as they moved forward.

“Where are the guards?’ asked a-Sabbah, not expecting an answer. “They know better than to



desert their posts.”

“They arenot here,” declared the genie, peering behind the desk. Jack breathed asigh of relief.
He had half expected the Afreet to find the receptionists bodies stuffed into the desk drawers. With
supernaturas, anything was possible.

“Where did they go?’ asked Jack. “What happened to them?’

“I do not understand,” said the Old Man of the Mountain, histone gpprehensive. “ They have
grict ordersto alow no one other than mysdf onto thisleve. Thiseevator offersthe only accessto the
floor. A surprise attack is out of the question.”

“But,” added Jack, unnecessarily, “they’re gone.”

“Thewholefloor isquiet,” said d-Sabbah. Thelevel was slent asatomb. “With thirty of my men
gtationed here, there should be some noise. Something iswrong.”

Face contorted with worry, the Old Man of the Mountain barked out a string of commandsin
Arabic to the Afreet. Instantaneoudy, the genie transformed into acloud of red smoke, its empty clothes
crumpling to thefloor. Mistlike, the entity seeped through the narrow opening separating the glass portals.

“I amvery sorry,” said the Old Man of the Mountain, turning to Jack, “but | am afraid you will
have to leave usfor the moment. Something quite unusua has taken place here. | sent my assistant to
investigate, but | fear that | cannot guarantee your safety if you remain. Explaining your demisewhilein
my company to The Man could prove to be embarrassing. Would you mind returning to the casno?’

“Not at al,” said Jack, hoping he did not ook as green as hefdt. | was sent to observe, not
interfere”

“Thank you,” said d-Sabbah. “1 gppreciate your understanding,” The Old Man of the Mountain
paused. “ Perhaps you would care to sample the ddlights of Paradise? It is designed for relaxation and
delight. A vigit there might erase die ugly memories of this unfortunate episode.”

“I have heard anumber of interesting stories about your heaven on Earth,” said Jack.

“Y ou would honor my establishment if you accept my invitation,” said d-Sabbah. “A smdl party
of specia guests depart at twelve noon. Meet them at the elevator behind the statue of the Bronze God.
A vigt lagtsthree hours. Y ou will return long before the auction. That, for your information, is scheduled
to take place tomorrow at ten in the room directly above this chamber.”

“Seeyou then,” said Jack, stepping back into thelift and pressing the button for the ground floor.
Hefdt asif he wereleaving the scene of ared-life Stephen King movie. The entire time spent in the
reception office he had been waiting for Jason to jump out from behind the desk swinging a
chainsaw-butcher knife. Saving the world was difficult enough without having to traffic in blood and gore.
Jack preferred hisfantasy much lighter. Without genies, assassins, or inexplicable disappearances.
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Roger groaned in frugtration. Of all the resortsin the world, why did they haveto stay in one that

contained areplicaof the Hanging Gardens of Babylon? Though it was|ong after midnight, the Crouching
One showed no signs of leaving the elaborate arboretum. Instead, the Ancient One insisted on wandering
to and fro dong the maze of pathways, reminiscing about old times. Roger, who had heard most of the
demigod' s stories dozens of times before, was bored to tears. And though he prided himsalf on how little
deep he needed, he wastired and ready to call it anight.

The Crouching One, unfortunately, required no rest d dl. Gods never dept. Normally he trested
Roger’ srequest for rest as an annoying but necessary habit. Tonight, captivated by his surroundings, the
Lord of the Lions wanted company. Which meant Roger.

“| am amazed at the accuracy displayed throughout this reconstruction,” said the Crouching One,
bending over to smell ablack orchid, arare breed that opened only in darkness. “ According to those
encyclopedias | read, acomplete description of the Hanging Gardens no longer exigts. | wonder how the



Old Man of the Mountain managed to find one?’

Roger dmost answered, then thought better of it. In abrief exchange with a-Sabbah earlier inthe
day, the Lord of the Assassins mentioned that Gilgamesh, theimmorta Babylonian hero, designed the
entire resort. It was aname best kept hidden from the Lord of the Lions. He and Gilgamesh had clashed
in the past.

The Hanging Gardens consisted of a square tract of land four hundred feet on each Sde. Built as
aseries of low-rising terraces, there were hundreds of varieties of plants and trees contained in its
confines. Dozens of winding trails and narrow paths cut through the vegetation, preserving the natura
beautty of the grounds. In the one concession to modern agriculture and Nevada hest, the entire four
acres were watered by avast system of automatic sprinklers.

“Nebuchadnezzar built these gardensto please hiswife Amyitis” said the Crouching One,
grolling up the winding path leading to the fifth level. They had started at the bottom of the gardens hours
ago and Roger estimated it would take them hours more to reach the top at the demigod' sleisurely pace.
“Shedidiked theflat plains of Babylon and yearned for her homein the Median Hills.

“It took ten thousand daves working day and night fifteen years to complete the project. Located
at the peak of the gardens was a huge reservoir that fed the streams and ponds that dotted the landscape.
Whenever the water level dropped below a certain mark, hundreds of huge vatsfilled with liquid were
rolled up the terraces to replenish the tank.”

Roger yawned. Hisinterest in gardening began and ended with lettuce in sdlads. To him, the
fabled hanging gardens were nothing more than a haven for annoying insects.

“If you study the plant formations very carefully,” continued the demigod, “you will notice that the
darker foliage forms a series of wedge-shaped patterns and letters. That isthe lost secret of the hanging
gardens. Viewed from the windows of the king' s palace, the entire tableau creates a cuneiform love
poem to Nebuchadnezzar’ sfickle wife.”

The demigod laughed, adisconcerting sound. “ Beware of demanding women, my disciple. They
arelike a cancer eating a your vitals. Nebuchadnezzar was Babylon's greatest king. He practicaly
rebuilt the city, revitalized his nation, and erected the Hanging Gardens. Y et Amyitiswas never happy.
Her whining drove her husband to drink. Many were the times | advised him to throw the nag to the
lions. But he would rather face an army of Persians blindfolded than confront hiswife.”

The Crouching One paused. His eyes narrowed and his hairless brow crinkled in concentration.
“It cannot be them, but it must,” he declared, sounding shocked. “ The Raging Women.

“Behind me,” commanded the demigod, jerking ahand a Roger. “Quickly. Close your eyesand
keep them closed no matter what you hear. Hurry. The horrors approach.”

Roger had no ideawhat the demigod was talking about, but he a so understood that now was not
the time to ask questions. He did exactly as he wastold. Whoever or whatever sparked such areaction
from the Crouching One was serious business.

Their smdl preceded them. Roger hated animas and avoided zoos, but having been raised in the
Far West, he recognized the smell of snakes. And the hissing noise they made.

“Remain dlent and do not open your eyes,” warned the Crouching One. “ Otherwise, you area
dead man. The Raging Women are extremely vain and extremely ugly. If you see their features and spesk
of it, it will go hard on you.”

“Nergd,” said anew voice, femde but definitely not human. “We heard you returned from limbo.
How appropriate to encounter you here in these re-created gardens.”

“Sgers” said the Crouching One, hisvoice polite. “Thismeeting is as unexpected asitisa
pleasure,” Then histone turned harsh. “Y our prey...?’

“Ishumanthisnight,” said another voice, equdly inhuman. “ Was human. Y ou have nothing to fear
from us. Our mission hereis complete. We were exiting this place when we caught awhiff of your scent.
My sstersand | thought it only appropriate to say hello after these many centuries.”

“Very touching,” said the Crouching One sarcagticdly. “A card would have been enough. We
never were particularly close. Y our kind and mine never did get along. Be gone. Y our presence disturbs
my meditations. | have plansto consider.”



“Y our thoughts concern death and destruction,” said thefirst speaker again. Roger needed no
prompting to scrunch his eyes closed. If the features matched the voice, the Raging Women were ugliness
personified. “We serve judtice. Y ou defileit. Y our plans have been atered.”

“A human hides behind you,” declared athird sster. Fingers of fear ran down Roger’ s spine.

“My servant,” said the Crouching One. “He worships and serves me in the modern world. Surely
you would not deny me one disciple?’

“Wedo not kill without reason,” said thefirst Sister. “That would be cruel, and we are never
crud.”

“I remember,” said the Crouching One, chuckling. “Y ou are the Kindly Ones. If that isthe case,
be so kind asto leave me and my servant in peace.”

“Asyouwish,” sad thefirs. “Haveanice day.”

Then they were gone. However, five minutes had passed before the Crouching One told Roger
he could open hiseyes.

“We must return to the hotel a once,” said the demigod. “ The terrible S sters said something
about changing my plans. As unstoppable avengers, their presencein Las Vegas bodesill for tomorrow’s
auction.”

“Who werethey?’ asked Roger, not sure he wanted the truth.

“Busybody contemporaries of mine from Greece,” said the Crouching One. “Insufferable
mordids, al theimmortals hate them. Though not true gods, they control powersthat can thresten even
onesuch asl. Forget them.”

“They'reforgotten,” said Roger.

Hurrying behind the Crouching One to the resort, Roger cheerfully concluded that events were
progressing from bad to worse. Which was fine with him. The more confusion, the better. Hopefully,
Jack Collinswas close a hand and had some mischief plotted for tomorrow night. It actualy didn’t
matter much. Whatever occurred at the auction, Roger was ready. Long hours of secret deliberations at
his computer termind had finally paid off. The answer to his problems was carefully transcribed on a
sheaf of papersin his pocket. He was going to bein charge again. And thistime, no one could stop him.
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“MV ho the blazes” asked Hugo, thirty minutes ater in their suite, “is The Man?

“Hée sthe ultimate modern-day evil authority figure,” said Jack wearily as he pulled off his shoes.
“Over the past three decades, poor peopleliving in theinner city have congtantly blamed their troubles on
him. Sometimes they mean the government, sometimes the police, sometimesthe loca crimelords. But
they all believe that this unseen power broker isthe red force behind many of society’sills.”

Jack paused to pull off his socks. “Enough human beings bdieving in The Man gavehimlife. Ina
sense, they brought their worst nightmare to life. When you birds told me that Hasan a-Sabbah owed
money to somefearful, unnamed figurein the loan shark business, | immediately guessed it had to be him.
Merlin verified my deduction. He s heard stories about The Man for years. None of them good. You
know therest.”

“Except,” said Mongo, “the identity of the One Without a Face? Who' s he?’

When Jack shook his head, the raven turned to Cassandra. “How about you, Lady Death? The
name strike any chords? Y ou ve been awfully silent since Jack returned.”

“I never heard of the One Without aFace,” said Cassandradowly. There was astrange,
unreadable ook on her face. Something was bothering the Amazon.

“Describeto me again,” she said to Jack, “the smell in the office.”

“I told you,” hereplied, “it stank like the dligator pit at the zoo. Or the room where they keep the
snakes. It wasn't pleasant.”



He sighed as he wrenched off his necktie. It had been an incredible day, filled with more than its
share of thrillsand chills. The supernaturas hardly needed any deep but he was exhausted. His eyes
burned and his head throbbed. He craved rest.

“Don’t ring no bellswith me,” said Hugo. The two ravens had remained with Cassandrawhen
Jack left with al-Sabbah. After depositing hiswinnings, the three supernaturals had returned to their
roomsto await Jack’ sreturn.

“Me neither,” said Mongo. “What' sthe story, sis? Y ou seen aghost? Never saw you so pae
before”

“Karsnov betrayed his own country, didn’t he?’ asked Cassandra, her voice muted, her eyes
closed. “In asense, he murdered people who were hiskith and kin.”

“I suppose you could put it that way,” said Jack, wondering why she asked.

“| thought them vanished in the sands of history,” said Cassandra softly. She sounded dmost
philosophical. “I should have redized their breed never retire.”

“Mind clueing therest of usinto what you' re talking about?’ asked Hugo.

“Karsnov isdead,” said the Amazon. “Of that, | am quite sure. He was dain, while those unlucky
enough to bein hisvicinity were neutralized through fear and hypnoss, by three contemporaries of mine.
A trio of terrible supernatura sisters, the Greeks caled them the Eumenides, meaning the Kindly Ones.”

“TheKindly Ones,” repeated Hugo. “I got no problem with amonicker likethat.”

“Mortals used thetitle,” said Cassandragrimly, “because they feared repesting their true names
doud.”

Jack shivered and it wasn't from the cold. The lightsin the room seemed to dim asthe ancient
Greek wordsrolled off Cassandra stongue. “ They are Megaera, the Rager; Alecto, the Endless; and
Tisphone, the Retdiator,” Each name resonated through the chamber like the beat of agiant drum. “Ugly
beyond measure, with living snakesfor hair, they dispensefina justice for the betrayers of parents or kin.
They arethe Furies”

“Hdl’sbdlls,” cawed Hugo. Flgpping hiswings, heflew up to the ceiling. “And you cal them the
Kindly Ones, huh?Y ou think they're il in the hotd ?’

“No,” said Cassandra. “ Once they complete aresponshility, they depart at once. Y ou are quite
safe, my finefeathered friend.”

“I wasn't scared,” protested Hugo, dropping onto Jack’ s shoulder. “But snakesfor hair? Ugh.”

“Wel,” said Mongo, “their unexpected interference hel ped our cause. No way a-Sabbah's
running an auction with his prize plague master ripped to ribbons.”

“I’'m not convinced of that,” said Jack, stretching out on the bed. With the two ravens sitting on
the pillows and Cassandrarelaxing cross-legged on the edge of the mattress, it wasimpossible for him to
deep. “A few more minutes, then you characters better leave. I’ m ready to collapse.”

“Y ou think the Old Man of the Mountain has asample of the anthrax virus hidden away for
emergencies?’ asked Cassandra, ignoring Jack’ s last remarks. The Amazon thought more than two hours
of degp anight wasa sign of weakness.

“It makes good senseto me,” said Jack. “We know Karsnov used a batch to kill those people
Mongo mentioned. Al-Sabbah strikes me as being too shrewd not to obtain a specimen for insurance
purposes. Using it, any competent scientist can deduce the proper formula. Dead or not, the Russian’'s
gridy legacy liveson. And will be offered for sdle tomorrow, or should | say sinceit’s nearly morning, this
evening.”

“Enough complaining,” said Cassandra, with alaugh. Rising from the bed, she gathered the two
ravensin her ams. “We Il leave you donefor your beauty rest. Tomorrow will be abusy day.”

“Tell meabout it,” said Jack. “Fird, | vist Paradise. If al goeswell, I'll locate Megan there and
figure out amethod to set her free. Once that’ s accomplished, it’s off to the auction. Where | haveto
destroy aworld-threstening plague culture, defeat an indestructible genie, and outwit hisimmortal
meder.”

“Don’t forget the Crouching One,” said Hugo. “He sgoing to be at the auction. AsisLoki. And
those terrorist fanatics. We can't ignore them. They might be nuts, but they’ re dangerous nuts.”



“Too many problems and not enough solutions,” murmured

Jack, trying to keep his eyelids open afew seconds longer and not succeeding. “Maybe being
this close to Megan, the spell disrupting dream communication won't work. She dways has grest
suggestions”

Unfortunately the barrier held. Jack dept likealog.
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Theinsstentri nging of the telephone dragged Jack from dumberland. Groggily, herolled over and

stared at the clock. It was nearly ten in the morning. Flopping across the mattress, h