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Isadora Goode kept an eye out for the two drones patrolling the room. Of course, she didn’t do so by watching them directly, that wouldn’t have been professional. Instead, she made use of every reflective surface in the room. While both were not looking her way, her fingers fiddled with the left cuff of her shirt for a moment, pulling out a narrow strip of paper filled with a mixture of lines, sharp angles, and curls. She glanced at it for a few seconds, then stuffed it back before a drone could catch her and settled for writing down the answer to question number six. The drone swept past her desk, turned on the spot, and came back right away. It was annoying - the drones were keeping a very close eye on her and that in the final exam! She forced herself not to roll her eyes. Instead, she tapped her pen against the paper, pretending to think about the answer to question number seven.

The name ‘Isadora Goode’ is one which might put a special picture in people’s minds. A feminine picture most of the time, that of a wholesome ‘girl next door’-type person: someone who is pretty, perhaps blonde, perhaps blue-eyed, moderately intelligent, not too ambitious. You know the drill - the ‘nice girl’ alternative of many stories out there. As far as hair and eye colour went, that was even correct in Isadora’s case. She was, indeed, blonde and blue-eyed. This, however, was where it ended - and mostly because of choices Isadora had made during the twenty-two years of her life so far.

The drones finally passed her by again and Isadora fiddled with her right sleeve instead of the left one this time. She pulled out another narrow strip and read the answer to question seven off it. As she wrote it down, one drone again virtually breathed down her neck.

She was not cheating because she was too stupid or too lazy to prepare properly for an exam, though. It was the only way to pass the exam and students were graded on how well they got the right answers out of someone or somewhere and on how well they cheated. The drones would note her cheating, but she wouldn’t be booted out of the room for it - not the first two times, that was. If you were in the villainy branch, all exams were practical and you proved your abilities by showing them off. It wasn’t about the questions and the answers - they never fit together and they had nothing whatsoever to do with the course they were for. It was about getting the answers and about smuggling them into the room and getting them on paper without being caught cheating.

With the drones occupied at the other side of the room for a change, Isadora used her chance to look up the answer for question eight, which was stored in her suit’s breast pocket. It would have been easier to locate all of her answers in the same area of her body, but that was too easy. Isadora was on top of all of her classes and she certainly wasn’t going to take the easy way out. The easiest would have been to simply memorize the answers to the questions, of course, but that was completely out of the question. That would have been cheating on the cheating and that wasn’t looked on favourably.

To her left and a little further to the front, one of the drones gave a quick, sharp wail - someone had been caught cheating. One of the students huffed, the rest looked up for a moment, as did Isadora, then the room fell back into silence as everyone went back to working on their exam.

Isadora looked down at the next question, keeping an eye on the drones with the help of a window pane and the glasses of a student three desks away. They were turning again, so she’d better quickly get a look at the next answer. She waited another second, then her hand went to her left pocket. On instinct, she stilled her hand and instead tapped her pen against the paper for a moment. A drone floated in her direction, having turned without any prior warning. She cursed silently at that and wondered for a moment what it would take to reprogram those drones. Not that she would still need to - this was the last exam -, but they’d become a true pain in her arse.

The drone moved past her and suddenly sped up - it had spotted another conspicuous student. Isadora took the chance, pulled out the paper strip, and read the answer off it. By the time the second drone was close enough to spot it, the strip was back in the pocket and she was calmly writing down the second-to-last answer.

One more, but it wouldn’t do for her to be caught at the very last moment. Isadora was not under pressure, she still had half an hour to finish her exam, there was bound to be a chance to get to the last answer in her right shirt cuff. She’d put that one up in an easy area for a reason, after all. The drones passed her by at the same time, one on the right, one on the left. She waited for them to have moved a little, then her fingers slid into the cuff. But no, one of the drones was turning again - she simply straightened the cuff again and tapped the pen against her lower lip. The drone moved away, the second one aimed for a student in the back, far from Isadora. She pulled the slip out, quickly read the answer, and put it back, just before the troublesome drone turned back to her. She copied the last answer down, put the pen into her pocket, and rose. After putting the exam paper down on the desk in the front, where the professor was reading a newspaper, she left the room. Outside, she went to the nearest toilet and got rid of the cheat strips for good - never keep any incriminating evidence.

* * *
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One week later, Isadora was in her room in the dorms, packing her last stuff. The dorms for the villainy branch were a little different from the rest - the rooms were smaller, but only inhabited by one student each. That gave the students the necessary privacy to work on their plots and evil plans - a necessity for many of the classes. It also gave them the chance to get used to the size of the regular prison cell - since that, too, was something which would most likely await them at some point in the future. During the weeks before the exams, Isadora had been working hard. She’d been hacking into several servers until she’d found the one which was most likely the best-protected, meaning the answers would earn her the most points. She’d packed everything unnecessary before beginning with that phase, storing it in a container she’d rented. So far, she didn’t have any good plans for her future, thus she didn’t know what kind of living space she would need. Keeping her things back home would never work - she certainly wasn’t going to put any information on villainy training in the close vicinity of a hero, a hero-in-training, and a former damsel. This, on the other hand, was a rather precise description of Isadora’s family.

She closed another box and put it by the door just as someone knocked. A little surprised at the visit - students weren’t in the habit of visiting each other’s rooms, socializing in the common areas of the dorm instead -, she opened the door and came face to face with her father’s nemesis: Baron Asmodeus.

“Good afternoon,” he greeted her. “May I come in?” The question was common courtesy among villains - one didn’t simply walk into other people’s living space, unless it was work-related.

“Of course, come in.” She stood aside, so he could enter her room.

He studied it for a moment. “The rooms certainly haven’t improved since the time I was here.”

“Have you come to kidnap me again?” Isadora asked him, rather as a joke.

“Someone who came first in her class about prison breaks? I think not.” He turned to face her with a smirk. “You have very good results, Isadora. The best in years, as it were.”

A proud smile appeared on her lips. “I know, I worked hard for them. I’m surprised you know, though...”

“I sponsored you, after all. I kept an eye on your results, since they also reflect on me.”

“I take it you’re satisfied.” It was true that the Baron had sponsored her into the villainy branch - otherwise, she would hardly have gotten in, being the daughter of a hero and from an old heroic bloodline.

“I am very satisfied. I knew you were talented the first time we met.”

“When you kidnapped me in lieu of my mother.”

“When I kidnapped you, you broke out of your cell, and you then wreaked havoc in my hideout. It was expensive, but also amusing.”

Isadora smiled, remembering that time. “You took me more seriously than my family. You listened to my thoughts and you actually helped me get what I wanted.”

“It was interesting to hear how little you thought of your future role.”

At this, she made a face. “A damsel ... that’s what my family wanted me to be. Some perky journalist or something like that who gets into trouble regularly and is kidnapped by her designated hero’s nemesis, just so he’s spurred into action. That wasn’t what I wanted to do with my life.”

“You clearly aren’t built for that, no. And you never wanted to be.”

“I never was, thanks to your lessons in alchemy.” Involuntarily, she ran her hand down her front which was rather flat - Isadora’s body was androgynous in build, not betraying her sex at all. “I’d much rather have been anything else, but my strength wasn’t high enough to become a hero ... neither do I have other special powers.”

“You have inherited a little strength from your father, but nothing else, that is true.”

“I’m not even going to inherit any of his money, not after ‘joining the enemy’.”

“Presumably not. There’s one big mystery for you to solve now, though...”

“What I’m going to be, yes.” She sighed. “I don’t have a tradition and I can’t follow yours, since I’m missing magical powers.”

“You do, indeed. What have you planned so far?”

“Not much. I could make money as a hacker ... learned a lot about that. I’m very good with research as well.”

“You have a strong, inquisitive mind, that is true.”

“All of that isn’t really adding up to a true villainous career, though.”

“It doesn’t. I do have a suggestion for you, however.”

“What might that be?”

He smirked. “Become a necromancer.”

“But...” But necromancers were mages and the last ones had been around at the turn of the twentieth century - a very, very long time ago.

“Worried about contact with the dead?”

She shrugged. “That’s the least of my worries. Necromancers need magic ... I can’t become one. There’s also nobody who could teach me.”

“The second argument is true, but the first is not.”

“Necromancers use magic.”

“Yes, they do. However, even people born with magic, such as myself, need to make a contract to gain the Spark of Life.”

“The Spark of Life?” Isadora asked.

“The power needed to raise the dead. It’s not magic per se, not the way a mage understands and practices magic. Raising the dead is something which is outside of the possibilities offered by magical blood. Everyone has to make a deal with hell or with one of a variety of ancient powers to gain the ability, mage or no mage.”

“There also haven’t been any necromancers for quite a while and ... well ... today, with all the technical means, does anyone still need an army of skeletons?”

“An army of skeletons is not all which necromancers could do. Yes, we have robots today, but their skills are limited. There are situations in which they, unlike the dead, cannot work.” The Baron smiled slightly. “Then there’s the ability of raising all kinds of bodies, creatures as well as humans.”

“Why did you think of me, though?”

His smile grew a little. “Because you have what it takes, Isadora. You are intelligent, diligent, a hard worker. The slight super strength you inherited will make it easy for you to obtain specimen to work on. You rational work methods will allow you to strip the necromantic texts of their superstition and codify the workings. That is what is needed to bring the necromancers back ... good texts, a codex, a modern way to do it. I’m sure you can do that ... I’m not sure whether another of those who came out of college these last few years could. It would be a shame to lose necromancy altogether, it’s such a powerful profession.”

“You really think I can do this? Find someone for a contract? Get all the information? Codify it? That would be a life’s work all by itself.”

“It would be. It would also make you immortal, remembered forever, not for being another Goode, not for being the damsel of another hero, but for being the first of the new necromancers, the one who brought the Spark of Life back to villainy.”

Isadora smiled wryly. “You know how to argue with people. I would found a new tradition, not just for my bloodline, but for villains as a such.”

“You would. There’s no necromancer still alive, you would be the first one to take the mantle, almost as if you were the first one ever. Nobody to tell you what to do. Nobody to define how you should look, how you should act, what prices you should take. No hierarchy of necromancy where you start at the bottom ... the top will always be where you are.”

“So I will have to invest years into research before I can really make money with it...”

“I don’t think so. There are necromantic texts and, I believe, the actual act of raising a body is not that complicated. Once you have figured out whom to have a contract with, it shouldn’t be too hard to make some zombies for another villain. You can do some work and what you can do will grow with time, as you spend more time working on the knowledge, going through old books, doing research, both theoretical and practical.”

“It’s a big thing ... I could fail big time here as well.”

“You won’t fail, Isadora. Whether you like it or not, you’re a Goode. They never give up.”

Thinking of her father and her brother, she nodded. “You are right, we just never know when we’ve had enough. We don’t give up.”

“I will give you the credentials you will need to access some of the more arcane libraries. As a mage, I am well-known there and I have quite some influence. That should grant you access to old books on necromancy. You won’t get to check them out, but you will get to study them.”

“I will buy a couple of notebooks before I leave, then.”

“You should also think about coding your notes, though. Just in case someone else picks them up.”

At that, Isadora smiled broadly. “No need to develop a code.” She handed the Baron one of her regular notebooks.

He looked down at the mix of lines, sharp angles, and curls. “What is that?”

“Modified Sütterlin cursive. It’s an old German script, used at the end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth century. I made use of the special symbols which I didn’t need to write English to code it further. I doubt anyone but me can really read this.”

“Not bad. I sure as hell can’t make out anything here. If you can write it fluently, it should serve you well.”

“I can write it fluently, have done so for most of my time here at college.”

“Then you’re all set up for your future, Isadora. You have a way to code your knowledge, that is important. Only reveal what you’re ready to reveal.”

“I will.”
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Isadora started her post-college life with a trip to the nearest stationery store where she bought a stack of good, sturdy notebooks, a handful of pens, and some other necessities for her research trip. Next, she stored the rest of her possessions in the container yard where she’d already been storing some of them. Finding her own place definitely would need to wait - she didn’t even know which kind of living space a necromancer would need and wouldn’t be able to tell until she had more information. Not to mention that she would first have to make some money, so she could afford any place of her own.

She travelled lightly, rather rinsing out her clothing at night in a cheap hotel room than carrying around more than a laptop bag - which also held some of her notebooks - and a travel bag with some clothes and the rest of her stationery.

At every arcane library she had ever heard of, she presented herself with the credentials which Baron Asmodeus had given her, waited for them to verify her claim - coming from an old heroic bloodline, she might try to trick them -, and dove into the books about necromancy, working her way through them from cover to cover. She filled notebook after notebook with her coded notes, going over the new notes again every evening in her room to index them properly and make sure she would find all topics easily whenever she needed to.

Every now and then, she dropped into the dark net for a job, too, working as a hacker so she could finance her travels, since she could hardly expect any money from her family. She’d not contacted them in two years - ever since she’d told them what she was going to do and had been thrown out of the house for the outrage of, she guessed, not being the feminine girl who would become a damsel. For daring to defy all the binary worldviews of her family. In the Goode clan, you were male or female, not something in between, you liked men or women (preferably always the opposite sex), not both as the mood struck you. Yet, Isadora was proudly androgynous, accepting a female pronoun but dressing male on most days, and just as proudly pansexual, having relationships or just one-night-stands with whomever she fancied.

Notebook upon notebook was filled with her code, front to back, with only enough free space to transfer the index from a loose sheaf or two of paper to the notebook when she got around to doing that. Notebook upon notebook was first transferred from her travel bag to her laptop bag and afterwards back to the travel bag when it was filled. Pen after pen was written dry and discarded. Week after week passed as she split her time between doing research and earning money.

Finally, Isadora left the last of the libraries, having filled more notebooks inside. For the time being, she had done all the research she was able to. For the time being, she had no more leads to follow, no more places to be. It was time to consolidate the information and see where that would lead her.

She threw herself into all of the information, transferring the indexes first, then settling down to read through all of the notebooks. She hadn’t paid that much attention while taking her notes - only enough to sort out what was definitely important, what sounded like it could be important, and what clearly was only superstition. She’d written down anything that was not clearly superstition, so there was a lot of material. Before her tour the force, she’d bought twelve notebooks - all of that type which the stationery store had had available at that time - and filled all of them completely, safe for the last which had about ten pages remaining before she needed to start the index. She’d bought ten pens and only had two of them remaining. Eleven books were filled in her small, neat hand in Sütterlin cursive - near impossible to read for anyone else, but easy enough for her.

Isadora went out to buy a few notepads and some more pens and went to work, referencing and cross-referencing the notes she had. She needed to work out a framework of necromancy, at least theoretically, before she could make any decisions about whom to make a contract with and how to approach her new profession. There was an internal logic to necromancy, that had become clear very early on.

Throughout all of the old books, most of which were hand-written or had been printed in shockingly small quantities, the Spark of Life was treated the same way. It was a power given either by Satan - usually through one of his demons - or by a variety of old gods and other ancient powers. Prices for the power varied. Hell demanded the soul of the necromancer and, in some cases, put a time limit on how long one could hold that power before dying and entering hell. Some gods demanded a sacrifice - sacrificing a certain aspect of one’s life or sacrificing an actual being, human or otherwise. Other gods seemed more specific in their demands, some were hardly mentioned at all. There always would be a price, of course, which was only logical, given the power it would be traded for.

By the way it looked, Isadora would have to do some comparison shopping next, because she wouldn’t find out which things really were necessary for necromancy before she had access to the Spark of Life herself.

* * *
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Comparison shopping demanded a new stationery haul first. Isadora needed another notebook or two, so she could visit more libraries and research her options: the gods and other entities in question. Since she couldn’t ask another necromancer about the options and since most books she’d worked her way through only mentioned one way of gaining the Spark of Life, if they mentioned how to get it at all, she needed to do a lot of cross-referencing and sorting before she could even get down to the comparison of offers.

With her new set of notes, she rented a room at a very small, rundown hotel where she had all the peace and quiet she wanted. There weren’t many other lodgers and the administration had little interest in whom they rented to, as long as the rent was paid. Having paid the rent for a week in advance, Isadora could be sure not to be disturbed by anyone, unless she called the room service - something she certainly wouldn’t be doing, not trusting the hotel kitchen at all.

Isadora sat down at the small desk crammed under a window which hadn’t seen any cleaning equipment up close for a long time. The desk wobbled some until she put a folded piece of paper under two of the legs to balance it out. Clearly, the regular occupants of this room - and, presumably, all others - weren’t making a lot of use of the desk and nobody had found it wobbling before.

Pulling up a new page on her current notepad, Isadora drew a line down the middle, then she wrote ‘Hell’ over the line, so she could write down the pros and cons for this source. She went over her notes. On the ‘pro’ side, it was relatively easy to make a contract with hell. Every crossroad would do for summoning a demon - although it would probably be unwise to use one in the middle of a large city where cars were passing by at all times of the day. The contracts were complicated, though, which was a ‘con’. The price was steep - losing one’s soul, either immediately or when the contract ended. This definitely constituted another ‘con’ on the list. There was also mention in some of the books about necromancy that losing the soul right away could interfere with some necromantic rituals and cause problems there - another ‘con’ in her books. She needed to be able to do her work reliably. There wasn’t much speaking for hell, then. The price was high and what she would be getting for it would, most likely, be less than she would expect for that price.

Next up was voodoo. Isadora didn’t come from the right culture to fully understand the principles, yet her research had been thorough, so she could at least write everything down. It had been hard to separate what was necessary from what was merely window-dressing in this case - she was dealing with a religion which had come under the influence of another, ending up with many complicated rituals which might or might not be necessary to catch the attention of the gods needed to achieve certain means. She wasn’t going to convert to a religion, though, unless it couldn’t be avoided. Besides - making zombies was an art and produced rather good results, but only few. Making a handful of workers would be possible, creating a larger group would be hard to impossible. Raising animals was not possible, limiting her abilities here again. That efficiently removed this option from the list.

The Greco-Roman pantheon offered no god who would bless a human with the ability to raise the dead. Hades would have been the go-to person and he was not available to lowly humans. Hecate might also have made sense, but she focused on magic, not on the raising of the dead, which meant she was out as well. The gods of the Aztec underworld wanted payment in blood, which would be tedious in the long run. In the different Asian pantheons, there were too many gods who might or might not grant that power, but there was little information on whom to ask for it and what the price would be.

Isadora dropped the pen, rubbed her eyes, and glanced at the window, just to see something else than her own handwriting on paper. It was early in her career and she was already hitting a roadblock. What she would have given to have someone to ask - but the ability to call up the spirits of the dead for conversation was also bound to the Spark of Life which she didn’t have. It all came down to this: either she found a way to gain the Spark of Life, preferably one which wouldn’t interfere too much with her work and wouldn’t include a bottomless price - such as sacrificing blood or animals or even humans every time she wished to bring someone back from the dead to do some work -, or she would never be a necromancer at all.

She pulled her notes closer again and scanned them for another source. There were several gods in Africa who could have been asked, but a lot of them had influenced voodoo and the same problems applied to them. Then her eyes stopped on one name: Set. Isadora read through the information she’d noted on him again. Even though not really the ‘evil’ god of the Ancient Egyptian pantheon - because none of the gods there had been purely good or purely evil - Set was not the kind of person most Egyptians would have loved to deal with, given he was associated with violence and discord. It was interesting that he was named as the one who could give the power to raise the dead, instead of Anubis or Osiris, both of whom would have made more sense. Anubis was guiding the souls into the afterlife and Osiris was ruling it. But then, Set and Osiris were enemies, so it would make sense for Set to find a way to rip his subjects from his brother. Set also was the father of Anubis, so he might have some sway with his son. Some families were like that - Isadora’s own partially included.

What did he demand again? She looked through her notes until she found the line in question: every ritual had to be dedicated to him. No sacrifices, no price to pay as a such. He would set an individual task for a human to prove themselves worthy, then he would imbue them with the Spark of Life. It wouldn’t be too hard to dedicate every ritual she did using the Spark to Set - as far as she could tell, it wouldn’t damage the rituals at all. There was a downside to this as well, of course. Isadora would need to locate the original Temple of Set. It was somewhere in the Egyptian desert, since Set was a god of the desert, but it’s location was lost and had been for a long time.

In modern times, though, it should be a good deal easier than one or two hundred years ago - military grade GPS and satellite pictures existed. If every human could locate the fabled Area 51 on the internet, spotting the old Temple of Set in the desert shouldn’t be that much of a challenge. She would have to brush up on her Ancient Egyptian, clearly, but that shouldn’t be too hard. She had learned it in order to read old alchemical potion recipes, but also found it interesting, so she’d kept in training.

First of all, though, she needed to make more money. The trip wouldn’t come cheap, that much was for sure. After she came back from it, she might be able to advertise her powers to raise the dead, but it would be better to do a few experiments before she did so. She needed to know what she could and couldn’t do. At least she could now guess what kind of living space she would need.

Something out of the way would be necessary, but then, most villains preferred that kind of place. She would need a laboratory and a place to store bodies or body parts. An easy way to move the dead between laboratory and body storage would be good. Because of her bloodline, Isadora was stronger than a regular woman, but carrying a body from the basement, where it would be best to store them, to an upper storey, where the lab would have much natural light, would be borderline and probably leave her too exhausted to do her work afterwards. Some kind of lift would do the trick, but the structure of the house needed to support that. For the moment, she was just starting as a villain, but she needed to plan into the future. Moving house was never fun, but moving house as a villain with a laboratory and a large library, which would definitely happen at some point, was even worse. She needed to find a house she could see herself inhabit for a couple of decades if everything went well.

Isadora wrote down a list of rooms she would like to have in her house, rooms which could take up more than one function and rooms which couldn’t. From this, she could judge better what size of house she would need. For the moment, a loan would be unavoidable. She simply couldn’t make that kind of money from hacking alone, not while she also had to finance an expedition to Egypt to find the Temple of Set and get the Spark of Life. By the time she came back from there, she would need a place to live and to work. However, once she joined the Villains’ Cabal, she could get a loan through them, which would be easier for her without that much to her name.

Knowing what she would need, Isadora contacted a realtor to look for suitable places while she was otherwise occupied. That way, the realtor had time to find something for her and she could shop for a house right after returning from Egypt - hopefully successful.
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Isadora walked into a wall of heat when she left the air-conditioned airport in Cairo. Never one for sun and heat at the best of times, she ducked her head and aimed straight for the nearest cab, shouldering a businessman out of the way to get in first. Her Arabian would never sound like she was a native, but that didn’t matter. She could give the address of the hotel where she’d booked a room - again a smaller affair, there were other things to spend money on during this expedition - and the driver would understand her. She still preferred to travel lightly - what was needed could usually be bought when needed. Being able to disappear quickly was more important than bringing along all she might possibly need. A few sets of clothes, fitting for the climate she would be travelling in, a few odds and ends, her notes on the temple and the probable tasks she could be set on - that was all. It fit in a larger travel bag and wasn’t too hard to move around.

The cab made its torturously slow way through the midday traffic. The driver was cursing in Arabian every now and then, forgetting that his blue-eyed, blonde-haired passenger - whom, Isadora was sure, he was taking for a man - could understand him. She didn’t give any indication that she did, but mentally filed away a few expressions for use. It gave her much more satisfaction to curse as imaginatively as she could when things went wrong and Arabian was one of the languages where curses were very imaginative indeed. During the twenty minutes it took to get to the hotel, she received an entertaining lesson in cursing for free.

Striding into the hotel with a healthy dose of confidence, Isadora introduced herself to the receptionist and grabbed her key-card at the reception after filling out the register with an assumed identity. Her forged papers were excellent and it was highly unlikely anyone would guess they were anything but genuine. While not necessary, it was a good thing to do - villains did well to hide their movements. Mr. Jon Moreau had travelled from New York to Cairo, he was taking a room at the hotel, and he would also rent a good, reliable car to drive south, towards Luxor and the Valley of the Kings.

First, some last-minute research, though. Isadora changed into a light summer suit made from linen and put a notebook and some other odds and ends into a messenger bag. Slinging it over her shoulder, she made sure the shutters were closed and the room lay in semi-darkness that would prevent too much heat from leaking and lingering. She locked the door well and pushed the key-card into the inside pocket of her jacket.

Downstairs, she steered towards the reception desk, getting the receptionist’s attention. “Which is the shortest way to the Egyptian Museum?” she asked him in English. It was always good to keep some secrets and if nobody at the hotel knew she spoke Arabian, it would give her an advantage, should she need it, although that was unlikely.

“It’s not far from here,” he answered, giving her the instructions in a bored tone - clearly, a lot of tourists stopping at the hotel wanted to see the Egyptian Museum, which was no surprise.

“Then I think I’ll have a short walk there, thank you.”

Of course, Isadora could have used her phone to find the museum - she had a SIM card with international access, a must-have for the modern villain. In the light suit, the heat was a little more bearable - or she was just getting used to it. As she aimed for the museum, she could also see the pyramids of Giza in the distance - there was a reason why they only ever were shown from the same side in the photographs. Shown from the other, people would see just how close the pyramids were to Cairo, which would completely destroy the romantic notion of the pyramids in the middle of the desert sand.

Once she’d reached the museum, Isadora ignored the biggest draw for the tourists - the collection of mummies - and went to a room dedicated to the gods of Ancient Egypt. There were a lot of them - the pantheon had encompassed a lot of regional gods and goddesses in addition to the big ones and the religion had shifted several times during the era labelled ‘Ancient Egypt’ as well. Set as one of the major gods was actually not that rare in the collection. Most of the time, he was shown with a strange head - even for Egyptian gods. Set’s head was looking like the mixture of several different animals - in the end, as far as Isadora had been able to find out, the donkey had stuck with him, given that the jackal was already associated with his son Anubis. As the God of the Red Lands - the desert sand -, he played a major role for the Egyptians. The whole country was, after all, surrounded by desert. Studying the different representations of him, the Beast of Set - the animal he had been portrayed as which didn’t exist anywhere on earth -, his humanoid form with the head of said Beast, his position on the bark of Ra, where he would battle the powerful snake god Apep every night, she tried to gauge his character. How to approach him? How to gain what she wanted? She needed a basic understanding of who Set was to succeed. To gain it, she needed to study what was known about him.

* * *
[image: ]


The next morning, Isadora started early, driving south in a good SUV with air conditioning. She had quite a long trip ahead of her - and that was only to get into the vicinity of Set’s original temple. She spent the night at a small hotel further south before travelling west into the desert. There, she put her own phone into the place of the regular navigation, because it operated on military grade GPS, not the civilian one. To find a specific point in the middle of the desert, this one was far more useful - and where else than in the desert would the temple of the god of the desert be? The road she was travelling hardly deserved to be called a road - it was more of a strip of baked sand in which the car didn’t sink and get stuck. Glaring sunlight reflected on the indeed reddish sand of the desert, making it hard to look ahead as the evening drew near. Luckily, the road wasn’t what one might call ‘very busy’. Isadora managed the ride well enough, up to the point where she had to leave the car behind, because it wouldn’t be able to traverse the dunes between the road and the temple.

The trek across several dunes in the slowly cooling sand was anything but pleasant, but the possible gain was worth the sweat and exhaustion. Night was just about to fall and a pale moon had risen already when Isadora reached what, by rights, should have been an enormous heap of stone, but was a reasonable representation of an Egyptian temple. Sliding down the lasts dune, Isadora shook the sand from her clothing, as far as that was possible
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