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The Devil's Bull





One




Isadora Goode picked up her mail by the gate, as every day. The postman refused to come up to the house — and for good enough reasons, given Isadora had a guard wraith and there was Henry, too. Henry was harmless, but a skeleton in dungarees doing work around the premises was bound to make regular people nervous. She checked the mail and discarded two advertisements right away, then she went back to her cosy Victorian and into her study to sort through the rest in peace.

There were two bills which she set aside to pay them later, then there was an estimate for a special crematorium she was considering to build one day, once she had the money for it. It was for water cremation, though, not for the more well-known fire cremation. For Isadora, who regularly had to get rid of bodies after she’d done her experiments, that would come in handy and it was much easier to handle and to keep working than something else might be. Isadora filed the estimate away for later and returned to the letter stack.

Only one letter was left at that point. She didn’t recognise the name on the envelope, which wasn’t weird as a such. Still being relatively new to the villainous life, she did hardly know all other members of the Cabal. After she’d read the letter, though, she was frowning in surprise. It contained an invitation to a weekend at a ranch-turned-spa, which was surprising enough, and was also prefaced with being for ‘fellow mages, no matter the side.’ It wasn’t the ‘no matter the side’ part which surprised Isadora, though. She was a member of the Alchemist’s Guild as well and that organisation was neutral. Villains and heroes could meet much more amiably in certain settings than they might normally do during their work. While this was certainly not true for Isadora and her own brother Connor, it was true for her and Witch Hunter, despite them being on different sides of the game as well. There was no reason why mages from both sides shouldn’t meet up in a more amiable way, too, especially to discuss magic. Magic didn’t change from its use, so they could exchange quite a few experiences.

What surprised Isadora was not the idea of mages from both sides of the game meeting. What surprised her was that she was invited to this meeting, too. She had no magical powers — necromancy was no regular form of magic, it was a specific power bestowed upon one by certain otherworldly powers. A mage could become a necromancer by making a deal with one of those powers, but it didn’t take magic to become a necromancer. Isadora had no mages in her family history and had had no magic prior to her contract with Set, yet it had been easy enough to make the contract and gain the Spark of Life, the power to work with the dead.

At first, she wanted to discard the invitation as a mistake. Someone without the knowledge of how magic worked had grouped her in with the mages and thus sent the invitation her way. It would be impolite to go there and take advantage of someone else’s mistake. On the other hand, she was a villain, so why not take advantage of someone else’s mistake? She’d been working hard in her laboratory those last few weeks, up to her elbows in dead bodies more than once. She’d made two guard wraiths — they were becoming a reliable income, especially as they also needed regular maintenance, which meant they were making her money long-term, even after creation. She’d done several experiments that had drawn severely on her energy. There was only so much a few potions could do to top her up again.

Isadora took the time to check on the ranch-turned-spa online. It certainly looked promising: a large estate in a calm valley, so no outside distractions and good, fresh air. They offered a host of treatments and the invitation promised all treatments the visitors wanted to make use of would be included. Four days in luxury, taking massages, sauna trips, and other treatments sounded divine at the moment. Not paying for them surely was going to be good, too. While she had worked off quite a bit of her loan from the Cabal by now, she still was in the early phases of her career and her income was moderate. Getting something for free was certainly alluring.

Even listening to other mages discuss magic could be interesting. Isadora always liked to learn and she’d gotten quite an insight in the theoretical realms of magic already from Baron Asmodeus who had been her mentor and her sponsor in the past. Now, they were slowly drifting into a more balanced friendship as she taught him about what she’d learned about necromancy while he deepened her understanding of magic. She would never wield any magic, but understanding how it worked could still be helpful.

Isadora checked her own calendar. She had no bigger experiments planned — she was out of suitable bodies and needed to wait until her sources could produce more of those. There were no more guard wraiths in her immediate future. One of these days, she’d have to strip two bodies down to the bones and calcify them artificially — much faster and as efficient as the regular method of letting a body lie underground for decades or even centuries — to make janitors for the lairs she already owned. Yet, she certainly wouldn’t be doing that this weekend — she had no bodies for it. There was nothing of note on her calendar.

She’d just strengthened the spell on the small cupboard in the basement where Henry topped up his energy when he was running low. The guard wraith was freshly topped up as well. Her scorpions were fed and quite some of them were moulting and would prefer not to be disturbed until they’d done so and hardened their carapaces again. The cockroaches she used as food were snug as bugs in their own terrarium and they, too, had all the remainders of food they might want. Four or five days out of the house would be no problem. Her weekend was free.

Isadora decided to call the number on the invitation to see whether or not they’d realised their mistake already.

“Oh no,” a nice woman at the other end of the line told her, “it’s as planned. I know that necromancers don’t really count as mages for most parts, but you know about a specific kind of magic that is not open to everyone, so we thought it might be interesting for the other guests to hear something about your work, too. After all, there have been no necromancers for over a hundred years, so there’s hardly any knowledge of them left.”

“Well, I don’t mind sharing some of my knowledge.” There were a few aspects she’d rather keep to herself, but there was much about necromancy she could share freely. It wasn’t as if everyone could just use it as they wished — not without the Spark of Life.

“Then we’ll be happy to have you. Will you be free on this weekend?”

“Yes, I’ll be free. I’ll be happy to have some days off, too.”

“Wonderful! I’ll see this as your RSVP, then?”

“Please do so, yes.” Now they couldn’t complain about her taking the invitation. If they were aware that she was no regular mage and still wanted to include her, who was she to complain?

With a new spring in her step, Isadora went upstairs to her bedroom to contemplate what clothes she would best take along. Something comfortable, but also something a little more formal for evening wear. Her evening suit might come in useful again — it had been a good idea to invest in a bespoke one instead of something off the rack. The only new necromancer around ought to look impressive when so she decided…




* * *




Isadora had just begun to pack when her phone rang. She pulled it out of her pocket, glanced at the caller ID, and smiled.

“Good afternoon, Baron Asmodeus,” she greeted her mentor and friend.

“Good afternoon to you as well, Isadora,” he returned the greeting. “I’m not calling at an inopportune moment, am I?”

“Not at all,” she assured him while she walked down the stairs. “I’m not doing anything important or time-sensitive.”

“Good, good. I wanted to hear how you are … you sounded quite stressed last time we spoke.”

“A lot of work.” She dropped down in one of the armchairs by her study window. “I’m better now. No more experiments for a few weeks … I’m out of material, for one thing. I do guess I could make another wraith or two with the remainders I have, but I have no orders right now and, honestly, I’m quite bored of wraiths, even if they provide me with a stable income.”

“Well, I wondered whether you’d like to take a weekend off. I just got an invitation and I might be able to talk them into extending it to you.”

“An invitation? For a ranch-turned-spa in Arizona, perchance?”

He went silent for a moment. “I wasn’t aware necromancers can see the future.”

She laughed. “They can’t, as the dead are very weak on the future. I received such an invitation, too. I called them earlier, as I’m not really a mage, but the woman I spoke to assured me it was no mistake. They think it could be interesting for the mages to hear a bit about necromancy, too, so they invited me as well.”

“It certainly would be,” the Baron agreed. “I always find it interesting when you share you new findings with me. I will never be able to use that knowledge, of course, but knowledge does have its uses, even if they are theoretical.”

“It does. I also definitely would like to hear more about magic. Like you, I won’t be able to make practical use of that knowledge, but it can be useful to know how something works even if you can’t do it.” For Isadora, who was a schemer, knowledge of any kind was important. How was she to plot flawlessly without knowledge on how things were working?

“I agree. I assume you’ll travel to Arizona on their expenses, too?”

“I would assume so. As we live in the same area, we might even be booked on the same flight.”

“Friday morning, ten-fifteen in business class…”

She stepped up to the desk and checked the letter. “Yes … Friday morning, ten-fifteen, business class.”

“That ought to be fun, then. We can make the trip together, exchange a bit of gossip and news, and then enjoy the weekend as well.”

“I’m looking forward to it,” Isadora admitted. “I’ve been working a lot and there’s only so much a potion can help with the energy loss. I do need my own life energy to bring up my undead workforce, after all. Having some time to relax and recover will be good … if I can pair that up with some learning and a few expensive-yet-paid-for spa treatments, all the better.”

“You’ve always been interested in learning … a trait you don’t share with your brother, as far as I can tell.”

“No, we don’t share that one.” Connor was barely interested in learning, he put too much emphasis on his physical qualities and not enough on his mental ones.

“How is he?”

“I don’t know … still on ‘in-training’ status, though. That’s good for me, of course, as he can’t be my nemesis while he’s not a regular hero.”

“Yes, that’s good for you. What about Thunderclap?”

“Dad? As far as I can tell, he’s still mostly doing PR for the League. He’s not really been active for a while now, but then, neither have you been.” They were nemeses, after all. “I guess he wants to hang on until Connor can properly take over as his legacy, replacing him.”

“Sounds like him, yes. No unwanted visits?”

“Took me a couple of complaints, but, no, no more unwanted visits. My family has now learned to respect my privacy.” And not a second too soon, either. Not being able to rely on the sanctity of her home, despite it being in the Cabal’s and League’s rules had been annoying.

“Any interesting developments in your field of expertise?”

“I learned a few new ways to raise the dead … it’s good to have several at my disposal. Some bodies can’t be raised in the more regular ways and, besides, there’s different situations in which I might need a few workers or fighters. Having different means at my disposal is important for me.”

“No new job from the Cabal, though?”

“Not at the moment, no.” She smiled to herself. “I could do with one … the last one almost halved the money I still owe to the Cabal for my loan.”

He laughed. “Well, I’m sure it will come eventually. You did very well with the lich, though. Any plans with his lair?”

“No plans right now … except for eventually making a janitor for it.” And for Dracula’s Tomb, which was her other lair. Dracula and his lieutenants were out of it, though, which was good. One fight against four powerful vampires was more than enough for her.

“Like Henry?”

“Very much so, yes. Henry is very efficient. He knows when to retreat to his cupboard and he can do all the stuff I need him to do. My life is so much nicer now that I don’t have to do all the cleaning and small repairs. Not to mention that my garden looks much better.”

“What about the greenhouse you planned to add?”

“It’s finished, but I haven’t done much planting in it so far.” She’d prioritise that over her own crematorium, as she had a way to get rid of the bodies, but would profit from a greenhouse, both as a necromancer and an alchemist. “It will probably take me another month to make all the choices, then it should be ready. Henry can be put to work there, too.”

“Excellent. You are making your way up in the world, I see.”

“Well, I imagine you could say so.” It was easier to become more efficient if one could make one’s own workers, of course. Making Henry had been a very good idea — he was self-sufficient enough not to need orders to get everything done and took a lot of the menial work off her shoulders.

“We’ll meet on Friday, then?”

“Sure.” It would be nice to spend the flight with the Baron.

Soon after, they ended the call and Isadora went upstairs again to continue packing. She felt even more motivated for the weekend now, knowing that the Baron would be there as well. It wasn’t as if she needed protection or suchlike, but it was nice to go to that meeting of mages with a friend. No matter who the other mages were, she would also have someone on her side, should the worst happen. She wasn’t quite sure about what ‘the worst’ could be in this situation, but some heroes could be quite unreasonable — some villains, too, she imagined. Crusher certainly had been unreasonable, which was why he had been kicked out of the Cabal.

Isadora was determined to enjoy her free weekend at the spa and come back well-rested and brimming with new energy…





Two




On Friday, Isadora met up with Baron Asmodeus at the airport and they flew south-west together. They were picked up at their destination by a man in a sharp driver’s uniform who led them to a comfortable limousine for the ride. The comfort certainly was welcome — the drive took well over two hours and the last of them was almost completely spent driving along lonely roads far from civilisation.

“I wonder how they manage to keep a spa going so far from everywhere,” Isadora commented when they left the regular road and drove up a private driveway.

“Helicopter, perhaps?” the Baron suggested.

“Possibly, yes. Either that or they’re just very good at planning ahead and can rely on regular deliveries.”

“Or that…”

There were a few more plants around again now, even though the density could still be called sparse. Yet, it was Arizona, so desert areas were to be expected. They approached a large gate and the plant density picked up considerably.

“Ah, there we are…” the Baron commented. “Looks good, doesn’t it?”

They were close enough to the gate now so Isadora could see everything better. “Looks good.”

The origins of the place as a ranch were still visible, the main building they were clearly aiming for still looked a lot like a traditional farm house, just built about twice as big as one would expect. It sprawled across a lot of land, which did remind Isadora that she wanted to take a trip to California and see the Mystery House one day, as she’d be guaranteed to pick up on the ghosts if there really were some. Around the main house were trees and shrubs, the occasional flower bed, and well-maintained additional buildings. The old stables, barns, and other farm buildings had been removed, though, and replaced by houses looking similar to the main one but on a smaller scale.

The limousine delivered them to the front door of the main house and the driver busied himself with their luggage. Isadora, as usually, had not brought a purse along. As she wore male clothing most of the time, she had an ample amount of pockets for her money, keys, phone, and other objects most women would carry in a purse. She’d foregone her telescope staff for this one, though it usually also found its place in a trouser pocket.

A woman walked down the three steps from the wraparound porch with a smile on her face. When she spoke, Isadora recognised her voice as that of the woman she’d spoken to on the phone.

“Welcome on the Iron Bull Ranch!” she greeted them. “I hope you had a good trip?”

“A very good one,” Baron Asmodeus assured her. “Both the flight and the drive were very comfortable.”

Isadora nodded in agreement. The drive had been long, but in the limousine it had still been comfortable, and flying business class was always comfortable.

“Wonderful. Please, let me show you to your rooms.”

They followed the woman into the house and up a wide set of stairs to the second floor. There weren’t that many doors up there, which suggested that the rooms behind those doors must be large.

“Here in the main house, we have the suites,” the woman explained. “For the weekend, only those are actually going to be occupied … we only entertain the gathering of the mages, there’s no other guests here.”

“That is surprising,” Isadora said.

“The boss’ order. Of course, all of our usual offers are still at your disposal.” The woman stopped in front of the next-to-last door in the hallway. “This one is yours, Baron Asmodeus.” She opened the door. “Your luggage should already be inside, if not, it will be delivered in a moment.”

He nodded to her and stepped through the door. Isadora followed the woman to the next and last door. Again, the woman opened the door for her and mentioned that the luggage should be there or arrive soon.

Isadora stepped into her suite and whistled under her breath. The living room was about half the size of her Victorian’s first floor. A lot of highly-polished wood gave the room a comfortable air. A lot of cream and earth tones, light colours, and sturdy, old-fashioned furniture that could have come from the original farm house were everywhere. She crossed the room and went into the bedroom next. The bedroom, too, was large, as was the bathroom adjacent to it. Full-length windows let in a lot of light, yet they could easily be shaded with wide wooden shutters on the outside.

Isadora pulled those closed in her bedroom, making sure it would be comfortably cool when she wanted to go to bed. Her luggage was indeed already there, stacked by the bed. She swiftly unpacked it all, making sure to hang her evening suit. It had not suffered any wrinkles, being packed with experience, but it would still look better on her after hanging straight for a while. Just as she had returned to the living room, there was a knock on the door. She opened it and found the Baron standing outside.

“Want to go for a little walk on the premises?” he asked.

“Yes, definitely.” She’d sat for most of the day, so a chance to stretch her legs was very welcome.

They went downstairs together and left the house through the front door. Slowly, they walked down the path which, by the look of it, circled the building. Given the house’s size, that should make for a nice little walk.

“I’m surprised they’ve not rented out any of the other rooms they have,” Isadora said after a moment. “Even if I’d assume that only half of the buildings here are for guests … and I might be wrong … they can probably host two hundred or so at the same time.”

“Not a bad assumption,” he agreed. “I’m a little surprised myself that they’d dedicate the whole ranch to us this weekend.”

“That’s not how a meeting of mages is usually organised, then?” Unlike her, he would know.

“No. There’s no standard for that, of course, but I’ve never been to something like this. Usually, mages rent a number of bedrooms at a hotel and a private meeting room of sorts for their actual meetings. It’s not as if we do a lot of practical demonstrations under normal circumstances.”

“Well, I’m definitely not going to do one…”

He chuckled. “It’s a shame, but quite some of the mages should be from the other side … or neutral … and they might not have the stomach for your risen dead.”

“I guess I’ve just gotten too used to them.”

“Perhaps. I mean you have a skeletal janitor you call Henry…”

“He looks like a Henry. Even Witch Hunter agrees with me on that.”

“Well, he might look like a Henry. Still, you’ve given him a name.”

“I haven’t named my wraith.”

“Give it time.”

She laughed. “I doubt I’ll name it. Henry is visibly around the whole time and he’s in and out of the house a lot. The wraith is just … there.”

That was the point about having a guard wraith in the first place — it was there and scared away intruders. It might also kill them, admittedly, if they stayed too long, but most people wouldn’t stay long enough around a howling spectre from beyond the veil to get killed.

They’d reached the back of the house where a large terrace was to be found. On it sat several people, chatting. After a moment’s glance, they joined the group. Baron Asmodeus, who knew the other mages, did the introductions. Afterwards, one of the mages introduced her fiance who had also come along. None of the other mages was part of the Cabal, it turned out, and two of them were even members of the League, although the League had few mages in it. The other three were neutral, helping out sometimes, but usually only focusing on their own work. The fiance himself was a ranger and hunter who was looking forward to some trips into the wider area while his fiancee would discuss magic — of which he, according to himself, didn’t know anythings.

Isadora caught a few surprised glances in her direction after the Baron had introduced her, yet she’d expected that. As long as the others stayed polite, there would be no problem. Besides, she could still make use of all the offers and spend a lot of time on her own instead of with them if they weren’t interested in her skills.

After all had settled down again, though, Isadora found the two other women joining her on one side of the terrace.

“Now, this is an unusual place for a meeting,” Trix Bryson, the older of the two, said with a smile. “Normally it’s some kind of business hotel.”

“Yes, the Baron mentioned that.” It made sense, of course — business hotels had a lot of meeting rooms, so it would be much easier to meet in private to discuss magic.

“First time for me,” Marina Hope, the younger of the two, admitted. “I have only finished my full training recently.” She glanced at her fiance across the terrace. “We’re getting married soon and so I asked if Ryan could come along. They were really nice about it.”

“I called them, too,” Isadora admitted. “I was surprised to be invited. As a necromancer, I’m not a mage per se, I have no magical gift at all, my powers were given through a contract.”

“It will still be interesting to have you here,” Trix Bryson assured her. “None of us knows anything about necromancy and it’s a fascinating topic.”

“A little dark,” Marina Hope added, “but certainly fascinating.”

Isadora relaxed a little. They both were friendly enough — well, they were neutral mages — and she could deal with a few suspicious glances in her direction. She wouldn’t have joined the Villain’s Cabal if she couldn’t…




* * *




Soon after the meeting had broken up on the terrace, Isadora went to her room, preparing for dinner. She showered, washed her hair — which would be air-dried soon enough —, and put on her evening suit. After a good look in the mirror, she deemed herself suitably dressed and went downstairs again.

In the lobby, she met Marina and her fiance. Ryan Armati proved to be a rather friendly man who was clearly very much in love with his fiancee. Trix joined them before the Baron did — the middle-aged woman had come alone, taking the chance for a break from her kids, as she’d already told them on the terrace.

The whole group — six mages, one necromancer, and one ranger — entered the dining room together. They found nine seats laid out, eight along the table and one at the head. Each of the places set along the long sides of the table had a discreet name plate by it, so they all split up and took the seats with their own name by them. Isadora found herself facing the Baron across the table on the lower end. Between her and the head were Jarrett Bishop, a neutral mage, Ryan Armati, and Levi Baker, one of the League’s mages. On the other side, Trix Bryson was sitting next to the Baron, Marina Hope was next to her, and Bryn Westley, the second League mage, was facing his colleague while sitting right by the head.

Jarrett Bishop, a man in his early fifties, proved to be friendly enough. He was genuinely interested in how necromancy worked and so it was easy enough to chat with him. Across the table, Trix was exchanging names with the Baron — they seemed to have quite some common acquaintances. From what Isadora had heard on the terrace, though, none of them was familiar with the man who’d invited them all and who owned the ranch.

Finally, a ninth person entered the dining room. He, too, was wearing an evening suit. From what Isadora could tell from his looks alone, he was in his early to mid-sixties himself and trim but not overly strong in build. His hair was grey, yet still full, his face lined, but not deeply so. In general terms, he looked very much like a child might imagine a mage to look.

He took the seat at the head of the table and nodded to them all. “Thank you for coming here,” he greeted them, “I am very glad to see you all, even if I’ve not met any of you before. My name, as you might have taken from the invitation already, is Siegmar Belmont and I will be your host for this weekend.”

There was a short round of greetings and each of them quickly introduced themselves, then the dinner started properly. Isadora enjoyed both the food and the company — the people sitting around her were neither weary of her because she was a necromancer, nor because she was a villain. It helped, she guessed, that the two League members were at the other end of the table themselves. There was quite a neutral buffer between them and her. Yet, they didn’t seem overly bothered by her or Baron Asmodeus’ presence, either. It seemed her father and brother were outliers in their behaviour towards villains, not the norm.

After dinner, the group moved from the dining room to a large sitting room which looked out over the terrace they’d met on earlier. Once all of them had a drink in hand, Siegmar Belmont took the centre stage in the room.

“You might all wonder why you are here,” he said, smiling at them. “I admit that the invitation was vague for a reason.” For a moment, he mustered them, his gaze quickly passing over Ryan Armati, but studying each of the others — which seemed strange. “Well, you are here to become sacrifices.”

Immediately, the air of the room shifted. Isadora tensed slightly herself, regretting that she’d left her staff at home. Without a dead body to manipulate, her defence abilities were rather limited, especially against a mage.

“Sacrifices?” Bryn Westley growled out. “What for?”

“My continued existence,” Belmont answered. “You see, a long time ago, I made a deal with Hell … as did someone else here, I presume.” His eyes ran over Isadora who didn’t give an answer to that. “As long as I sacrifice seven magic users every seventy years, I can stay alive, at my current age, and out of Hell myself.”

Several mages lifted their hands, each of them, no doubt, preparing a spell. Next to Isadora, the Baron gave a low growl of frustration. She glanced at him.

“What?” she whispered then.

“No access to my powers,” he gave back, growling once more.

Belmont smiled superciliously. “Now, you don’t think I would have left you with your powers, do you? The moment you passed the gate, your powers were cut off. For the time being, you are nothing but regular people … all of you.”

Isadora wondered about that. The ward at the Villain’s Ball hadn’t stopped her powers as they weren’t magic in the classic sense of the word. Would the man’s spell work on her as well? Even if it did — she still had her above-regular strength and her mind. She wasn’t an easy sacrifice and she certainly wasn’t going down without a fight.

Belmont cleared his throat. “I see you need some time to yourself. We will speak again tomorrow when I explain things to you. For the time being, though, a word of warning: you can’t leave the premises. Try to and you will regret it.” He clapped his hands and disappeared — a teleportation spell, no doubt.

Everyone in the room began speaking, talking over each other, cursing and worrying at the same time. Isadora, though, stayed silent. Next to her, the Baron cursed some, but soon reigned himself in as well. It would help nobody to lose their head now. This was, of course, the big difference between heroes and villains — villains were adept at finding a way out of every situation and weren’t giving up easily…





Three


Slowly, the din died down again as reality set in for the guests — well, for the captives. Isadora glanced around the room, into faces darkened with anger and pallid with fear. Trix was muttering under her breath, no doubt thinking about her family whom she might never see again. Marina stood with her fiance, her face hidden against his chest. The two League mages were checking their phones, no doubt trying to reach other heroes and failing.

Isadora glanced at Baron Asmodeus and found Jarrett Bishop standing next to him. Both men had a dark expression on their faces and were certainly at least considering how to best ‘repay’ Belmont for his actions.

“This is ridiculous,” Ryan Armati said, stepping away from his girlfriend. “Perhaps that guy can block your magic … and even the phones … but he can’t stop anyone from leaving the ranch! I’ll be looking for a car … and even if there’s none, I’ll just walk! I know how to navigate in the desert, after all.”

The man had a point, of course. Of all the people at the ranch, he probably was the best-suited for this, too. Isadora might be the second best-suited herself — she could survive in the wild, even if she didn’t enjoy it.

“You want to be careful,” Jarrett threw in. “A man who can block magic to mages on our level could also have some kind of system to keep us from leaving.”

“Nonsense… Besides, why would that guy care about me leaving? I’m not a mage … my death doesn’t give him anything.”

The same, as it were, might be true for Isadora as well — she wasn’t sure whether she’d count as a mage for that contract. In addition, she had no deal with Hell and she certainly didn’t want to end her life that soon. Had Belmont thought that through or just assumed she must count as a mage? How old was he? Old enough to have met — and, perhaps, used — other necromancers before? Or was he making a wager there?

Marina grabbed her boyfriend’s hand. “Don’t risk anything … please?”

He warmly looked at her. “If I don’t, love, we’ll both be dead. Let me do what I do best, okay?”

She sighed. “Okay.”

“Be careful,” Baron Asmodeus spoke out. “A man with the skill level necessary to block a mage on my … or his,” he nodded to Levi Baker, “… level should be able to put an invisible ward around a clearly-defined area.”

Isadora remembered what Ravenna had told her about clearly-defined areas and how they could be cursed or blessed. A clearly walled or fenced area would do and the Iron Bull Ranch certainly had clearly-visible wooden fences all around which fit with the image it projected. She could only agree with the warning.

“Don’t worry … I’ll first see where all the servants have gone. Perhaps one of them can point me at the garage. Otherwise, I’ll find one of the cars … I can start one up without a key, too. If all else fails, I’ll leave on foot.”

Isadora glanced around. “If you don’t mind, I’ll help you search.”

“Sure, come along.”

They left the room and went through the dining room into the kitchen. It was empty of people, but not of used dishes and kitchen utensils.

“Weird,” Isadora commented.

“Why?”

“Well, they must have left very abruptly if they didn’t even put their stuff away.”

“Perhaps they were just tired?”

Isadora shook her head. “No. A professional kitchen team would clean up the kitchen and at least stack the dishwasher, if not run it, before they leave for the day. While we were eating, they could already have put all the utensils in and run it … those are faster than your average household appliance.”

Ryan shrugged and went to another door. Through it, they came to the housekeeping area of the building. It was as deserted as the kitchen had been. Shouldn’t there be some employees about even in the evening? Like some cleaner who could get called in if someone had a little accident with a drink or a snack? The Iron Bull Ranch advertised itself as a high-quality place to stay — and certainly had the prices to back that up.

The reception area was as deserted. There was no clerk behind the counter in the back of the foyer or in the office clearly














































































