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The Immortal





One




Isadora studied the shape of the small hideout again, making sure she’d found the right area to put the body down. It didn’t play that much of a role where the ritual was performed, but she found it easier to do maintenance when the fusion happened in the area where the wraith would do most work — so normally the entrance area. This hideout, though, had two entrances on opposite ends, which meant her regular strategy wasn’t viable.

“Is there a problem?” her customer asked.

“Well, I have to do things a bit differently,” she admitted. “I think we’ll do this from the centre of the hideout.”

He gestured to two minions he’d brought along and they picked the body up. This one was fresh — Isadora was researching at the computer at the moment, not doing any experiments, so she had none left over. They reached the central area of the hideout which had a war room in it. The floor was made from stone, though, which was useful. Isadora gestured for the minions to put the body down in the middle of it, then she began the ritual. First, she dedicated it to Set — yes, in a way, she probably was a cleric now, if one who served a dark god —, then she began the actual ritual to fuse the body with the ground. All three men took a few steps back as the body began to seep into the ground, losing shape as it did so. The wraith began to take shape above the area where the body was seeping into the stone and through it. All wraiths looked the same, no matter what the body had looked like before — which was why she used them to use up bodies which couldn’t be raised in a regular way any longer.

The hooded figure screeched and shot towards Isadora’s customer, but she brought it to heel with a sharp command. It hovered in the air between her and the customer, patiently waiting for what was supposed to happen — nobody had more patience than the dead. Isadora introduced it to its new master and made it clear to the wraith that it had to obey the man’s every order.

All the time, the man — a mastermind type of villain — watched in careful curiosity while his two minions were keeping well out of its reach. The wraith was a scary sight all by itself — a gaunt, hooded and caped figure hovering in the air. There was no visible face, only a shadow under the hood, and the wraith didn’t touch the ground when moving, it floated well above it. That was one part which made it quite useful — most people didn’t want to be close to a floating spectre. The fact that it would howl and screech while floating around the intruders and sucking their life energy was another, of course. All in all, the wraith was a success and the main reason why Isadora was making good money already.

She turned to her customer. “The wraith is now yours. I can still control it, of course, as I’m its maker, but apart from me and you, nobody will be able to send it to rest while there’s people in here.”

“That is scary,” he admitted. “Can someone fight it?”

“Theoretically, a cleric can, yes.” Even a cleric would, however, have to work a ritual while being constantly drained, which made it less likely they’d try. “Yet, there are few clerics who know about the right way.”

“Good. I’m more worried about another villain coming here to steal from me … or some adventurers who haven’t made it into the League. This isn’t my main lair, after all.”

“Clearly not.”

Despite the two entrances, the place didn’t have enough space for a proper lair. It was an auxiliary, a hideout to go to ground or do a specific task in. People didn’t need a wraith for their main lairs — those were usually staffed year-round and had ample security. Places like this one, hideouts and places to hide some loot, were what other villains needed a guard who could work on its own for. The guard wraith was perfect for that — it didn’t need access to electricity, food, or water, it didn’t need sleep or even air, it could work in perfect darkness. Not to mention that there was little the League of Heroes could do to successfully fight it.

“What about maintenance?” the customer asked.

“I will be by once a year … with your agreement, of course … to top up its energy. It can last longer than a year without, but it pays to make sure it doesn’t run low. If it has to scare people off, it will drain energy from them which will keep it working longer.”

“Wait … you mean that when it’s doing its job, it actually gets more energy to do that job?”

“Pretty much, yes.” That was the nice thing about wraiths — instead of spending energy on their work, they actually gathered it while scaring people off.

“Now, that’s what I call efficient.”

Isadora just nodded and smiled. It was efficient.

“I’ll send you the money right away. You’ll get in touch about the maintenance?”

“I’ll make sure to, yes. I do keep a calendar dedicated to the wraiths I do maintain. It’s not a lot of work … about half an hour, maybe … and I make sure to do it in time. I’ll call you to agree on a date and time, then you can be around if you want to or you can just make sure I’ll be able to enter the hideout.”

“I’ll be sure to do that. Can we take you somewhere with us?”

“Back to my Victorian, if you have the time.” As they’d had to pick up the body as well, they’d picked her up on her premises, so she had no car waiting for her somewhere.

“Of course.”

Isadora was slightly winded from the ritual — she had to feed the wraith her own life energy to get it up and running, so she was a little low on energy now. Still, after all the wraiths she’d done so far, she was getting more used to it. A potion to restore the lion’s share, a nice evening at home, and she’d be fine again. She always kept a few days around the creation of a wraith free of any other work which demanded her life energy. Right now, that didn’t even mean taking a full break. She was mostly researching and that didn’t take any life energy.

On the flight back to her home, Isadora enjoyed the view from the helicopter. She didn’t have a vehicle pool yet, only her own car, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t enjoy a free flight. When the helicopter landed, Henry was coming out of the greenhouse to check on the shrubs in the back of the premises.

“What’s that?” her fellow villain asked, staring at the skeleton in dungarees.

“That’s my janitor and gardener,” Isadora answered with a bemused smile. “Henry is keeping things afloat for me, sparing me quite some menial work.”

“Does he work like that wraith?”

“Not quite. As he’s still got a body, he can be destroyed by brute force … the wraith has no body the heroes could attack. He has a little cupboard in the basement which I’ve put a spell on to top him up when he needs it. Unfortunately, that doesn’t work on wraiths.” She’d tried it out, but it didn’t give them energy.

“But he works without constant supervision?”

“Once he’s been given his orders, he will carry them out as needed. Henry knows what to keep an eye on, both in the garden and in the house. He cuts back shrubs and trees, mows the grass, cares for the plants in my greenhouse, cleans, dusts, and sweeps the floors, and does simple repairs like switching bulbs, too. He has enough sentience to make decisions about when what is necessary, but will also take direct orders if I, for instance, decide I want the shrubs cut back earlier than normally.”

“You offer them, too?”

“I do … I have yet to update my website, though. They need more preparation, as I need to strip down a body to the bones and treat them for roughly a month … like this, the bones will be more stable and not decay, making the skeleton viable long-term.” The soaking process for the next two skeletons was almost finished. Afterwards, Isadora would have to make trips to the Black Forest and the Romanian wilderness to deliver Hugo and Jack to their new places of work.

“What would constitute ‘long-term’ in this case?”

She shrugged. “I’ve come across a similar setup which had been going for centuries. Skeletons have no easy due-date in the first place and when they are treated with calcium to harden the bones, they don’t get destroyed easily. As they’re able to work on their own, they do not rely on their master being around all the time.”

“I might want one for that hideout where you’ve put the wraith … they can be in the same place?”

“Yes, they can be. I have a wraith on the premises as well and there’s no problem. They both work for me and skeletons don’t really count as ‘living beings,’ even when they’re walking around.”

“I need to see how much it will cost me, but when you’re up for it, give me a call and we can figure things out.”

“I will,” she promised and they said their goodbyes.

Once the helicopter had taken off, Isadora took a detour to the greenhouse. The air in there was always pleasant and she just wanted to relax and rest.




* * *




In the evening, the Baron called Isadora and she invited him over, not feeling like another trip, even though the Baron’s home wasn’t that far from hers. By now, the wraith knew that the Baron was welcome at her home, so he could just walk up the driveway without being attacked. Isadora let him in and they settled in her living room.

“You look tired,” he remarked once they’d sat down properly.

“I did another guard wraith this afternoon. They’re quite popular. The man I worked for also saw Henry and might be up for a janitor skeleton, too, once I actually offer them.” She sighed. “It’s boring work, though … not challenging or interesting, just routine by now.”

He smiled bemusedly. “It must be a very common thing if you consider putting up a guard wraith ‘routine.’”

“It is. Since I’ve started offering them, I’ve done quite a lot of them. They’re well-priced and a lot of the higher-ups in the Cabal do have a hideout or stash they want protected.”

“So you’re financially firm?”

She nodded. “You can say so, yes. My work as an enforcer has halved my debt with the Cabal already and I’ve been able to put a bit more money in from the last wraiths, too, so there’s not much worry on this side. I have a stable income from the wraiths and the occasional workforce I provide for some people, too.” The Master of the Deep had asked whether she could provide him a few more workers for another base expansion soon and she’d promised to see when she could make the time.

“That’s good to hear … not that I’m surprised. I’ve heard several colleagues speak very well of you. You’ve gotten settled well.”

“I do my best…”

“You always do … all member of your family do.”

At that, she chuckled. “Well, we’re known to be tenacious and reliable.”

“You are … the parts who weren’t paragons even more so than the ‘true’ heroes…”

“I’m still behind on my family’s true past,” Isadora admitted. “I have read up on several sources you pointed me to, but still…”

“They have buried it well … your father and his line didn’t want for anyone to know that there’s more to a Goode than just heroics.” He mustered her for a moment. “If you’re doing well and aren’t in financial strains, you should take some time off. When was the last time you took a real break? A vacation that had nothing to do with your work?”

Isadora thought about it and came up with a blank. “What is that ‘vacation’ you speak of?”

He looked at her, one brow raised. “Time off for fun and relaxation, preferably far from home?”

“I’ve had to work throughout college, as you know, so I haven’t had a real vacation in years. I’m not sure I want one now, either.”

“You are financially sound. Surely, a few weeks off won’t change that?”

“They won’t,” she admitted. “I also have something I want to follow up on.”

“What?”

“I told you about Set’s words to me, didn’t I?”

“I don’t think so…”

She gave him a short version of her last conversation with Set. “…so I want to find out what there is to it. Whether immortality exists … and how it can be reached. I doubt I can step out of the cycle of life and death, being a necromancer, but there could be other things coming of it.”

“Where would you go looking for it, though? North-east is not precise the least.”

“True. I have assumed that ‘north-east’ is somewhere north and east of Egypt, as that is Set’s haunt. It wouldn’t make much sense to see it as ‘north-east’ of where we met … there’s not that much north-east of it before you get into the polar icecaps.”

“You do have a point there, I believe. Where would you go?”

“I’ve heard about the mysterious powers some Chinese warriors and mages have possessed. Parts of China are definitely north-east of Egypt. That might be a place to start.”

“It would be a busman’s holiday at best if you go searching for this immortal person.”

“It would be,” she agreed, “but it would also be a chance to travel and see new places.”

“You think that will be enough to relax you?”

“I hope so … I can’t know yet.”

“I think you should make time for other stuff while you’re in China.”

“Such as sightseeing? Yes, I’ll definitely make time for that.”

He nodded. “That’s better, I think. You want to become immortal, then?”

She shook her head. “I don’t think a necromancer can become immortal … to be a necromancer, you have to be part of the cycle of life, as I said. An immortal would have stepped out of that. What I am looking for are more ways to make up for the strength difference between me and my enemies. It’s not just about Connor, either. When I run into something undead I haven’t created, bringing it down often is hard … dead bodies can generate and use a lot more strength than living ones.”

“You want to enhance your strength, then? That would be possible in other ways…”

“I know it would be.” As Isadora had slight super-strength due to her father, she could have used all the enhancements which superheroes and -villains made use of. “It’s not about strength. I’d rather have more speed and dexterity … and, perhaps, a better way to target my enemy’s weaknesses.”

“Dexterity and agility would help with that … and speed would always put you ahead, of your brother, your father, and many others who might come after you,” the Baron agreed. “I can also see how this would work out for your general fighting style.”

“Yes. I was wondering about how to even out the odds when I fought that mummy, so when Set mentioned the immortal and their ability to use other powers … perhaps even making necromancy easier for me … I was interested. While I’m having a break from work, I might follow this line of thoughts and see what comes of it.”

“Well, it will still be a break … just promise me you’ll take time for more touristy things, too.”

“Alright, I promise I will.”





Two




On the day after her chat with the Baron, Isadora was in her study, searching the internet for interesting vacation destinations that might also fit with the lead which Set had given her. She still wasn’t completely sure where ‘far to the north-east’ was referring to, though. There still was the question of whether Set had referred to his home in Egypt, in which case she’d have to seek north-east of his temple in the desert, or whether he’d indeed referred to the museum — in which case the immortal would either be living in the outer reaches of North America or somewhere on the polar icecaps, which was unlikely. North-east of Egypt it was then, at least for the time being. If nothing could be located there, she could always come back to North America and search for clues there.

Isadora was generous with the area she was looking into, so it caught quite a bit of different ground: eastern parts of Europe, quite a bit of the near and middle east, then Russia, China, and Mongolia. All of it qualified as ‘north-east’ of Egypt — and, more precisely, north-east of the Temple of Set —, and all of it could hide the immortal she was looking for.

On one hand, one should think that immortals would stand out in some way. She should be able to find something by looking into the areas, especially in modern times with archived newspapers on hand. On the other hand, a true immortal would be known world-wide if people knew about them at all — that stood to reason. Immortality was not an everyday thing.

People were always hanging on to the lips of those who had passed one hundred already, trying to ‘learn the secret of a long life’ from them. Well, not dying would probably be a good first step to living for a long time, but that was beside the point in this case. If there were immortals, chances were they hid themselves — unless they were mountebanks like the Count of Saint Germain who made money with their supposed immortality. Isadora doubted that Set had lied to her about the immortal she was to seek out — he had no reason to, after all —, so there was one somewhere she could find. Set did have quite some negative qualities, but he was no trickster. He wanted her to find this immortal and learn from them, grow stronger than she was now, so he wouldn’t give her hints which led nowhere.

Yet, there was a lot of ground to cover between the Red Lands and the Eternal Ice. There was a lot of landmass between those spots, too. Legends about immortals should be plenty, too, as every culture had some stories about those who ‘forgot’ to die. Living forever was an old dream of mankind and thus featured in every culture, dead and living.

With a sigh, Isadora dropped against the back of her seat and glanced towards the window. Outside, heavy rain was battering down on the ground, hammering on the roof two stories above. It would be nice to end up in an area with better weather, but ‘far north-east’ from the desert wouldn’t fit too well with that. She couldn’t help the idea that, perhaps, the area which Set referred to might be as high up as China or Mongolia.

The Chinese had never opted into the whole hero-villain game, simply keeping their distance from the West there. There were few missions on which heroes were sent there, too — her father had spoken about that often, disapproving of the ‘Chinese ways’ they had there, but that was just William Goode being judgemental of everything that wasn’t ‘normal’ to him. They dealt with problems on their own there, always had, so they must have super-powered people there as well, but nothing about them was ever made public. If an immortal could stay hidden from the West at all, it would be in China where information was carefully managed and had been for a long time.

On the other hand, there were many stories in Slavic legends about those who could cheat death. Ways to reach immortality were present everywhere north-east of Egypt. Not to mention that they were also around in Egypt itself, both in the modern world and in the ancient lands which Set had to be more familiar with. Yet, no part of Egypt would qualify as ‘far to the north-east.’ Set had especially pointed out that he knew about places outside of his domain, too, so whatever place he’d referred to was definitely not in Egypt.

Isadora groaned. She didn’t mind the research — although she shouldn’t be doing research to find her vacation spot —, but there were just so many possible places Set could be referring to. She would have to find a way to par it all down. Set had referred to ‘far to the north-east,’ so she would cut out the Arabian peninsula — that was close to Egypt. Smaller lands with not much space to hide in should also be out — if the immortal had been around for hundreds of years, they most likely lived as a hermit, because they’d be well-known to be immortal otherwise. People noticed it when the nice neighbour down the street didn’t grow older or die, especially when they’d heard from their parents and grandparents how they’d already lived there and looked no different.

The three places most likely to hold that immortal would be Russia — especially the more sparsely-populated eastern part which was well on the Asian continent —, Mongolia with its wide steppes, and the sprawling area of China which also had many sparsely-populated places. Everywhere there, a man who had lived for hundreds of years could stay hidden with a little care. All of them also fit with the description of ‘far to the north-east’ when it came to Egypt. Further north wasn’t possible, unless that immortal did really live on the icecaps somewhere, which Isadora doubted. The ice would surely keep them fresh, but there were too many practical things which could go wrong with that, assumed they were still alive and had bodily needs such as food and warmth to consider.

Again, she bowed over her laptop and called up whatever material she could find on those areas. There was a lot to go through, but she should be able to find something. Admittedly, information in China was carefully controlled, but even with that, some things slipped the net if they looked too much like pure fantasy. Mongolia was quite a bit more approachable, although not all information from the open space of the steppes might reach the few cities easily. Yet, a few hundred years should be long enough for that. Same went for the eastern reaches of Russia. A lot could stay hidden there, as the area wasn’t densely-populated, but if that person had lived for hundreds of years already, something would have leaked at some point — it always did.

Neither was Isadora bound to what she could find through official channels, of course. She could send out her little toys to spy for her, picking information right from databases and servers not open to the public. She did that without a second thought, letting them run free. If she ever was to find the information she needed, she would have to use all tools at her disposal, that much was for sure. Luckily, she’d been forced to learn a few skills which had nothing to do with a necromancer’s skill set. She was almost grateful for the way her father had dropped her as soon as she’d proven herself not to be what he’d expected…




* * *




Isadora started with Russia, checking for possible places where a hermit could have stayed invisible for a long time. There were quite some in the eastern areas, of course, but most of them had been scoured by the Soviets when they’d come to power and had done their best to drag the whole large country into modern times, whether it wanted to be there or not. They would probably have heard about a hermit — they’d found out about several, but none of them had been immortal. It wasn’t impossible for an immortal to stay hidden there, but it was unlikely.

Next, she shifted her attention to Mongolia, as it was still an easier area to cover and more open to information-seekers than China, and looked for possible ideas about immortals there. The Mongols, it turned out, didn’t believe much in immortality and more in living a good life before passing on. There were hints here and there, but whenever she followed them, they either petered out or proved themselves wrong. There were long-lived people in the steppes who managed to reach and pass the magical ‘one hundred,’ but all of them died eventually. No immortal in sight there.

China, then — unless she was completely wrong about the area, that was. She’d approach Egypt step by step if she had to, but hoped she wouldn’t have to. Even her little toys had problems finding information in China — it wasn’t so much that the servers were protected too well, it was more that there were quite some documents still not digitalised. That, of course, was the best protection from a hacker attack. Isadora moved away from the official documents and the newspapers after a few depressing hours of not finding anything. Instead, she looked into history and literature departments of the universities there — if a legend about an immortal existed, then it would turn up there with a little luck. As the person had supposedly lived for hundreds of years already, there was a high chance someone had met them at some time and told stories about that. Humans were like that, they would hardly keep silent about something as strange as an immortal. Stories would be passed on, find their way into written legends or literary works which would profit from including them.

It turned out that there were several legends of immortals around in China. They were considered nothing but imagination by the officials, of course — which would only serve to keep a true immortal safe, as long as they didn’t insist on being immortals. Isadora studied the legends and tried to pinpoint where they might have been started. It took a long time to figure it out, but then she ended up in the area where Russia, Mongolia, and China connected and shared borders — the Altai mountain range.

It was a sparsely-populated area where a single person could easily stay hidden, provided they didn’t have to buy too much stuff. Yet, a person who had lived on their own for hundreds of years would be used to a more frugal life and could probably produce all they needed on a daily basis. A trip somewhere once in a human lifetime to pick up things they couldn’t make themselves might be enough for them. It was a solid lead — much more solid than any others she’d dug up.

The legends described man who had lived as a monk for many years, then sought out the peace and quiet of the Altai mountain range for contemplation and meditation. The legends mentioned ‘cultivation’ in a way which suggested to Isadora it didn’t mean what it would normally mean in Buddhism, but she ignored it for the moment. When he’d originally failed to return at the right time, his fellow monks had assumed he’d died there and not thought too much about it. The monastery he’d belonged to believed in giving the body back to nature, so they wouldn’t have tried to find him and bring him back home for a proper burial, they’d have left him for the animals as they did with all of their dead.

Over a hundred years after his departure, though, he’d turned up at the monastery. Of course, none of the monks living there then had been able to recognise him, but his knowledge of how life there had been a hundred years earlier had convinced them. He could give the names of many monks who’d lived there at that time — and the monastery kept a rooster — and he could also describe areas of the monastery not open to anyone but the monks. He was welcomed back, but didn’t stay long. He’d mostly come back to deliver a few special bits of medicine he’d learned about while he’d lived in the Altai, portions and pills made with herbs which only grew there. Having figured out their use, he’d wanted to share them with the monastery which provided healthcare to many villages in the area. He’d disappeared again, promising to be back when he found the time.

He’d not found the time until more than fifty years after that, but had handed some of his medicine to travellers before that, asking them to deliver to the monastery, which they’d done. According to the few monks who recognised him on that occasion, having been young acolytes at the time of his prior visit, he looked no different than before, not as much as a day older. Afterwards, he’d turned up sporadically and there was no hint that he’d died in the meantime.

The Altai mountain range was still a good place to stay hidden. In the region where Russian, Mongolia, and China met, frontiers were changing every now and then, but nobody would build much up high in the mountains. The mountains would offer enough food for one person, too — especially a person used to living an ascetic life of contemplation and meditation. The man surely hadn’t expected to dine luxuriously every day and would mostly have lived off vegetables and fruits he might be able to grow up in the mountains, provided he found a sheltered area.

The story of the monk wasn’t limited to that one monastery — which was now on Isadora’s list of places to visit during her vacation —, but was added to by travellers through the Altai who had met with a man who helped them out of a spot of trouble or offered them shelter in bad weather. All of this suggested that the immortal was a nice man who’d withdrawn from humanity and somehow forgotten to die. That could probably happen when one was focused on cultivating oneself…

Isadora was wondering about the way ‘cultivation’ had been used in the legends, though, as if the writers assumed that everyone reading it knew what it was. Searching for ‘cultivation’ brought up a lot of hits for Buddhist traditions, but somehow the way it was used in the legends suggested something else. Could this be something which connected to the fact that China didn’t work with the West when it came to super-powered people? Did they somehow ‘cultivate’ them on their own? As she wasn’t after immortality and Set had suggested that this man might help her get a deeper understanding of the world and find new ways to raise the dead, that would point to a different kind of cultivation, provided it existed. She definitely should be looking for that man and find out more about him. If she could also find out more about China and its super-powered population, all the better.





Three


Now that Isadora had a destination from which to start her search, it was time to organise things. She didn’t know anyone in China, Russia, or Mongolia, so there was nobody she could rely on for preparations, she had to do them all herself. Not even the Cabal had contacts there, as China had kept to itself and had never joined the West in the whole ‘superheroes vs. supervillains’ business.

Isadora didn’t want for her real name to be connected to anything she did while she was on her trip, as she wasn’t sure whether she’d have to do some criminal things — it was better for any future visits if she didn’t have to use the same name again, after all. Instead, she took a few days to build herself a new identity for the trip she was going on. Jon Moreau wouldn’t do for this one — she wanted to use him elsewhere again afterwards.

Yet, just as she had build up Jon, she could build up another person to book the flight and the hotels and the rentals and whatever else she needed a name for. After a fun hour of playing around with names, she settled on Evan Vogel, giving her new alter ego German ancestry, which might endear him a little more to the Chinese. He, of course, was no longer speaking the language, even though Isadora actually spoke a workable German — not that she’d needed it a lot during her visits to the Black Forest.

Once she had a name, the rest was just a matter of time. Again, her hacking skills proved useful as she inserted Mr. Vogel into all the databases he needed to be in. By the time she was done, he had a birth certificate, a social security number, a driving licence for the state of Washington, and a few other odds and ends. Currently, Mr. Vogel didn’t own property or a car, but he did have an account set up for a credit card to use internationally.

Then there were the physical things she needed, but here her contact to the Cabal came in useful. She contacted a forger and he had all the documents she would need ready for her within a week.

With all of that set up, it was time for her to plot out the actual trip. She needed to book a flight into Beijing and an overnight stay in the city. From there, she was going to travel by train — China had an excellent train network, so why not use that? She didn’t know where the man she was looking for might be, but the temple he’d once been a monk at still existed, that much the internet could tell her. She would make her way to the temple and then see where that visit would lead her. If nothing else emerged, she could travel all the way from the temple to the Altai mountain range and see if she could pick up a few traces on the way. Even if the man no longer needed anything from civilisation, he would have left traces while he travelled there — several times, given he’d been sporadically back at the temple for visits.

Isadora also spend some time working on her Mandarin. She’d learned it in the past to read some documents on alchemy from Ancient China, but languages evolved as long as they were still spoken — unlike dead languages such as Latin or Ancient Egyptian. She would definitely still sound like someone who had learned the language from very old textbooks, but she wasn’t there to hide within the population — there was no way anyone would believe that she was a native citizen of China in the first place. She wanted to be able to speak to people directly and, if possible, without having things getting lost in translation.

She also went to the mall again for some more clothing and other things which would prove useful, should she have to travel on foot. It seemed quite likely that she would have to resort to hiking at some point, as there were a lot of areas in the Altai where cars wouldn’t fare well.

By the time she was all set up to travel, the flight she had booked was only a few days away, so she cleaned up her laboratory — not that she’d made much use of it the last few weeks — and made sure that the spell on Henry’s cupboard worked well. She would unleash the wraith before she left the house for the airport — hopefully, the local kids weren’t going to do something stupid while she was gone, since she wouldn’t be back in time to save anyone who’d run afoul of the wraith and wasn’t clever enough to run away while they still could.

On the evening before she was going on her trip, Isadora decided to catch up with the Baron once more, calling him.

“Isadora … still not on your vacation?” he asked her.

She laughed. “I’m flying to Beijing tomorrow, as it is.”

“Beijing?”

“China is where I have to look for the person Set spoke of, I believe.” She might be wrong, but she didn’t think so.

“Well, I’ve never been to China. In the past, they’ve not been very open to anyone in the super circus.”

“Mr. Vogel is not a super-powered individual, so I don’t think he’ll have any problems.”

“Mr. Vogel?”

“Well, I don’t know whether I will have to do something illegal or just something I don’t want to be connected to in my real identity, so I decided to set up another person to travel to China as. Mr. Evan Vogel is a professor of history who will come to China to study the many fascinating aspects of the country’s long past.”

“So he can ask around about things which happened in the past without any trouble.”

“Yes, nobody will be suspicious if a professor of history visits old temples and asks about legends from the past.”

The Baron chuckled. “Well, you’ve always been clever that way. What is it you are looking for?”

“A monk who has failed to die for several hundred years and who has cultivated himself in some way. I’m not quite sure what ‘cultivating’ means in the context, though … it’s not used the way it would normally be used in Buddhism.”

“Well, I don’t have any contact with people in China, but I think it is connected to their way of using magic. Not that I know anything about it, but I think I have heard ‘cultivation’ mentioned in that context.”

“Really?” Isadora asked. “I haven’t heard about that…”

“Well, you’re not a mage and you’re much younger than me. I certainly was already around forty when I first heard of it, you’re still in your twenties.”

“That’s fine, then…”

“Well, if you stumble over a text on magic or something similar, that would make for a good souvenir to bring back for me.”

“I’ll consider it.”

“I would first have to learn Mandarin, mind, but that would be worth it if I can learn something about Chinese magic. Nobody I know knows anything about it.”

That certainly meant something, given how many people all over the world Baron Asmodeus knew.

“If I find something out about magic, I’ll tell you. I can also do a rough translation for you, if necessary. My Mandarin isn’t great, but it’s on a conversational level.”

“Well, have a good trip, Isadora, and don’t forget to take time for relaxation. That is, after all, why you are going on the trip.”

It wasn’t fully what she was going on the trip for, but he was right. She was also trying to free her mind from work thoughts and give her body some time to rest.


* * *


Isadora’s flight was long, but since she flew west and not east, it was manageable. She did spend some time in border control after the plane had touched down, but her new identity held up and her conversational Mandarin allowed for her to clear things up easily. The officers believed that Mr. Vogel, the history professor, had arrived in their wonderful country in order to learn about their ancient history. The fact that he had taken the time to learn their language, at least to a degree, and could also read it, at least to a degree, only helped to prove it.

She took a break at a hotel in the city to relax a little and recover from the flight and the jet lag, then she bought a train ticket north to make for the area where the temple in question was situated, although she would have to travel by other means to reach the actual temple. It was not in a place the trains frequented.

As Isadora had to wait another day until she could start her train trip, she used the chance to have a look around Beijing and stumbled over a small pet store which sold more than just the usual inventory of pets. Even for Isadora, who lacked proper access to magic, it was clear that not all of the animals were what they seemed to be when she entered the salesroom.

The old woman behind the counter studied her for a moment, then waved her closer. “You know, don’t you? You see.”

“I see the air of death and decay around the bird in the back and I see that some of the animals in here are not quite what they look like, yes.” Isadora kept her senses wide open, just in case the woman wanted to silence her.

“Are you a cultivator?”

“No, but I’m a necromancer. Death and decay are my area of expertise.”

At that, the old woman relaxed and nodded. “Wouldn’t want any trouble with a cultivator … they can be vicious. You don’t seem to mind my merchandise.”

“I don’t. Can you tell me something about cultivation?”

“Well, you’re not from around here and I know that cultivators usually don’t leave the country. They have a … thing … about their own superiority.”

“I know a few people like that…” Such as her brother and father.

“Doesn’t everyone?” The






























