
  Contents

  


  Title

  Legal Matters

  Dedication

  No Honour Among Villains

  One

  Two

  Three

  Four

  Five

  Six

  Seven

  Eight

  Nine

  The Medusa Serum

  One

  Two

  Three

  Four

  Five

  Six

  Seven

  Eight

  Nine

  Ten

  Eleven

  The Lich's Lair

  One

  Two

  Three

  Four

  Five

  Six

  Seven

  Eight

  Nine

  Ten

  Afterword

  More from the Author

















The Necromancer’s Notebook







by Cay Reet

















© Copyright 2023 Text: Cay Reet

© Copyright 2023 Cover Design: Holz Vanderhuetten




All rights reserved. No part of this may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems - except in case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews - without permission in writing from the author.




This book is a work of fiction. The characters, events, and places portrayed in this book are products of the author’s imagination and are either fictitious or used fictitiously. Any similarity to real person, living or dead, is purely coincidental and not intended by the author.

















In memory of Jeff Zahn and Holz Vanderhuetten

You shall never truly die.





No Honour Among Villains





One




Isadora Goode took her mail from the box by her driveway gate. The mailman refused to come to the house proper — and for good reason, given it was guarded by a wraith, currently resting as there was no threat to attack. She sheaved through the envelopes, discarding two immediately, since they were clearly only advertisements. The rest, she took with her to her rambling Victorian.

Once she was in the comfort of her large study on the first floor, she sat down in her swivel chair and put the envelopes on the heavy desk. Once by one, she opened them. Two were bills for the house — electric and general taxes — and she paid them right away, noting the date on which she’d paid them before filing them.

The third was a letter from a rather old-fashioned colleague who preferred writing to emails and was asking about a guard wraith — they made up the majority of Isadora’s work and would continue to do so until the heroes found a way to easily destroy them. Only clerics, however, stood a decent chance against a wraith, even vampires were helpless before them, as Isadora had seen first hand a while back. There weren’t that many clerics in the ranks of the League of Heroes. Neither were there any, of course, within the Villain’s Cabal to which Isadora herself belonged. She made a note on the letter to call the man later and agree on a date on which she’d deliver.

Speaking of the Cabal — the last letter was from the Cabal itself, which came as a surprise. From past experiences, Isadora knew them to be very progressive when it came to communication. Her own unexpected promotion to the intermediate rank of ‘Infamous Villain’ had reached her in a text message, the invitation to attend a nearby meeting about breaches of the rules by the heroes had come as an email. Why would the Cabal sent her an old-fashioned letter?

There was only one way to find out, of course — open it. She slit the envelope open and emptied it. Inside were a very decorative letter and two smaller pieces of stiff paper: invitations for the Villain’s Ball. Surprised, Isadora took up the letter. It was a standard one, not personalised above having her name in the greeting. Apparently, the Villain’s Ball was to be held in four week’s time and, since Isadora had been promoted during the last five years — the time since the last ball had been held —, she received two invitations for free. Well, she certainly wasn’t going to pass up two free invitations to a party.

Who was she going to go to the ball with, though? Isadora wasn’t in a steady relationship, hadn’t been for a long time. It took long and hard work to codify necromancy, which was what she did while she wasn’t providing services to other villains as a freelancer. She knew rather few people and most of those she knew — and would consider going to a party with — would no doubt be at the ball on their own. Chris certainly would be — he loved parties and was a long-standing member of the Cabal, having belonged to it for about two hundred years. Her own mentor, Baron Asmodeus, might also attend. He was an Archvillain and a very well-respected member of the organisation. A handful of younger villains came to mind, but none she really wanted to ask to come to a party with her.

She shrugged and put the two invitations into a drawer of her desk. She still had four weeks to come up with someone, after all.

Her phone rang and she pulled it out of her pocket. “Goode,” she said without looking at the screen and the caller ID.

“Isadora,” the Baron greeted her, “I assume you have had a letter from the Cabal today.”

“Yes, I did. I assume you had one, too?”

“Yes … as an Archvillain, I do get two invitations for free every time they hold the ball. I assumed, as you have been promoted recently, that you would receive some, too. Otherwise, I’d have offered to take you along.”

“Well, I will certainly attend. I love parties.”

“Oh, the Villain’s Ball is so much more than just a party. It is that, too, of course, but not only.”

“It’s not?” She made herself a little more comfortable in her chair.

“No, it’s the best place to meet new faces and make more connections. As the ball is only held every five years, everyone wants to be there. I’ve met many interesting colleagues there over time.”

“Such as Ravenna?” she asked, pretending to be innocently curious.

“Such as her, indeed. I’ve also had many chats with villains I’ve worked with later on. For you as a freelancer, this is a perfect chance to spread your phone number and email address.”

“More guard wraiths…”

“Possibly.” He chuckled. “I might ask for some as well, one of these days. There’s still nothing the heroes can do about them?”

“Only clerics can. A cleric can, essentially, negate most of my powers, as undead beings are considered unholy and are vulnerable to blessings. Yet, there’s few clerics in the ranks of the League.”

“Indeed. Most clerics have better things to do than to run around with a bunch of righteous idiots.”

“Yet, there are none in the Cabal, either.”

“Well, clerics who do amoral things … such as crimes … usually lose their God-given powers. Therefore, you can’t belong to the Cabal and be a cleric at the same time.”

“I see … we need more of the old religions around, clearly, where the gods were less righteous.” Set came to mind for Isadora, but mostly because she owed the Spark of Life, the power to raise the dead, to him.

“That would be a good development,” the Baron agreed. “I’ll be seeing you at the ball, then?”

“Definitely. I don’t know whom to take along yet, but I’ll find someone. If not, I’ll still be there on my own.”

“If you don’t find someone, you can send one of the invitations back, they’ll go into the contingency for sale during the last few days leading up to the ball. Usually, they’re all pre-reserved, anyway. Many villains hope to snatch an invitation at the last moment, when they’re a little cheaper. Especially younger villains at the beginning of their career often do not have the spare money for an invitation at the regular price.”

“I’ll keep it in mind.”

Isadora put the phone down after a quick goodbye and pulled her laptop towards her. She still had work to do, ball or no ball. Yet, it wouldn’t hurt to be there, that much was for sure. As a freelancer who worked for other villains most of the time, she would do well to use any chance she got to promote her work. In the relaxed atmosphere of a ball, it shouldn’t be too hard to hand over some business cards and make some small talk about what she could provide.




* * *




A few days later, Isadora took her car out for a spin. There was grocery shopping to be done, she needed fresh reserves. At first, Isadora tread lightly — some of the last times, her brother Connor, Powerhouse while he was working, had been waiting for her at her regular shopping mall, trying to ‘bring her in.’ He should know better by now, since he wasn’t allowed to act like that while not officially working — which would mean he’d have to wear his hero outfit of blue and gold. The last thing Isadora wanted and needed at the moment, was another meeting with Connor. Yet, his defeat at the hands of Crusher and subsequent humiliation in the video Isadora had done after defeating Crusher should have put him in his place, at least for the time being.

At the mall, Isadora did a good amount of window shopping first — she spent much time in her laboratory and needed to relax and unwind sometimes. The shopping mall with its many stores was ideal for that. She wandered around, glanced into shop windows, and enjoyed a calm day. At a stationery store, she bought some more notebooks and pens. She usually did that — her rank as Infamous Villain had opened a few more library doors for her, so when she could make the time, she went there and read her way through all the necromantic literature they had. Having more notebooks at hand for such notes — and those on her experiments —, was never wrong.

She put the package into her car right away and went to the food court. Not too long ago, she’d seen Connor there and been forced to cut her visit short, but this time, she took her food to a table and ate it in peace. Afterwards, she went to her favourite coffee shop.

Isadora’s income had risen considerably since she’d made the first guard wraiths. Not only those, but also her undead workers who could work in areas humans couldn’t survive in were a good and regular source of income. With the rise in her regular income, she could afford to indulge a little more often and the shop carried two coffee blends she enjoyed a lot. Stocking up on them for long hours at the computer writing down another chapter of her research was a good idea.

She took a deep breath the moment she stepped into the shop, enjoying the smell of all the good coffee inside. Then she walked along the shelves, studying the blends. She’d seen and tasted most of them over time, but there might be something new and ready to be tried.  Someone walked into her as she stood at a corner, wondering whether she’d tasted that blend in the blue package already.

They gasped. “I’m sorry…”

“Oh, no reason to be worried…” Isadora started, then stopped. “Why, good day, Miss Lewis.”

The other one, Lisabet Lewis, her brother’s professional damsel, smiled at her. “Good day, Miss Goode.”

“Looking for good coffee?”

“Well,” Lisabet shrugged, “it’s not for me. My mother’s villain anniversary is coming up and she loves good coffee, so I’ve been looking for a good blend for her. This shop is too expensive for me to come here regularly.”

Isadora doubted Lisabet would have told anyone else about her mother’s anniversary, but since Isadora knew about her family, there was no reason for the young reporter to be shy about it. “I indulge sometimes, but I prefer cheaper coffee for everyday use, too.”

“Well, the coffee you made for me was delicious.”

“It was … it’s one of the blends from here. I thought I could indulge for my guest … especially after the day we’d had before.”

Lisabet smiled. “They carry that blend here?”

“I always buy from here … you know I don’t live that far away.” Isadora glanced around. “It’s two aisles from here.”

They walked towards the right aisle together.

“Mom wants to celebrate at home this year, so she and my dad aren’t going to be at the ball.”

“That’s too bad … I had hoped I could meet your father, as he’s the last family member I don’t know.” Lisabet’s brothers had come to see Isadora upon Lisabet’s disappearance — not assuming she’d kidnapped her brother’s damsel, unlike her brother.

“Oh, my dad would love to meet you, I’m sure. You’ve made quite a business out of your skills already and he always respects that. You’ve paid for an invitation? Or do you hope to get a last-minute one when they’re cheaper?”

“Well, as I’ve been promoted in the last five years, I’ve received two invitations for free.”

Lisabet’s blue eyes went wide. “They do that?”

“Apparently they do, yes. Just as villains on the Archvillain tier get invitations for free.”

“Well, I knew that. I’ve always wanted to go, you know … it’s the only thing about being from a villainous bloodline I really miss. My parents met at the ball…”

Isadora glanced at her. “Well, I do not have a companion for the ball yet. What would you think about going with me? I’d arrange for our flight to Slovenia, of course.”

“Are you serious about that?”

“Yes, I am.”

“But I’m…”

“You’re my brother’s damsel and my brother happens to be my nemesis,” not by Isadora’s choice, but he’d declared her his nemesis, “so it would be a nice way to annoy him as I ought to.”

“I would love to go to the ball with you!”

“Then we’ll consider it a date. I’ll book our flights and two rooms at a hotel close by the Postojna Cave. It’s a tourist destination, there’s bound to be some hotels not too far away.”

Both Isadora and Lisabet picked some of the coffee blends they’d come for, then went to the counter. After they’d paid, though, Isadora suggested buying a coffee to go each and chat a little more, given they were going to soon attend a ball together. Outside the shop, they found a nice bench by an indoor fountain and sat down together.

Lisabet sipped her coffee and smiled. “As good as yours was.”

“It’s the same blend, so it should be as good as mine.” Isadora took a sip, too. “I love testing their blends … even though it might lead to more purchases in the future.”

“You can afford them?”

“Well, I can do so in moderation now … I’m making good progress with the loan I took out from the Cabal and my income is getting higher. I’m more renown now, what with that video of Crusher and Connor.”

Lisabet, who’d been present at the scene, nodded. “Yes, that should have added to your renown. You deserve it, too … that was very good work you did, even if it was as a villain.”

“You shouldn’t approve of that, you know.”

“I know … but I’ve been raised among villains, I can’t help it.” Lisabet sighed. “Nobody at work knows, of course, and neither does your brother as my designated hero.”

“It was harder for me to make the switch than it was for you. Popularity and public relations are very important among the heroes … their rating is, to a degree, based on how popular they are, not on what they’ve done for mankind. As a child from an old heroic line, I was in the public eye basically from the moment I was born. All those speculations on what powers I might have … next to none, just a bit above-average strength inherited from my dad … and what I’d become. With my power level, I could only have become a damsel, really. Not that there’s anything wrong with that, but it wasn’t what I wanted.”

“I wanted to.” Lisabet’s eyes took on a dreamy look. “I’ve always dreamed of being a damsel and being saved by a good-looking hero from a horrible villain … no offence.”

“None taken.” Isadora chuckled. “I will give you that Connor is good-looking. I might have to work on my horribleness.”

“Connor is good-looking, but I sometimes doubt he’s really a hero. I mean, he sees himself as one, no doubt, but his behaviour…”

“Yes, he’s bending the rules to a high degree here and there. That’s almost expected from a villain, but a hero shouldn’t do that. In the heat of battle … well, that would be different … but on a regular day…” As when Connor had tried to enter her home against her wishes, which was a breach of the sanctity of her home and something that was never done, or when he had been stalking her in his time off from work, which was also forbidden.

“Yes. As his damsel, I should only write good things about him, but it’s so hard sometimes.” Lisabet glanced into her cup. “I have the impression he does all his good deeds merely for public relations, to look good and rise through the ranks.”

“My quick promotion can’t have helped there…”

“It hasn’t. He was furious when he learned about it. He was hardly out of ‘in-training’ status and you had already gained a tier.”

“There’s only three, though, and I doubt I’ll ever make ‘Archvillain.’ There’s just no reason for the Cabal to promote me to that level … I’ll never have a huge organisation and do outstanding crimes. I’ll continue to provide workforce and guards, do a bit here and there.” Her defeat of Dracula was not public — Chris had asked her to keep silent about it, as the vampire community didn’t want for people to know Dracula still existed, and she’d agreed. “I’m not sad about it, though. I didn’t join the Cabal for promotion … I’d have happily stayed a regular villain for all of my active time.”

“No, you didn’t join the Cabal for public relations. You joined it so you could be what nature intended you to be. I wonder…” Lisabet fell silent.

“What do you wonder about?”

“Well, whether Connor’s nature is different, too. That would make sense, wouldn’t it?”

“Well, due to my upbringing, I’ve met a lot of heroes in my life. More of them than you might think are glory hounds … they don’t do good deeds out of the goodness of their hearts, but because it brings them renown and good public relations. Connor isn’t that far off the mark.”

“That’s weird.”

“Is it?”

“Well, everyone will agree that the Villain’s Cabal is evil … and they certainly help people to commit crimes … but I’ve grown up with villains and most of them are nice people in private. They also keep to the rules of the game … if not to the laws of society.”

Isadora nodded. “You’re right. One might almost think that the League is worse than the Cabal and that’s weird.”

Both of them went back to drinking coffee and parted soon afterwards, each of them continuing with their plan for the day.





Two




During the next weeks, Isadora prepared for the ball. First of all, she had to book two flights and two rooms. After exchanging a few messages with Lisabet, they agreed they’d arrive in Slovenia a day early, so they could acclimatise a little after the long flight from the States, and would stay for a day and a night after the ball, so they didn’t have to hurry out of the hotel tired and in a rush. With that cleared up, booking the right flights and rooms was easy enough.

Isadora also made sure to keep the days around the ball free from work, both for others and for herself. She didn’t want to make for the airport right after another creation of a wraith or suchlike, tired out and low on energy. She also didn’t want to leave an experiment unfinished because the time to get moving had arrived. Yet, she could easily plan around the actual date of the ball. When she worked for herself, conducted more experiments, was very much up to her. She rushed a little with the guard wraith for that customer who’d written her a letter, so it was done about a week before the flight, and pushed potential other jobs into the week after the ball. Since her customers tended to be members of the Cabal and every villain belonging to the Cabal was aware of the ball, that wasn’t much of a challenge.

One big thing to do before the ball was to get some evening wear for it. As Isadora tended to dress masculine, she didn’t want to go for a ball gown, so she went with an evening suit instead. As she was hoping for a few more chances to use it after the ball, she decided to spend a little more money on it and have it tailored to fit instead of buying something off the rack.

There were three fittings necessary before the tailor and Isadora herself were happy with the fit of the suit — being physically between a man and a woman, Isadora’s body shape didn’t match either regular shape, so changes needed to be made in any case, no matter whether the original cut was for men or for women. Isadora was used to doing it herself for her suits, but those were ‘off the rack’ and didn’t have to fit perfectly. It was different for a bespoke evening suit.

Finally, everything was prepared, though, and Isadora put her luggage into her car, made sure the wraith was up to its work, and left her home to drive over to the airport where she was to meet with Lisabet. She had the chance to check in and hand in her luggage before their meeting. Isadora had nothing to take into the cabin with her, as it were, not using a handbag, but also having a suitcase a little too big to take along.

Lisabet arrived in a hurry, pulling more luggage with her, since an evening gown would certainly take up more space than an evening suit. Isadora helped her manage the luggage and soon everything but a bigger handbag was on its way into the storage compartment of the plane as well.

“Let’s just hope it flies in the same direction we do,” Isadora mused as they made for the gate themselves.

“Don’t joke about that! You’re going to curse us!” Lisabet laughed. “I’m sure you wouldn’t … mom taught me a lot about curses, they’re her speciality. It’s not that easy to get oneself cursed.”

“I bet it isn’t … or we’d all be cursed all the time. Well, that might explain why I ended up having Connor for my nemesis, but with him, that doesn’t need a curse.”

“You really booked us into business class?”

Isadora shrugged. “It’s a long flight, so I want a bit more comfort. Business class is less cramped.”

“Well, you can certainly afford much more than I can.”

“I’m not bad with managing my money … and everyone wants a guard wraith. I can hardly make them as quickly as I get new orders.”

Lisabet shivered, clearly remembering her run-in with Isadora’s own guard wraith. “They’re scary. Nobody can fight them?”

“A cleric can.”

“Ah … I should have thought of that. Clerics are good with everything that is undead or unholy.”

“Correct. They’re the anti-necromancers, in essence.”

Isadora didn’t mind that much — there were few clerics among the heroes, so she didn’t run too high a risk of having one facing off against her, especially with Connor for her nemesis. Connor certainly had no specific weapons against the undead and he had no inclination whatsoever towards priesthood.

“I imagine Connor wouldn’t like it if he knew…” Lisabet sighed. “But then, it wouldn’t be for the reason I’d want…”

“You mean he’d be annoyed because you’re on a date with his nemesis, not because you’re not on a date with him?”

“Very much so.”

Isadora shook her head. Ever since professional damsels had become a thing, the pairing of a hero and a damsel had been used as a wedding market of sorts. Damsels were usually paired with a hero they might have a lot in common with. No surprise a large number of damsels, among them Isadora’s own mother, had married the hero they’d been paired with that way. In general terms, Lisabet should have quite a bit in common with Connor, too, but it was clear that they weren’t well-matched.

For Connor, the only focus seemed to be to bring Isadora in and make her return to the side of the heroes, so he didn’t pay attention to any other woman. Well, that wasn’t going to happen, that much was for sure. Isadora would rather go to jail for life than turn into the demure damsel who needed rescuing.

As if reading her mind, Lisabet said, “I wonder if I should request being paired up with another hero. I could, you know … I’ve been with Connor long enough.”

“Well, it’s your choice. We wouldn’t meet any longer … at least not in a professional capacity … but you might find a better fit. Any hero you’d really like to be paired up with?”

“None. But we haven’t met in a professional capacity so far, have we? You’ve never kidnapped me or threatened me in any way. The first time, you saved my life, the second time, I came to interview you, the third time, you saved me again.”

Isadora nodded, admitting that Lisabet was right. “Well, I do not need to kidnap you, do I? I’m not set on annoying Connor on most days and I certainly don’t need to motivate him to fight me. He’s trying to fight me just for buying groceries, after all.”

“He is?”

“Not any longer … but he did stalk me something fierce for a while.” Clearly, the League had put a stop to that. They couldn’t have it go public that a hero did something that wasn’t allowed according to the rules.

Lisabet shook her head. “He really shouldn’t have made you his nemesis. The narrative between the two of you only works because you’re siblings. There’s nothing else which would make it work. Connor is clearly set on being one of the big heroes, the ones on Legend level, and you’ve merely planned to become a regular villain, a freelancer. There’s no growth for him in fighting you and little use for you in fighting him.”

“I neither was looking nor hoping for a nemesis,” Isadora said honestly. “I’m a freelancer, as you so rightfully said. That means I do jobs for other villains, provide services for them. Freelancers very rarely have a nemesis … what for, after all?”

“Yes, what for?”

At that point, they entered the plane and settled in their seats for the flight.




* * *




Isadora had organised a car for them to get to the cave — not a limousine, as something a little more manoeuvrable would do better with the road leading there — and so she picked up Lisabet right by her room. Lisabet opened on the first knock and she was a very lovely vision that evening: black dress, fitting well with her black hair and pale skin, and a very beautiful set of necklace, long earrings, and a bracelet with a raven motif. It was clear that all pieces in the set had been made to go together, this wasn’t just a lucky mix-up. Lisabet held a thick stole in her hands and Isadora took it to help her date wrap up in it to stay warm on the way. Afterwards, she offered Lisabet her arm and they both went out of the hotel together.

Several villains were crowding the entrance of the Postojna Cave when they arrived, both men and women, all clad with class. It turned out there was a good reason for that crowd, too: as the ballroom was deep within the large cave system, they would have to take a small mine train to get there. The next train was about to arrive and everyone wanted to get a seat so they wouldn’t have to stand in the rather cold evening air for much longer.

The train arrived and the people sorted each other out. Couples took one pair of seats together, singles mingled to find a partner for the other seat. Isadora manoeuvred herself and Lisabet through to a nice pair of seats and made sure Lisabet got on the train first and had her long skirt stowed away well before she sat down next to her date.

“This is so nice!” Lisabet said, looking around. “Mom always said it was something very special, but I think I never appreciated it before today. It’s so impressive!”

“That it is,” Isadora agreed, also looking around.

The cave was vast and it was just a part of the whole system. They’d be travelling by train to a large subterranean ballroom where the ball was to be held. Nothing better than that for a group of villains having a ball, of course.

Finally, the train started and drove into the mouth of another, much more narrow cave. Through corridors partially natural and partially carved out a long time ago, the train took them deeper into the cave system and deeper into the ground. The trip alone was fun and certainly worth driving to the cave for, but it was nothing compared to the ballroom. Old-fashioned sconces were spread all along the natural cave walls, now burning with electricity, even though they’d probably been on candles or gas when the ballroom had been created for the rich and noble. From the irregular ceiling, several richly-decorated chandeliers spread more light. The cave was surprisingly warm, given the temperatures outside — either it was deep inside the mountain and thus kept at a regular temperature all year or it was heated in some discreet and invisible way. The floor was man-made and smooth, perfect for walking on it with evening shoes and high heels, perfect for dancing.

Again, Lisabet took Isadora’s arm as they left the train and mingled with the guests who had already arrived. Isadora spotted a few people she knew — the Master of the Deep had snatched an invitation and Black Star had come with a young woman in a sleek, black dress which made her look a little like she was wrapped in snake skin. It took her a little longer to spot the Baron himself, who had arrived alone. Making for him, she led Lisabet along. Given how the Baron thought of Lisabet’s mother, he should be charmed to meet Lisabet as well.

“I see you’ve found someone,” the Baron greeted them with a smile.

“Yes, I found someone. Miss Lisabet Lewis, Baron Asmodeus who, I’m sure, doesn’t really need introduction.” Given for how long the Baron had been active, it was unlikely someone who knew about villains would not recognise him. “Baron Asmodeus, Miss Lisabet Lewis, perky journalist and professional damsel, although she’s just here for a good party tonight.”

“Miss Lewis,” Baron Asmodeus nodded to Lisabet. “I think I know your mother.”

“Yes, you do, Baron Asmodeus.” Lisabet smiled slightly. “She asked me to give you her regards, as she was sure you would be at the ball. She and my dad are celebrating her villain anniversary in two days and they didn’t want to travel all that much, but rather stay home.”

“Yes, I can see that. I certainly hope they have a good anniversary.”

After a bit more small talk, they moved on, stopping for a chat with the Master of the Deep next. Without his deep-dive suit which he used as a signature outfit, Greg was barely recognisable. Yet, he looked good in an evening suit.

“Isadora, how nice to meet you again!” He nodded to Lisabet, recognising her, too, as he’d captured her once, considering Connor as his nemesis. “Miss Lewis, it is nice to have you here as well. You’re not kidnapped, are you?”

Lisabet laughed a little. “No, Miss Goode was so good as to invite me to the ball.”

“It’s impressive, isn’t it? All those people … and this amazing cave.”

“Very impressive.”

“How’s your base doing?” Isadora asked him.

“Very well. I’ve already finished the addition you helped me with. By being able to drive the corridors and rooms into the rock so quickly, I certainly saved a lot of time.”

“Glad to hear it.”

“Isadora,” Chris greeted her, having glided over to them as soundlessly as only a vampire could, “and attractive woman whom I don’t know.” He waggled his brows at them.

Isadora laughed at his antics. “Miss Lewis, allow me to introduce you to Christian de la Croix, an old man who is still hanging around for fun and profit. Chris, this is Miss Lisabet Lewis … you might have read one of her articles.”

“Oh, you’re the Miss Lewis? Powerhouse’s damsel who actually dares to critique him?”

Lisabet blushed a little. “Well, yes. He deserved it for his behaviour.”

“I’m not saying anything against that.” Chris turned to Isadora. “You haven’t kidnapped your nemesis’ damsel, though, have you?”

“When have I ever?” Isadora countered.

“Oh, she hasn’t,” Lisabet added. “She invited me to come here with her. I’ve heard of the ball, but I never expected to ever be at it. I’m so glad she gave me the chance to.”

“Well, in that case,” Chris said with a bright smile, “I hope you have a wonderful night here, Miss Lewis. I can say that some of my best nights were here at the Villain’s Ball. It’s always a delight to meet so many people, dance and drink and have fun.” With those words, he moved on.

“He’s impressive, but why did you say he’s old?” Lisabet asked.

“Because he’s a vampire. He’s about two hundred.”

“And you know him?”

“He’s a good friend.” They were close friends — after all, they’d faced Dracula together, even if Isadora had done all of the fighting in that case.

“You have interesting friends…”

“Don’t I?” Isadora nodded to Greg and moved on with Lisabet. “We should definitely dance later, though.”

“Can you do the man’s steps?”

“Yes, I’m sure I can manage. Not for a very complicated dance, but I should be okay for something simpler. You can, of course, also dance with others. It’s not as if we’re a couple.”

“You’re not as jealous as your brother…”

“I have no reason.”

Isadora had never been a very jealous person in her life. After all, other people’s choices were theirs to make, she had no right to take them away. Perhaps she’d always seen it like that because her own family had tried to take her choices away, perhaps it was just her nature.

They moved on, deeper into the ballroom, to meet more people and enjoy the party.





Three


Isadora kept her promise to dance with Lisabet — several times, as it were. They twirled around the dance floor in another waltz when a shot rang out. All couples on the dance floor immediately stopped and the music, played by a live band, came to a screeching halt. Everyone turned towards the area from where the shots must have come. A group of five masked intruders stood there. At first glance, they all looked male, but Isadora of all people knew that some women could easily appear as male and those intruders were all dressed in rather shapeless clothing. Lisabet stepped a little closer to Isadora, shivering.

“We all know this room is warded,” one of the intruders said — his dark voice made it clear that he at least was a man. “So you mages here can’t do a thing.”

Isadora felt the Spark of Life — the very thing which made her a necromancer — pulse through her as always, but it was of no use to her without a dead body to work with or an enemy to touch, so she, too, couldn’t do a thing.

Two of the five men stepped closer, bringing up heavy weapons. No doubt a shot from each of those two heavy rifles would cause severe injuries or be deadly. From their positions, they’d be able to cover all of the villains in attendance and villains knew better than to go for pointless heroics. As long as those intruders were being reasonable in their demands, they would be met.

“We want your money and jewellery … so hand them over and nobody gets injured,” the speaker, possibly the leader of the group, said.

Next to Isadora, Lisabet gasped, her hands flying to her own jewellery. She wasn’t the only one to react like that, many women in the crowd did something similar.

The last two of the men walked through the crowd, ‘accepting’ money and jewellery from their victims. Isadora pulled her wallet from the inside pocket of her jacket and opened it. The robbers wouldn’t be interested all that much in her papers, they just wanted money — presumably mostly the bills, as coinage was heavy and worth relatively little.

The two men reached the dance floor and worked their way through the crowd there. When they reached Isadora and Lisabet, Isadora dropped the money from her wallet into their bag. The slighter of the two pointed to her sleeves and she showed them. Isadora’s watch wasn’t anything special and she didn’t wear cuff links, so there was nothing more for them to get. The second man turned towards Lisabet, pointing to her jewellery, but the slight one shook his head emphatically. This didn’t just surprise Isadora and Lisabet, but also quite some of the bystanders. Lisabet turned towards Isadora who wrapped one arm around her date’s shoulders. She’d not lost that much — she’d not brought a lot of money along and there’d been nothing else of hers they’d wanted, but why hadn’t they taken the definitely expensive jewellery Lisabet was wearing?

The two robbers finished their round, not even keeping clear of Chris — whose vampire powers couldn’t be blocked — or Baron Asmodeus — whose power level might be a little too high for being fully blocked. Both handed over their money, cuff links, and watches as the rest did, not provoking any reactions from the robbers.

Finally, the two were through with the guests and made for the exit immediately, taking the one they’d come through, not the second one. But then, when following the train tracks, they could easily make it out. They didn’t have to worry about the trains, which had stopped their run for the moment. The leader walked towards that exit, too, and the two with the heavy weapons followed him, walking backwards to keep the muzzles trained on their victims. They definitely had to be aware that a group of villains wouldn’t react too well to a robbery.

They’d barely left when a group of younger villains went after them — outside the ballroom proper, there was no ward, so Black Star, who was among them, and other mages would certainly be able to use their magic. The woman he’d come with, the one who looked a little reptilian, was also stalking after them and her body language spoke of the desire to brutally kill some of the robbers.

Isadora led Lisabet over to Chris and Baron Asmodeus, who were standing together with a group of older villains.

“Is that a common thing?” Isadora asked the Baron.

“It’s unique. We’ve never had something like this happening,” he answered.

“We will have to put up more guards in the future,” one of the other villains said, glowering. “One should think that a group of robbers would be clever enough to stay away from the Villain’s Ball. I really hope those young ones get their hands on them.”

Isadora entertained the notion of following them and using her powers to keep resurrecting those idiots so they could be killed over and over again, but discarded it. It would be a waste of energy — even though Set might have liked it, being the god of violence and chaos.

Chris glanced at the exit, but shrugged. “I could probably follow them as well, but what is the point? They’ve got a good group. Belinda looked especially annoyed.”

“Belinda?” Isadora asked him.

“Black Star’s date … I’ve known her for a while, she’s older than she looks. Belinda is the human embodiment of an old snake god. If she gets her hands on them, she’ll swallow them raw.”

Isadora made a mental note to look the woman up — even if it was unlikely that Miss Belinda would ever need her services. Still, it never hurt to get to know other villains. “I thought she had something reptilian about her.”

The group came back already, all looking rather dejected and angry. They also came back empty-handed.

Isadora left Lisabet with the Baron and walked over to Black Star. “What happened?”

He glowered. “Those robbers, they were gone without a trace.”

“Someone must have covered their tracks,” Belinda added next to him. There was a sibilance in her voice. “We couldn’t smell them, we couldn’t see them, we couldn’t even track them by magic.”

At that, Isadora frowned. “Suggests they have at least one mage, then?”

Black Star shook his head. “No. I could have unravelled any spell a mage might have used to cover other tracks, like the smell, but I couldn’t.”


* * *


Suddenly, one of the younger villains glanced at Lisabet and let out a yell. “Hey! Why does she still have her jewellery?”

Isadora hurried to Lisabet’s side. “They didn’t want it.”

Several of the younger villains, among them Black Star, approached them. “She’s a damsel,” one of them said, “why is she here?”

Isadora squared her shoulders, reminding herself that any kind of magic would not work in the ballroom, but her skills as a necromancer at drawing energy out of people still would. “Because I invited her.”

From the corner of her eye, she saw Chris shift to back her up. He, like her, was not in any way influenced by the wards.

Belinda glanced at Lisabet. “What about your jewels?” she asked, but not in an aggressive way, simply as if she were curious.

Lisabet placed a hand on them. “They’re cursed. My mom lent them to me for the night and she put a blessing on me so the curse wouldn’t affect me.”

“Your mother…” Belinda cocked her head. “Is she a priestess?”

“She’s Ravenna,” the Baron chimed in. “Ravenna was always very good with curses and counter-curses.”

Several of the older villains around them nodded, clearly remembering Ravenna, and so did Belinda. Isadora wasn’t surprised, Ravenna was a very memorable woman, for her powers as well as for her beauty.

“What I’d like to know,” Isadora said, only partially because she was curious, “is how the robbers could know about that. They didn’t leave Lisabet alone just like that, they took every other bit of jewellery they could get. They knew.” The slight one had known at any rate.

“Good question.” Belinda nodded. “I cannot see the curse or the blessing and I sometimes can … and, no, that is not a magical ability, so it is not blocked by the ward. It is merely a skill I have.”

With Belinda on Isadora’s and Lisabet’s side, the other young villains backed off a bit. Isadora would definitely have to look the other woman up.

“Aren’t there some guards outside the cave?” the Baron asked. “Not in here, clearly, but outside?”

“There are,” a woman Isadora knew to be part of the Cabal’s administration said. “I shall go up and see what they have to tell or what happened to them.” She turned to Chris. “Mr. de la Croix, you have perfect vision in the dark, would you mind to come along?”

“Not at all.” Elegantly, Chris offered the woman his arm. “Let me accompany you.”

She took it and turned to the Baron. “Lift the ward, if you’d be so good. You can do it from outside, the artefact is by the second exit.”

“Of course.” The Baron bowed curtly.

Isadora frowned, wondering whether the other woman had made a point in sending away her closest allies while some of the other villains still suspected Lisabet. Yet, she didn’t voice the worry, but stayed where she was. Unfortunately, she hadn’t brought along her weapon — or one of her scorpions to even the field for her.

Chris accompanied the woman out of one exit while the Baron made for the other. Isadora glanced at the younger villains, as the older ones didn’t seem that set on blaming Lisabet. One of them took a step closer. Isadora focused on him, her eyes hardening.

Belinda broke the silence. “Oh, be sensible, man. She’s a damn powerful necromancer, she can first kill you and then resurrect you to kill you again.”

That made most of the villains take a step back.

“Thanks,” Isadora said.

Belinda shrugged. “You’re welcome. I’ve heard of you, but I’ve never seen you before. Yet, I can sense the pure
















































