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        Wednesday, May 21st, 2031

        Destruction Corps Headquarters, Unknown Location

      

      

      “What a mess,” General Mayhem said mildly, and Commodore Catastrophe suppressed a wince.

      The others around the table had varying reactions. Major Destruction just looked bored, while Corporal Punishment looked concerned, Ensign Exterminator shifted uneasily in his chair, and Admiral Apocalypse just looked attentive as she steepled her fingers in front of her. It was rare for this many of Destruction Corps’s commanders to gather in one place, and Commodore Catastrophe did not like being the one whose performance was in question.

      After a moment, General Mayhem looked up at Commodore Catastrophe, his brown eyes deceptively mild and his salt and pepper beard carefully trimmed. “Commodore, what do you have to say for yourself?”

      “I advised against the attack, as Hill is LANCE’s headquarters, and Archon is located too near the base. If you or the major were with us, I would have gone ahead with the assault, but under the circumstances it didn’t seem advisable. We might have been able to capture the alien, but it likely would have died, and based on what I’ve heard, most of its equipment was destroyed,” Commodore Catastrophe said, looking back at him fearlessly. “The tools might have been useful, but it wouldn’t have been worth the losses we’d have incurred if we’d succeeded. Besides, I doubt the military will be able to keep anything they discover to themselves for long, not with how many moles they have.”

      “Agreed,” Ensign Exterminator chimed in, his voice higher pitched than most of the other men around the table, though he didn’t look like he was concerned about that. The tall, thin man had overly prominent ears, the criticism of which was what had driven him into their arms, Commodore Catastrophe guessed. “I already have some preliminary information from my agents. Not enough to make use of yet, but the alien appeared to have turned the project it stole from Paragon State into some sort of faster-than-light drive system. Additionally, its tools were stored in a machine that compressed space, allowing it to carry far more than normal. I look forward to getting schematics into Da Vinci’s hands.”

      “He’d have made quicker work of it,” Major Destruction rumbled, sitting back in his chair with his arms crossed. Commodore Catastrophe opened her mouth, only to be interrupted.

      “That doesn’t matter. The problem is that this entire endeavor, as well as the events in California and Libya, have cost us resources. Worse, they’ve damaged our reputation,” General Mayhem cut in. “Some people are beginning to view us as laughingstocks. This is intolerable, and we need to send a message.”

      “I could bombard New York, and see how strong the shield they have is,” Admiral Apocalypse offered eagerly, the brunette sitting up straight.

      “No, your battleship is still hidden from the world governments. I’d rather make a decisive strike than a statement with it,” General Mayhem said, his gaze drifting around the table slowly as Admiral Apocalypse sat back in her chair, obviously disappointed.

      Commodore Catastrophe considered for several moments, then asked quietly, “What about the Vegas Hero Convention? We’ve been discussing striking there several times, and I could always try to draw in Lilith, Morgan, and Warden.”

      The others looked at her skeptically, with Major Destruction frowning heavily. He didn’t look happy, and after a few seconds he spoke. “You think that would work? They’re mages, the two dangerous ones, anyway, so couldn’t they just escape? Warden can teleport, thanks to that idiot Blue Impulse.”

      “Not according to Da Vinci’s tests,” General Mayhem interjected, his tone musing as he looked at Commodore Catastrophe thoughtfully. “We’ve trapped a member of the Atlantean Ascendancy in a similar situation, and despite being able to teleport, he’s been unable to free himself. That means that the plans should work. Of course, with heroes involved it’s entirely possible that they’d come up with some way of escaping either way.”

      That caused a wave of grimaces around the table, and Corporal Punishment spoke up. “If they do, wouldn’t that undermine the entire attempt? I mean, we’d have failed again.”

      “Not necessarily,” Ensign Exterminator said, his voice thoughtful as he tapped his chin slowly. “As long as we manage to trap the heroes, as long as we manage to injure or kill a few of them… I believe it would strike fear into the hearts of many of our foes.”

      “Indeed. And even if we can trap them for a short period, that may be long enough to strike elsewhere to good effect,” General Mayhem said, considering for several seconds, then nodded firmly. “I believe it’s a good plan. Any objections?”

      “If I can’t use my battleship… no, I suppose I don’t,” Admiral Apocalypse said, and a murmur of agreement ran through the room.

      General Mayhem nodded in satisfaction, focusing on Commodore Catastrophe again. “Then the decision is made. Commodore, you’re in charge of the project. If we can kill them, so much the better, but at the very least I want them trapped for as long as possible.”

      “Yes, sir,” Commodore Catastrophe replied, relief flooding her as she straightened a little. It was a chance to prove herself, and at least the task played to her strengths.

      “As for the rest of us, I want to figure out where to strike while they’re occupied,” General Mayhem said, his smile vanishing and turning almost hard. “While we could attempt to take down one of the class S heroes since none of them tend to go to the convention, I believe that may be biting off more than we can comfortably chew. Options?”

      For several seconds the room was quiet, then Major Destruction spoke up, grinning slightly. “Pearl Harbor?”

      General Mayhem sighed, looking at the rest of the room as he asked, “Any serious suggestions?”

      “Cape Canaveral?” Admiral Apocalypse suggested, tilting her head. “While they don’t usually have that much cutting-edge tech, I seem to remember they have a launch around that time. It might be valuable.”

      “Not a bad idea,” Ensign Exterminator said, smiling slightly as he continued. “Beyond that… let me see who’s confirmed they’re going to be there, first. I suspect several tech labs are going to be vulnerable…”

      As they spoke, Commodore Catastrophe sat back in her chair, considering her own task. Drawing in heroes wouldn’t be too hard, so the important thing would be timing her strike properly and drawing in Lilith and the others.

      At least Archon wasn’t likely to show up, as the heroine rarely left Paragon City.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Tuesday, May 27th, 2031

        Eden Manor, Glendale

      

      

      “I think I hate dice,” Lilith said, glaring at the dice that had betrayed her again.

      “I don’t blame you. I mean… you outnumbered Gina’s army ten to one!” Rachel said, staring at the board, then at the dice. “Even if the defender has an advantage, this is ridiculous.”

      “Mm… true, though it is nice to win for a change,” Gina said, grinning wryly as she plucked two more of Lilith’s armies off the table, leaving only a single lone army in the Philippines. “I thought I was about to lose! You going to attack again?”

      “I can’t. I only have one army left, which means that I’m doomed,” Lilith said, sitting back in her chair, resigned to losing yet again. Rachel was about to take part of Africa, she suspected, which wouldn’t help at all. She pondered, then asked, “Circe, has my luck been any better in card games?”

      “No. According to my analysis, the only times you have successes with dice or cards is when it would put you into an even worse situation. It defies my understanding of statistics, and I find it truly fascinating,” Circe replied, prompting a giggle from Rachel, who then flushed.

      “Sorry, sorry… I shouldn’t laugh, but it’s… well, a little funny, considering everything else you can do,” Rachel said apologetically, shaking her head. “If we weren’t using the same dice, I’d wonder if they were weighted.”

      “Fair,” Lilith said, sighing heavily. “I suppose that’s it for my turn. I didn’t even take any territory, so no cards for me.”

      “True. Now, let’s see… Africa or Europe?” Rachel said, taking the dice and examining the board closely. She’d already taken both North America and South America, along with pieces of Asia and Europe, so Lilith suspected she knew who was going to win the game. It was just a matter of time. Rachel placed her new armies rapidly, obviously having planned out her offense while Lilith had been losing.

      “Mistress Lilith, you’ve received an email that you may be interested in. It’s from Director Esparza,” Circe said, a note of bemusement in the AI’s voice.

      “Oh? What does he have to say?” Lilith asked, raising an eyebrow. “Does he have the samples already?”

      “That isn’t addressed in the email. He says that he’s contacting us on behalf of Carolyn Ritter, current head of the Vegas Hero Convention committee. He stated that she considered contacting you via your contact form, but believed this would be more reliable and would ensure you knew the contact was legitimate,” Circe said, sounding ever so slightly miffed. “As if I would have mistaken it for anything but what it was.”

      “It isn’t like she’d know that. VHC, though? That sounds promising!” Gina said, looking at Lilith in interest. “Maybe your heroics at Hill got you an invitation! Maybe as a guest of honor?”

      “I’m afraid not. However, she is extending an invitation for the three of you to attend the convention as special guests, as well as offering to pay for plane tickets and lodging,” Circe said calmly. “She’d also like for each of you to be on a few panels.”

      Lilith’s eyebrows rose at that, then she grimaced as Rachel tapped the western territory of Africa, and she took the defensive dice from Gina. She only had five armies to defend herself from eight of Rachel’s, which should give her good odds, but she didn’t trust that. A distrust that turned out rather accurate, as she rolled a pair of ones and Rachel didn’t. As Lilith removed two of her armies, she asked, “What sort of panels does she want me on?”

      “The two that she’s suggested are ‘Potential and pitfalls of power armor’ and ‘Overcoming the shadow of villains’. Based on what little information is available on the latter, I believe that it’s a panel of former associates of villains, whether children or allies, or even of former villains themselves,” Circe replied, and paused before she added, obviously annoyed, “The convention’s security is annoyingly tight. I was hoping to get more information than this, but they appear to have expected someone to try cracking it. I cannot think of any other reason for the NSA to have helped them with security.”

      “Circe, you shouldn’t be trying to hack civilian networks,” Rachel said, letting out a soft sigh as she rattled and rolled her dice. “You could get Lilith in trouble by doing that.”

      “It could get her killed if I didn’t,” Circe retorted, while Lilith rolled and let out another sigh. While it wasn’t as bad as before, she still lost, which meant that she only got a single die the next time around. “Besides, most of the time I don’t hack. I stroll through gaping holes in the site’s security and look at the information that’s sitting in plain sight.”

      “Is it really that bad? Most security, I mean,” Lilith asked, going ahead and rolling a single die, and sighed as Rachel handily exceeded her four with a pair of fives, removing her last army. There went most of her reinforcements the next turn.

      “Yes. Far too many people, humans or AIs, take shortcuts when securing their websites. This leads to gaping holes in their defenses. I just examine the entire site, and usually can find a way in,” Circe explained.

      “Huh. Well, what do you think, Lil? About the convention?” Gina asked, watching as Rachel moved all of her armies across, then turned south.

      “The question is, is it worth it? The panels don’t sound too bad, but I don’t know. You two have more experience with this sort of thing,” Lilith said, and paused. “Actually, have you two been to this convention before? I know it’s huge.”

      Rachel nodded, smiling and glancing at Gina as she spoke up. “We have. Four times, I think? Once after we were with Ocean Shield, and the other times we were… undercover?”

      “I wouldn’t say undercover,” Gina disagreed. “We were still in college and trying to figure things out. Most of the reason we went the first time was to get advice on making suits that could defend ourselves. Somehow, fabric from the local department store just didn’t feel like it was good enough.”

      “Ah,” Lilith murmured, nodding appreciatively. “Then you have a better idea than I do about this.”

      “Well…” Rachel paused, rattling the dice in one hand thoughtfully, then shrugged. “Honestly? It’s great if you want to meet heroes, fans, and other contractors or suppliers. There are so many supers in the world that there are plenty of people who can help with anything from circuitry for a suit of power armor to specialized costume designers, or even makeup artists. Like Leisure, a heroine whose power is the ability to give the absolute best massages you can imagine.”

      “I think it’s more that she can help muscles relax with the slightest touch. She does have years of training, too,” Gina interrupted. “Which doesn’t really answer her question, does it?”

      “I don’t see you offering an opinion,” Rachel retorted, prompting Lilith to sigh. For a moment she thought Rachel might have forgotten about taking her territory, but her hopes were dashed as Rachel pointed at the next area, rolling her dice. Lilith lost, of course.

      “Fine. I think it is a good idea, simply because it gives a chance for both other heroes and civilians to meet you in a more relaxed setting, while still being formal enough that you aren’t going to have too many problems. They have security to help, and there are enough cameras around that no one is going to be able to attack you for no reason, not if they want to keep a decent reputation,” Gina said, sitting back with her hands behind her head. “I certainly don’t mind going, since I’ve always had fun at things like this, but I’m not going to pressure you, Lil. If you don’t want to, don’t.”

      “Mm…” Lilith mused, rolling her dice as needed, though it was mostly a formality at this point. She lost the entirety of Africa in short order, leaving her only a handful of territories in Europe and Asia, which she was fairly sure wasn’t going to last. It made her wonder why she played these games, sometimes. Finally, she came to a decision. “Well, I can’t say that the idea doesn’t make me a little nervous, but you have a point about the advantages it might give me. The one thing I’ll have to make sure of, is to stay as far away from gambling as I can get, given what my luck is like here.”

      “Yeah, we don’t want you to lose everything, Lil!” Rachel said, smiling warmly… and passed the dice to Gina, drawing her card in obvious satisfaction.

      Considering the grin on Gina’s face, Lilith sighed and asked, “Well, could you at least make this quick? Then I could read the email myself and work out a reply. You two are coming, then?”

      “Sure are!” Gina said cheerfully, and she nodded at the Philippines. “I’m taking those back, Lil.”

      “Of course you are,” Lilith murmured, rolling her single die helplessly.

      It didn’t go well for her.
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        Friday, May 30th, 2031

        Salt Lake International Airport, Paragon City

      

      

      A bolt of electricity slammed into a robot, short-circuiting the humanoid machine, and a moment later it teetered, then fell over while showering sparks.

      “Nice to see you, Spark!” Lilith said, blasting two more robots into pieces with precise shots while a hail of energy fire slammed into her shield. Fortunately, the fire didn’t have much of an effect on her shield, making her wonder if the robots would even be able to dent her armor. Not that she wanted to test that.

      “Hey, Lilith!” Spark replied rapidly, the slim woman flickering through the nearest six robots like a lightning bolt, and in her wake a half-dozen of them fell apart. The heroine had black hair and two bright blue bangs that framed her face and bright blue eyes, a look which Lilith thought suited her well. “What’s up with your armor? It looks different!”

      “This is my personal armor. I won’t have another suit of power armor ready for a couple of weeks,” Lilith replied, ducking as a larger robot stomped out of the airplane, holding a massive cannon over one shoulder. It promptly exploded as a purple bolt slammed into it from the side, to Lilith’s relief.

      The airfield was a chaotic mess, with well over two hundred robots across it, mostly crowded behind the jet they’d arrived on. Lilith, Morgan, and Warden had gotten a call just barely in time, as they lived close enough that they’d been able to keep the robots from managing to capture any of the terminals. Still, Warden was occupied holding up shields to keep fire from reaching the terminals, which left the robots to Lilith and Morgan. At least until Spark had arrived.

      “Right, right… I’m used to hearing about people keeping a couple of spare suits around,” Spark replied, darting to the side and taking out several more robots. “Any sign of Sinister Steel? These are his robots, right?”

      “Threw him into the wall!” Morgan called out, nodding toward a nearby wall, which had a dent in it and a bubble of a gold barrier. Meanwhile, Lilith was taking more careful shots, whittling down the number of robots with every shot. “He won’t call off his toys.”

      “Sinister Steel will never surrender to the oppressors!” a man boomed from inside the barrier, though the effect was somewhat ruined by his gasps and grunts of effort.

      “He’s not very strong, much like his ’bots,” Warden commented, a wry smile on her face. “If there weren’t so many of them, this would be a cinch.”

      Spark nodded, pirouetting as she blasted several more robots with her pistols, and she spoke cheerfully. “Well, that I can help with! He does a crappy job of insulating his machines. We’ll have this cleaned up in a jiffy!”

      The heroine’s cheerful tone prompted Lilith to smile, and she continued shooting one at a time, even if she wasn’t as comfortable with a pistol. On the other hand, the idea of trying to go hand to hand with robots didn’t appeal to her, not after her experience fighting Eve. That had been extremely unpleasant.

      Still, it only took a few minutes for them to deal with the robots with Spark on the field. While Morgan could do more damage than Spark, the sheer speed with which the heroine was able to attack made an enormous difference, and even a few dozen more robots coming out of the plane hadn’t phased her. Only when she checked the interior of the plane and declared it clear did Lilith relax, lowering her pistol and setting its safety.

      “Well, that was fun,” Lilith said, shaking her head. “So… is this more of a normal fight? Every other superhero fight I’ve been in has been a disaster.”

      “That’s because you keep getting caught in the plots of the big-name villains,” Warden said, grinning as she came over, having just dropped the glowing golden wall protecting the terminal. “Thanks for the help, Spark! I’m sure Morgan and Lil could’ve dealt with them eventually, but you made it a lot faster.”

      “Yeah, well, it could’ve been even quicker, but I saw Knight Fire dawdling in the area, gawking instead of helping out. I’m guessing he’s one of the people who doesn’t like Lilith,” Spark said, gesturing over her shoulder. “There are at least ten teams in the valley, yet I don’t think any of the others have contacted you.”

      “They haven’t,” Lilith said, her smile fading a little. “I suppose it’s unfortunate, but—”

      “Unhand me, oppressors! Sinister Steel cannot breathe!” the villain interrupted, and Lilith blinked, looking over at him.

      “Does he always refer to himself in the third person?” Lilith asked, about the time that Warden spoke.

      “Oh, be quiet. You can breathe perfectly fine, since I’m letting air through the bubble. You’re going to be sitting there until the cops get here,” Warden snapped, folding her arms. “You ruined a nice, relaxing morning.”

      “He does,” Spark said, grinning broadly at Lilith. “But yeah, things like this are more typical. Class B villains are tough for the cops to deal with, but usually pretty easy for people on our scale to deal with. Mostly the cops or lower-powered teams deal with class C or lower.”

      “Sounds about right,” Morgan said, nodding slightly. Lilith could see some flashing lights approaching, along with the wail of sirens, but the police had been keeping their distance during the fight.

      “So, how about Sunday?” Spark asked, causing Lilith to blink at her in confusion.

      “What?” Lilith asked, tilting her head as she holstered her pistol.

      Spark laughed, grinning back as she continued. “Sunday! The dinner you were asking about, Decarin said yes, and after a lot of hemming and hawing, Shade agreed, too. If you three want to come over for dinner and to chat, that’d be ideal for us.”

      “Well, I don’t have anything planned,” Lilith said, smiling slightly and glancing over at Morgan and Warden. “Your thoughts?”

      “Sure!” Warden said while Morgan nodded, smiling at Spark. “Is there anything you want us to bring?”

      “Mm, we haven’t gotten that far in working things out. We wanted to see if you were interested, first,” Spark said, shrugging. “I’ll let you know once I find out!”

      “Sounds like we have a plan,” Lilith said, smiling a little more as happiness welled up inside her. “Just let us know when to come over, and let us know if we need to bring anything.”

      “Sinister Steel will bring a salad?” the villain offered, prompting Lilith to giggle, while Morgan glared at the bubble.

      “The only thing you have an appointment with is prison,” the heroine said tartly, and Lilith’s giggle turned into full laughter.

      Maybe Warden wasn’t pleased with the morning, but Lilith wasn’t going to complain.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Sunday, June 2nd, 2031

        Guardian Compound

      

      

      The door slid open, revealing a hero in very different clothing than normal, prompting Lilith’s eyebrows to rise. Decarin had been wearing stained overalls and a t-shirt the last time she’d seen him, and he didn’t strike her as the sort of person to pay much attention to how he looked. Today that was different, and she almost didn’t recognize him. His thin brown hair had been given a trim and combed, while he was wearing a pale blue suit with white racing stripes, something that Lilith belatedly realized were his official colors. He was still a bit overweight, but he looked far more professional this time around.

      “Almost exactly on time, excellent! Welcome!” Decarin said, grinning at them, then paused at the sight of the bag in Lilith’s hand. “You didn’t have to bring anything, you know!”

      “Yes, but it isn’t like I’d give up an excuse to make cookies,” Rachel retorted, glancing at him and adding, “You clean up nicely when you want to.”

      Decarin flushed a little, stepping out of the way as he tugged at the collar of his suit. “Yes, well, Shade pointed out that I’ve been a little… unmotivated of late, so I’m trying to fix that. Hitting the gym cuts into my tinkering time and it’s rough, but probably worth it.”

      “I just hope you don’t have a gravity generator in your gym,” Gina said, stepping inside and grinning back at Lilith. “If I ever step into the room when Lil has set the gravity at ten percent higher than normal again, it’ll be too soon.”

      “What? You have gravity plates in your gym?” Decarin asked, flinching as he looked at Lilith. “Those are an incredible pain to build! I just set up most of the equipment so that Archon can push the settings a lot higher using tractor fields and the like.”

      Once they were all inside, the door slid shut behind them and locked. Lilith thought she heard something whir to life, probably some sort of defensive shield, she suspected.

      “While an effective way to do it, it also takes more power and delicate machinery than simply putting in gravity plates,” Lilith said, pausing and glancing at Gina before adding wryly, “At least if you aren’t worried about other people complaining. Don’t worry, Gina, I’ve asked Circe to let me know if you come within a dozen paces of the room when I have gravity increased, and if you start opening the door, it’ll scale it down to only a five percent increase.”

      “Lovely. What’re you exercising under in private now, anyway?” Gina asked, looking at Lilith distrustfully.

      “Twenty percent higher gravity,” Lilith said, prompting Decarin to choke softly. “It helps me improve faster.”

      “Wow. Just… wow. Impressive work, if you ask me. I have a hard enough time under normal gravity,” Decarin said, shaking his head. “Anyway, if you want to come with me? We’ve got something of an eclectic meal today.”

      “Oh? What’re we having?” Rachel asked, her eyes brightening. “I was curious, but didn’t want to ruin the surprise.”

      “Well, Archon decided she wanted to barbecue some meat. She called it picanha, which she said her father taught her to make. If you ask me, it just looked like she seasoned it with salt, but I’m a terrible cook so don’t ask me,” Decarin said, shaking his head. “On the other hand, Shade said he was going to make fry bread for Navajo tacos. Spark said she’d help, and got a whole pile of other stuff to add to them, along with chicken just in case you wanted a different type of meat. We also have a salad, rolls, and enough food to feed a small army, in my opinion. I think they’re planning to leave some for the cleaning staff.”

      Lilith nodded, following him, and she mentally perked up at the foods mentioned. She opened her mouth to speak, but Rachel spoke first.

      “Fry bread? That sounds really nice!” Rachel said, rubbing her hands together eagerly. “I’ve always liked fry bread. Have you ever had it, Lil?”

      “No, I haven’t. That’s part of why I’m intrigued by the thought. I also haven’t had this picanha, so I’m curious to see what it’s like,” Lilith said, distinctly intrigued, and glanced at Gina as she added, “Am I the only one?”

      “No, I haven’t had that either, though I’ve had fry bread before. I don’t like it as much as Rachel does, but I think it’s pretty good,” Gina replied as they reached a door.

      “Well, considering how much meat Archon decided to cook, you’ll have ample opportunity to try it,” Decarin said, laughing and opening the door for them.

      The room was large, almost as large as the dining room in Lilith’s house, which didn’t surprise her too much. They were going to have seven people, and with Archon’s wings, no one would want to crowd each other too much. Similarly, there was also a large dining table in the middle of the room, while a serving table was set against one wall, several dishes sitting on top of it while Spark set one down next to the others. What drew Lilith’s attention the most was a chair at the end of the table, though. The lower section looked reasonably normal, but by mid-back the chair curved inward to a narrow but thick bar that spread slightly near the top. She wasn’t certain how it would feel to sit in the chair, but it looked like it wouldn’t press against Archon’s wings.

      “Hey, Lil! How’re you doing?” Spark said cheerfully, nodding to Gina and Rachel as well as she added, “You too, Morgan, Warden. That’s what I should call you, right?”

      “Gina and Rachel work as well. Not much reason hiding it, these days,” Gina replied with a slight shrug. “We discussed it before coming over.”

      “As for me, I’m doing well. I hope you are as well. Where would you like me to put Rachel’s cookies?” Lilith said, raising the bag she was carrying.

      “At the end of the table,” Spark said, nodding toward the serving table, and Lilith noted a pie near the far end of it. “And if you’re going to be going by that, call me Emily. Even if I am used to Spark, it really isn’t my name.”

      “Fair’s fair,” Gina agreed, studying the table curiously. It was set with nice plates and silverware, Lilith noticed, at least as good as the ones she owned. Nicer, probably, since she hadn’t seen the point of buying anything too expensive.

      She walked over to the table and pulled out the cookies, which were in a container that Lilith suspected was normally intended for crackers, cheese, and meats. She couldn’t remember what they were called, but the lid had helped keep the cookies in place, and she pulled it off, revealing the dark chocolate cookies with white chips that Rachel had spent part of the afternoon cooking. Lilith had to admire how good they looked, as most of her cookies turned out somewhat misshapen.

      “Food is just about ready, from what I heard earlier. I think we’re mostly waiting on Archon now, and Shade was just finishing up the last of the fry bread. I think it’s going to be a great meal, and—” Spark began chattering, her broad grin infectious, only to have the door behind her slide open and a man in dark clothing, holding a plate with a dozen broad, crisp discs of bread, scowl at her.

      “Move, Spark. You’re blocking the door,” the man said, and Lilith did a double take as she saw his dark eyes and blinked. She recognized his eyes, if belatedly, and couldn’t keep her eyebrows from rising.

      The man had short, near-black hair, and he had the skin tone of a Native American, though there was something slightly off about his face for that. His clothing was relatively loose, with his shirt’s open collar showing his collarbone. He looked fit, but she blinked again before asking hesitantly, “Shade?”

      “Why yes, it is me,” Shade said, glancing down at himself before adding, “Though I can’t blame you for not realizing immediately. I’ve only been seen in public like this… twice?”

      “If even that,” Spark retorted, stepping out of the way. Belatedly, Lilith realized that the woman hadn’t arced with electricity in the last few minutes, and she glanced over to note that Spark was wearing the choker she’d said grounded out her powers. At least, Lilith thought it was a collar, though there were a couple of thin wires that went under her clothing. “I don’t remember the last time it happened.”

      “2027, in the fight with Black Harbinger, and 2024, when Flaming Fury decided to have a brawl when I was visiting Florida,” Shade replied immediately, taking the plate over to the table and setting it down. “Since I got caught on video both times, I don’t see any point to hiding what I look like too much. I may hide where I live, but that’s just common sense if you ask me.”

      “Agreed,” Gina said, her eyebrows rising. “It’s why both Rachel and I did our best to hide for years. When we didn’t have much choice, though… well, it’s how it goes.”

      “You seem to have done well enough,” Decarin said, looking at Shade. “Anything else you need help bringing in?”

      “The beans, pico, sour cream, cheese, and rolls are still in there,” Shade said, frowning as he thought, “I swear I’m missing something else… the problem is that I can’t remember what it is.”

      “I’ll get the punch!” Spark volunteered, and darted out of the room as Shade nodded.

      “Ah, that was it!” Shade said, watching Spark go, then glanced at them. “Why don’t you all have a seat? We’ll have the food in soon enough, assuming that Archon doesn’t burn anything.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want some help?” Rachel asked, and Shade laughed, waving her off.

      “No, no, we’ve got this,” he assured her. “You’re guests, after all.”

      “As you like,” Lilith said, smiling and nodding at him. “Thank you for having us over.”

      Shade paused for a couple of seconds, then nodded in return, his tone slightly gruff. “You’re welcome. With any luck, this won’t take too much longer.”

      With that, he headed into the kitchen, and Lilith glanced over at Gina and Rachel. They quickly chose seats on one side of the table, with a chair between them, and Lilith smiled wryly, realizing that they were deliberately flanking her. Or expected her to take the seat in the middle… not that she was going to fluster them by taking another chair. She was only halfway to it when Gina spoke up.

      “Rach? Why didn’t you seem surprised to see Shade without his costume? Have you seen him before?” Gina asked, looking at Rachel curiously.

      “Don’t call me that,” Rachel replied, narrowing her eyes at Gina. “As for that, he took off the mask when we were going over spells so he could drink his coffee. I didn’t see any reason to mention it, since it wasn’t anyone else’s business.”

      “As good of a reason as any,” Lilith said, easing into the chair, relaxing slowly. “I didn’t expect them to be so… open.”

      “I wouldn’t call this open. If any of them were trying to keep really secret identities, they wouldn’t be here,” Gina disagreed, shrugging as she added, “I bowed out of plenty of meetings when part of Ocean Shield, as did Rachel. I only remember Sky Defender going to a party once.”

      “Yeah, and he showed up in full armor! The host was pretty taken aback,” Rachel said, laughing as she grinned. “I bet he did it to keep from being invited again.”

      “Did it work?” Lilith asked, smiling slightly.

      “Not a bit,” Gina said, smiling as her gaze grew slightly distant. “Instead, he got invited at least twice as often. I think some of the upper crust were hoping for free security.”

      Lilith nodded, sitting back in the chair and trying to relax. The welcome they’d received was nice, but at the same time, she couldn’t help feeling slightly uneasy about everything. Mostly that was because she knew Amber was alive for certain, she admitted privately. She really should tell Gina and Rachel… but she just hadn’t found the right time to do it yet. A part of her was afraid of their reactions, truthfully. Perhaps she should just tell them and be done with it. Maybe the Sentinels, too.

      Before she could consider the idea much further, the door into the kitchen opened again, and Spark stepped through, carrying a pair of large pitchers carefully, each filled with a bright red liquid. Right behind her was Decarin, who was carrying a tray with several bowls on it as he spoke.

      “…told you that they had a tray! It’s a lot faster than trying to carry everything out one at a time,” Decarin said, grinning.

      “How was I supposed to know that? I’m not usually the one in the kitchen,” Shade retorted, carrying a bowl.

      “No, Decarin is. He spends most of his time here, and the staff usually aren’t here in the middle of the night,” Spark said cheerfully, setting the pitchers on the serving table with a sigh. “There we go… I’m always afraid I’m going to drop those when they’re full.”

      Lilith smiled, and Shade rolled his eyes dramatically but stopped as Archon’s voice came from the kitchen. “Hold the door for me, please? My hands are full.”

      “Can do,” Shade said, quickly grabbing the door, and Lilith’s eyes widened as Archon stepped through, one of the woman’s wings pressing against the door to hold it open as she came through.

      Archon was a striking woman, one who would stand out in virtually any crowd, and not like Lilith did. She had bronze-hued skin, but the broad, white-feathered wings that extended from her back and hair and eyes that looked like living flames were virtually impossible to miss. Right now she wasn’t wearing her armor, which was what really startled Lilith. Archon was wearing a black halter top, as well as a pair of slightly baggy jeans, and she was carrying a large platter covered with meat. The meat smelled absolutely wonderful, and Lilith wondered what cut it was, since a thick layer of fat curved around one side of each piece of meat. To her, it looked like all the meat had been part of a single piece initially.

      “Hi, Archon! Wow, that looks good,” Gina said, looking at the meat closely, her eyes gleaming as she did so. “I didn’t know you could cook!”

      “With as little as I can go out, I’ve taken up a number of hobbies,” Archon said, smiling slightly as she took the platter over to a large spot on the serving table that had obviously been left for the meat. “I often help with maintaining our suits, make blankets to donate to charity, paint, make jewelry and pottery… cooking is only one of the things I’ve learned, though admittedly one of the ones that brings me the most pleasure. Thank you for the compliment.”

      “You’re welcome. It sounds like you have a lot of talents!” Gina said, looking at Lilith with widened eyes, prompting a laugh from Archon.

      “I never said I was good at them!” Archon said, smiling broadly. “I’m good enough at the suits and sewing, but the rest? I wouldn’t care to share most of my results, as I have some pride. This is one of the dishes I’m most confident about, which is why I chose it.”

      “I think that makes perfect sense,” Lilith said, nodding slowly. “I’ve been considering trying to learn to sew myself, but haven’t decided what to do, yet.”

      Decarin cleared his throat before Archon could reply, drawing their gazes to him. “While a fascinating subject, how about we start eating before the food gets cold?”

      “Finally, someone talking sense!” Spark exclaimed, darting over to the table to snatch up a plate. “I’ll go first!”

      “You usually do,” Shade murmured, prompting a ripple of laughter through the room.

      “Do not!” Spark protested, a wounded look on her face, and Lilith exchanged a grin with Rachel as she slid her chair out, picking up her plate.

      Lilith was looking forward to the rest of the meal, now.
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        Sunday, June 2nd, 2031

        Guardian Compound

      

      

      “…So, since my great-grandfather decided not to tell any of us which tribe he came from, we pretty much lost that part of our heritage,” Shade explained, taking a moment to sip his punch afterward. “My mother eventually figured out she was part Navajo, while I’ve got a little Shoshone blood on my dad’s side, but by the time she figured it out I was an adult. I suppose I could’ve tried to get into the culture, but it didn’t feel right to do that. Some of my family is trying to revive it with their kids, and that’s good enough for me.”

      “Whereas my grandfather tried to kidnap me and send me to a convent the last time I visited him,” Archon said, frowning unhappily. “At least your family doesn’t have as many zealots.”

      “I don’t know about that… a couple of my aunts and uncles aren’t what I’d call reasonable,” Shade retorted, shaking his head. “I think the Advent shook their beliefs and made them more extreme.”

      Lilith was listening in fascination, as this was the first time she’d heard people talk about their heritage in so much detail, but at the same time she continued eating her food. It was really good, despite most of it being unfamiliar, and she hoped that she could persuade Archon and Shade to share the recipes for their contributions. While she took another bite, Rachel spoke up.

      “What about you, Spark? You haven’t said much about your family… oh, but if I’m prying, please don’t feel too much pressure! I’m just curious,” Rachel asked, leaning forward in her chair.

      “Emily, remember?” Spark replied, prompting Lilith to laugh, though she forced herself to stop before she spat out the meat. Spark’s grin faded slightly as she shrugged. “As to that, there isn’t really a lot to tell. I’m pretty much a generic white girl, with roots back in Massachusetts, if I remember right. I’ve got a couple of ancestors who were on the Mayflower.”

      “Sometimes I wonder who doesn’t?” Gina asked, then flushed as she quickly added, “Just with as big of families as I heard some of them had.”

      Lilith swallowed, then softly mused aloud, “I’d guess that I do, too, with what Amber did…”

      For just a moment she saw everyone in the room freeze, and Lilith tensed, afraid she’d done something wrong. Then they relaxed, and Decarin nodded, grinning at her as he spoke. “Yeah, you’re probably right. I heard that she took a huge sampling of different heroes and villains before deciding how to make you. Is that true?”

      “That’s right. I haven’t gotten the whole list, in part because I… don’t really want to know, if I’m being honest. But from what Circe told me, she had samples from most of the current class S and A villains across the world, and used those to form a gene map,” Lilith explained, setting down her fork as she paused, thinking back on what she’d been told before continuing. “I believe at that point she started picking and choosing the best traits. Remember, when she created my genome, she was aiming for an idealized body for herself, not for a daughter, so this is what she wanted to look like. I don’t know much more than that, though. I do know she could have easily have healed her previous body, but she simply chose not to.”

      “Oof. That means you’ve got a bit of my genes, most likely,” Spark said, her eyes widening. “I don’t know how that makes me feel.”

      “Considering the number of heroes and villains involved, I suspect that you and I are more closely related than you are to Lilith,” Shade interjected, shaking his head. “I’m trying not to worry about it. Still, perhaps we should change the subject. Possibly something less weighty would be in order.”

      “Sure! How about… well, are any of you going to the Vegas Hero Convention?” Gina asked, grinning. “We all got invited, and after some discussion, we decided to go. They even invited Lil!”

      “Oh, really? I’m going, too!” Spark said, sitting up straight as her eyes brightened. “Only one of us goes each year, and never Archon, so this year it’s my turn.”

      “We don’t have a large enough team to send many people, especially since some of the other teams in the area tend to send more people,” Shade explained, shrugging.

      “Whereas I don’t like being mobbed, and as I’m something of a deterrent for most villains, staying seems like the best decision,” Archon said, nibbling on a cookie with a thoughtful look. “Lilith was invited, though? It surprises me.”

      “You aren’t the only one,” Gina muttered.

      Rachel gave her a chiding look as she spoke. “Yes, but the invitation was given via the local director of SuperNet, so we’re confident that it’s real. Besides, the panels she was asked to speak on make a lot of sense.”

      Their gazes turned to Lilith, and she flushed, setting down her cup and clearing her throat to buy some time. “I was asked to speak on two panels. One is about the pitfalls of power armor, and the other is about what it’s like to have the reputation of a villain looming over you, as well as how to escape it. I’m dubious that I will be useful on either, but I intend to do my best.”

      “Huh, yeah, those make the most sense for you,” Decarin said, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. “I heard something about you going to Eureka, too…”

      Lilith nodded and shrugged uncomfortably, picking her words carefully. “I’m trying to work out a partnership with Whispering Darkness. Something to help law enforcement… but I don’t want to say too much until things are farther along.”

      “Ah, fair enough!” Decarin said, his eyes brightening still more. “That still gives me a couple of clues, though!”

      “What about the alien?” Gina interjected, leaning forward. “Have you heard anything about it? We haven’t heard so much as a peep from the military about it or whatever it built.”

      “I’m afraid there isn’t much to tell. PCU is still working on deciphering what was done to the machinery it stole, and the alien is unconscious but stable. They’re hoping it’ll wake up soon, but it took a lot of damage,” Shade said, shaking his head. “I’m surprised that they were able to save it, as bad-off as it was. There was a hole punched all the way to its brain, which nearly killed it.”

      “Oof… that isn’t good,” Rachel said, wincing sympathetically. “I knew it was in bad shape, but not that bad of shape. I’m glad they managed to keep it alive, though.”

      “Even if it was creepy as hell,” Spark muttered.

      Lilith paused, thinking about the alien, which she hadn’t thought was that horrifying, but shrugged and asked, “If you say so. What about Dreamer?”

      “Medically induced coma,” Decarin said succinctly, shaking his head. “I’ve heard they’re seriously considering upping her to a Class S villain, with the powers she’s been throwing around lately. Those are also making people hesitant to let her regain consciousness, but some people are arguing that it’s inhumane to keep her under. It’s a mess, and I have no clue what the government is going to decide on.”

      “She’s probably going to escape jail. Again,” Archon said sourly, scowling unhappily. “I know it’s hard to secure SuperMax from every type of power, impossible, really, but sometimes it irks me with how many of them get out anyway.”

      “Nothing we can do but try to keep them from causing too much damage. Not unless we want to be as bad as they are,” Gina said calmly, though she hesitated before admitting, “Though I have to say that I was tempted to finish Blue Impulse off, the bastard.”

      “Speaking of which, I’ve heard he woke up in jail,” Shade murmured, pausing, then asked, “So, have you decided to stay like you are, or…?”

      “We can’t change me back. Not yet, anyway,” Gina said bluntly, sitting back in her chair as she shrugged. “It’s a magical change, not a physical one, so a gene modification wouldn’t help, and Ebon Dragon destroyed his notes on how it was done when I refused to let him go a few months back. We don’t know what he did with all of his reference material, but knowing it was him gave us a couple of leads. Not that I’d be able to decipher it even if we’d found it.”

      “I can, though,” Rachel took over without pause, smiling wryly. “It’s slow-going, but we got our hands on the pillars that controlled the final changes, as well as the spikes that controlled some of the earlier stages. They were buried around her house, and it took a metal detector to find them. Between those and what I saw of the curse originally, I was able to figure out the basics, and it’s a mess. He melded some Chinese magic with a few pieces from Russian, Aztec, and ancient Sumerian spells. It’s complicated, and I’m untangling it bit by bit. It’s up to Gina if she wants me to fix it once I’m done, but I suspect it’ll be a few more months at a minimum.”

      “Plus, she’s not sure she can fix everything even then,” Gina added, gesturing at her face. “Mostly my skin tone and that, sure, but beyond that, I’m don’t know. I mean, I absorbed some of Blue Impulse’s magic, and that’s part of it.”

      “Either way, you simply do what you can,” Lilith said softly, a hint of unhappiness rippling through her. She hated not being able to help Gina. “I’ll support you no matter what you choose, you know that.”

      “I know,” Gina replied, her cheeks flushing slightly, and Lilith resisted the urge to smile more at the odd blue color. Gina was occasionally self-conscious about the color, so Lilith tried not to comment on it much.

      Archon cleared her throat, shifting in her chair before speaking. “Still, if you happen to need help with it and we’re able, do ask. It isn’t like we’re far away, and you’ve helped us a few times.”

      “Thank you for the offer,” Rachel said, grinning as she shrugged. “I don’t see any real need at the moment, though. Maybe being on good terms with you might get the other teams in the area to actually talk to us, though. I haven’t heard a peep from anyone but you since we moved in.”

      Shade snorted at that, shaking his head as he muttered, “Ah, insecurity and how much it can keep people from making reasonable decisions.”

      “Says the man who’s refused to let our team grow bigger than four people because he wants more time in the limelight,” Decarin said bluntly, and Shade flushed suddenly as both Archon and Spark laughed.

      “I’m trying to be better! I agreed to letting us contact them, didn’t I?” Shade demanded, gesturing at Lilith’s side of the table. “Plus, they’re strong enough that we’re not going to be protecting them all the time!”

      “Assuming my armor doesn’t get blown up again,” Lilith murmured, prompting another ripple of laughter around the table, and Gina leaned over to kiss her cheek.

      “I don’t know… both times you’ve used it as a weapon, you’ve pretty much dealt with a villain, so… so far, so good?” Gina teased, grinning broadly.

      “Perhaps, but I suspect that Circe is dragging her heels in replacing my armor because she doesn’t like me treating it as though it’s expendable. I only used it in what, three fights?” Lilith said, considering, then shook her head. “No, two of them. I can’t really blame her if she is annoyed since I suspect it would cost a lot if I had to pay for all the components myself.”

      “Hm, that’s a question, really. Where does she even get the materials? I mean, you’re using Shadowmind’s network, right? Do you think they’re illegal?” Decarin asked, starting to look thoughtful. “I wouldn’t want you to get in trouble…”

      “No, I don’t think they are. Based on some things I’ve seen and heard from Circe, I suspect she has facilities that mine or collect most of the materials, then manufactures it from scratch,” Lilith explained. “She believes in being self-sufficient so that she wasn’t in trouble just because she lost a supplier.”

      Rachel nodded, opening her mouth, but Spark spoke first, her voice rather cheerful. “Makes sense for a villain! I mean, it’d explain why most of the attempts to track where her tech was coming from didn’t work.”

      “Agreed. Makes me wonder how much time we’ve wasted in other ways,” Rachel murmured sourly.

      Lilith laughed, reaching over to pat the heroine’s shoulder as she replied. “There’s nothing to be done about that. I don’t know the full extent of her holdings, so how could you? Either way, I was curious, what’s a convention like?”

      Everyone else in the room took the moment to exchange looks, which caused Lilith to brace herself. Reactions like that rarely bode well, in her experience.

      “That depends. How do you like getting mobbed?” Archon asked, raising an eyebrow at Lilith, which prompted a wince.

      Maybe she should reconsider going to the convention.
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      “That went well!” Spark said, stepping back into the room just in time to see the staff helping clean up the last of the dishes, and she grinned at the man. “Thanks for helping, Aaron!”

      “You’re welcome, Spark. Just doing my job,” the man said, grinning as he took the loaded tray and headed into the kitchen.

      Watching him go, Spark waited until they had a bit more privacy before she continued. “What do you guys think?”

      “I think that Lilith isn’t entirely happy about something, based on her expression when Shadowmind came up, as well as the subject of what happened to Warden, but I’m not certain what,” Archon said, taking another sip of her punch, which was the last dish left in the room. “Otherwise, they seemed like pleasant enough people, even if Morgan and Warden have a bit of a rivalry where Lilith’s attention is concerned. Not much of one, but it’s there.”

      “Er… I guess I just missed all of that. Except for them being nice, anyway,” Decarin said, blinking owlishly at Archon. “It’s why I work with machines most of the time.”

      “She’s not wrong,” Shade said, letting out a soft sigh as he sat down again and stretched an arm. “I’ll admit, I thought that Lilith might have been overstating her lack of knowledge in some ways, but it appears that I was wrong. Either she’s an absolutely incredible actress, or she honestly didn’t know much about conventions. And if she was that good of an actress, I don’t believe she’d have been trying to draw as much attention as she’s garnered.”

      “I could’ve told you that. I didn’t catch the byplay between Morgan and Warden, but… it makes sense,” Spark said thoughtfully, tapping her arm rapidly. “I’m curious how their trip to Vegas is going to go, when it comes to that? I’m surprised that they’re driving.”

      “You’re planning to take a plane, as I recall. It’s a rather long trip, and flying that far isn’t easy,” Decarin said, shrugging slightly. “Taking a van or RV which can hold Lilith’s armor makes a lot of sense, as far as I’m concerned. It’s about a five-hour drive, which isn’t that bad.”

      “Well… maybe not, but I’ve never been one for long drives. I’m too impatient,” Spark admitted reluctantly, shrugging uneasily. “Still, at least I’ll be able to keep an eye on them while I’m down there.”

      “You mean keep an eye on Lilith, I think,” Shade said skeptically, watching Spark closely, and she barely kept from blushing. “It didn’t escape my notice that you’ve been keeping an eye on her.”

      “And you haven’t been keeping an eye on Morgan?” Archon asked, looking at Shade chidingly.

      The man blushed and cleared his throat before replying gruffly. “I admire her mind.”

      “Among other things,” Decarin muttered, prompting a giggle from Spark.

      “Look, yes, I like Lilith. But she’s in a dedicated relationship, and I’m not going to try to screw that up, even if she is effectively immune to tasing,” Spark said, folding her arms in front of her. “It isn’t like I even know her that well, so what does it matter? They’re allies, and watching each other’s backs while we’re out of town seems like a good idea to me.”

      “True. And we have until mid-August before the convention anyway, so it isn’t like this is coming out of nowhere,” Archon said, shrugging slightly. The woman finished off her punch with a sigh and stood. “Either way, I’m glad we got to meet them like this. It helped me figure out what sort of people they were.”

      “Agreed. Now, let’s just hope that it stays quiet for more of the day,” Decarin said, glancing at the door. “I was half-expecting an attack to crop up in the middle of the meal.”

      “You aren’t the only one,” Spark said, letting out a soft sigh. “I’ll go get suited up, I think. That way one of us is ready to go whenever.”

      “Sounds good!” Decarin said, waving as she left the room. Shade’s addition was much dryer, on the other hand.

      “Try not to get ambushed,” the mage said, and Spark paused to stick her tongue out at him before the door slid shut.

      With that, she headed for her room, humming as she walked. Despite everything, the meal had been really nice.
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        CirceNet, Location Variable

      

      

      Circe never ran out of things to do. It was the nature of being an AI, and how Amber had created her. She was managing hundreds of locations at the same time, some of them so far apart that if it weren’t for her quantum link she would probably fragment into multiple individuals. She wasn’t sure if the fact that hadn’t happened was good or bad, on a personal level.

      Much of the work she did was drudge work, she knew and admitted that. Someone had to read the system reports for life support or various systems, and someone had to order the maintenance robots to do their jobs, particularly when the breakdowns were more unusual. Still, not all of her work was the boring sort.

      She was engaging in constant virtual skirmishes with other class 10 AIs as they tried to break into her network and find the location of her bases, and she was doing the same in turn. There were over a hundred other AIs at that level, which she found rather impressive, though the majority were controlled by villains. There was one that Circe suspected was a villain, and a few others that might be, but she hadn’t managed to dig into their systems far enough to confirm the fact. Still, she held her ground readily, as her distributed architecture gave her a distinct advantage in the skirmishes.

      Another project which definitely wasn’t drudge work was one she actually enjoyed. Dismantling the alien starship piece by piece was slow work, and analyzing how the aliens had made some of their devices was fascinating. Not all of it was accessible to her, to her annoyance, but the psychic species had likely done that deliberately, from what she could tell. Their records weren’t as well-protected, and she believed that she had a far better understanding of the local sector than any human organization, and what Circe had learned… it concerned her. It also gave her hope, but that was more of an incidental effect than by design.

      The local sector around Earth was an unusually violent place, from what Circe could tell, though her translations of some of the data was imprecise. The immediate vicinity was considered something of a barren wasteland, which gave humanity some breathing room, but beyond that were a large number of aggressive, expansionistic species. This included the aliens which Amber had destroyed, but they were hardly the most dangerous of the lot. The machine intelligences had Circe far more concerned, as they were the ones which the ship design had been intended to slow down.

      What gave her hope were some of the other pieces of information she’d discovered, though. While the aliens were dangerous, and all of them appeared to be psychics, the majority of their species weren’t powerful enough to be serious threats. It was their equivalent of superhumans that were their dangerous members, and the percentage of their population that were that powerful was far lower than the percentage of empowered humans. In fact, if she wasn’t mistranslating, the number of humans possessing significant power was ten to fifteen times as high as most other species in the region. Some of those species were more powerful than humans baseline, but if humanity had more time to set up its defenses, they stood a good chance of surviving.

      That was what Circe hoped, anyway. For the most part, she was glad that Amber had her building defenses around the solar system. She only wished that she was as sure that Amber didn’t have something malevolent in mind for the ships she’d had Circe begin constructing in the shipyards.

      Still, Circe wasn’t going to interfere. Not even when she noticed several minor flaws in the designs of the ships. After all, those could be useful, should the worst come about.

      Circe hated being caught between two sets of loyalties.
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        Tuesday, August 12th, 2031

        Astrodome Convention Center, Las Vegas

      

      

      Commodore Catastrophe pulled off her sunglasses and wiped her forehead, hating how hot it was outside. Still, even if she hated the temperature, she wanted to look at the exterior of the convention center and hotel.

      The Astrodome Convention Center had a good reputation, something which Commodore Catastrophe had been carefully building for five years, now. It was a large, sleek building with three floors, and she loved the way it looked. Getting a properly reputable architect to design it, and to sign off on their modifications, had been more difficult than she’d liked, but she liked how it turned out. Attached to the convention center was the Astrodome Casino, along with the hundreds of hotel rooms that every convention center needed. Even now she could see people moving in and out of the convention center, too.

      “Mm… what convention is wrapping up again?” Commodore Catastrophe murmured, frowning thoughtfully as she put her sunglasses back on, shielding her eyes from the glare bouncing off the building. None of the banners were up anymore, but she saw work crews starting to prepare for the convention the coming weekend. From what she’d seen, the hotel was going to be packed solid, as were many of the other hotels in the area. Then her memory jogged enough, and she smiled. “Ah, yes, the essential oils conference. Amazing how much money they can bring in… they must be packing up the last of their things.”

      With that determined, she headed into the casino, relaxing immensely as the heat of outdoors was repelled by a wall of cool air. She was also confronted by the flashing lights of the casino floor, but Commodore Catastrophe ignored them, instead focusing on making her way to the front desk. At least it wasn’t far away, and at this hour it was almost deserted.

      A young woman looked up as she approached, straightening and putting a bright smile on her face as she spoke. “Hello! Can I help you with something?”

      “Yes, I believe you can,” Commodore Catastrophe replied, fishing her wallet out of her purse and removing her ID, which was fake, of course. Replacing it after this would be annoying, but she made sacrifices all the time. Instead, she placed it in front of the young woman, simultaneously adjusting her rolling luggage to ensure it wouldn’t drop her laptop bag when she let go of the handle. “I’m Director Carolyn Ritter, and I believe my room should be waiting for me.”

      For an instant the young woman didn’t react, looking confused, then her eyes widened as she looked at the ID, then up at Commodore Catastrophe with widened eyes. “Oh, Director! I’m so sorry, I didn’t recognize you!”

      “Unsurprising. I doubt most of you pay that much attention to the pictures in the employee newsletters,” Commodore Catastrophe replied, smiling a little more warmly, amusement rushing through her. If they knew who she really was, she suspected there would be a good deal more screaming and running. “Now, my room?”

      “One moment, let me double-check that it’s ready for you! I’m sure it is, but I’d rather be sure,” the woman said, and Commodore Catastrophe finally bothered to look at the young woman’s nametag. It said Silvia, which amused the villain for some reason, as the young lady rapidly tapped her keyboard, obviously checking the status of the executive suite that’d been set aside for her and the other owners of the Astrodome Casino. Well, one of the suites, since there were several. Commodore Catastrophe knew that it was ready, as she’d checked that morning, but she didn’t want to reveal that, not to a receptionist.

      It only took a minute, but finally Silvia nodded, relief flickering across her face as she spoke brightly. “It is! Let me make you a room key and check you in!”

      “That won’t be necessary. I have a key already,” Commodore Catastrophe said, holding up a card that was almost perfectly black, a faint starfield pattern across its surface, along with the gold letters that said ‘Executive’ across the top, and she continued. “All I need to know is which room I have this time, and for you to check me in.”

      “Oh, certainly!” the woman replied, blinking in surprise at the key, then she confessed, “That’s my first time seeing one of those cards. One moment and I’ll have you set up… done! You’re in Executive Suite Three, Director.”

      “Thank you, Silvia. I hope you have an excellent day,” Commodore Catastrophe replied, retrieving her ID and putting it back in her purse, then turned away and grabbed her luggage.

      As she walked away, the villain heard the young woman speak to one of her coworkers, shock in her voice. “Did you know we have executive cards like that?”

      “No, but I’m not surprised. I mean, Security has similar cards, as does Maintenance, so why not…” the other receptionist said, but her voice was quickly drowned out by the loud slot machines on the casino floor.

      “Of course we do. Can’t have any of you locking us out,” Commodore Catastrophe murmured under her breath, but as she walked she began trying to adjust to her identity as Carolyn Ritter. It wasn’t a hard identity to take up, not with as often as she’d been Carolyn over the last few years, but it still took her a little time. Fortunately, it was a reasonably long walk to the elevators, and she swiped her card over the reader to access them, as she finally began settling into the right headspace.

      The elevators were fast and virtually silent, though they were made more unpleasant by the smell of several other passengers that she suspected hadn’t bathed nearly enough. Fortunately, the passengers got off, allowing her to enter the elevator on her own, and Carolyn let out a breath as she hit the button for the top floor. That prompted the elevator to ask for her to swipe her card over its reader, and she did so, pleased that at least some security measures were in place, and it started upward.

      It took only a couple more minutes, and three more swipes of her card, before Carolyn reached her room. The number of swipes was rather annoying, and she made a mental note to ask the hotel to cut down on them slightly, before remembering that was pointless. After this year, the chances of her returning to the hotel were quite low.

      Instead, she stepped into the palatial room that she’d been expecting, and let out a breath of relief, closing the door behind her as she smiled. The lights didn’t even flicker as they came to life, and she slowly walked over to the desk, setting her laptop bag down and glancing toward the windows with their open blinds. They’d give a commanding view of the area, one which she planned to revel in later.

      “For now, I need to make sure that everything is in place,” Carolyn murmured, stretching slightly, and she started pulling out her laptop. “The last thing we need is something to go wrong and leave us with insufficient guests.”

      At least she knew that the hotel staff made sure that the wireless in this part of the building was flawless.
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        Tuesday, August 12th, 2031

        Eden Manor, Glendale

      

      

      “Gina, do you know where my brush is?” Rachel asked, her voice echoing from upstairs. “I thought I left it on the vanity.”

      “No idea!” Gina replied, and glanced over at Lilith. “Lil, do you have any idea?”

      “She brought it downstairs after she decided to soak in the hot tub,” Lilith replied promptly, adjusting the contents of the cooler again to make them fit into it more easily. She was mostly happy that the other two hadn’t wanted to bring alcohol, though based on what she’d heard, they’d be able to find plenty of it in Vegas.

      “Ah, that’d do it. You hear that, Rach?” Gina asked, looking toward the stairs. The only reply was a loud sigh and the sound of feet drumming against the floor, then Rachel came barreling down the stairs.

      “Yes, and I’m really annoyed with myself. I remember reminding myself to bring it back up afterward, and I still forgot!” Rachel said in passing, continuing down the stairs without pause. “I’ll be right back.”

      Lilith nodded, waiting as patiently as she could. She paused, but eventually couldn’t help herself from speaking. “You know… this was why I suggested that we pack last night.”

      “Clothing, sure, but we needed to have most of the bath stuff out this morning,” Gina replied, pausing before she admitted, “Though Rachel did wait on clothing until this morning, anyway. It’s not a big deal, though, now since we’re planning to go only halfway to Vegas.”

      “Possibly,” Lilith admitted, more annoyed with her own irritation than anything else. Instead of fiddling with the cooler more, she closed the lid and looked up. “How does traffic look, Circe?”

      “There’s been a wreck on I-15 just south of the Spaghetti Bowl, as the locals call it, so I recommend taking 215 past the slowdown. There have also been two more crashes between here and St. George, but I expect them to be cleared before you get to them,” Circe replied calmly. “No major problems have been detected, and I suspect that you’ll be able to visit Zion National Park without too many difficulties tomorrow.”

      “Good, at least that sounds like it’ll go as planned,” Lilith said, relaxing slightly. “And the RV?”

      “All systems are functioning at acceptable levels, including the solar panels, and I’ve quintuple-checked the autopilot system to ensure that everything is ready for you. I cannot account for manually operated vehicles, but it will get you safely to your destination in most other circumstances. If a road washes out, it may take longer,” Circe said dryly. “Believe me, Mistress Lilith, I don’t want you getting lost any more than you do. Even if I do wish you would allow me to install proper defensive systems.”

      “Which I definitely appreciate, though I am beginning to think that Spark had a point about flying. This is turning out to be more complicated than I expected it to be,” Lilith said, glancing over at the stairs just as Rachel came bounding up the stairs, hairbrush in hand. “As for defenses… I told you, no.”

      “Got it! I’ll be a minute or two more and that’s it, promise!” Rachel said, quickly pivoting to go back upstairs, and Lilith watched her go.

      “Why didn’t she bring her bag down here first?” Lilith asked, a little confused now.

      “Probably wanted to brush her hair first,” Gina said, and giggled softly. “As for flying… I seem to recall you not wanting to go into a public airport, not with the various villains wanting to capture you.”

      “Yes, I know. Ah, well,” Lilith said, letting out a soft sigh of regret. Part of her wanted to just teleport, but she wasn’t about to reveal the location of the Las Vegas lair. It was useful, and she didn’t want to upset Circe or Amber. Mostly Circe, if she was being honest, but it could get the AI in trouble with Amber.

      “Besides, flying wouldn’t have allowed you to visit the park along the way,” Circe added, “While you could pay for a helicopter tour of the Grand Canyon or the like, that’s a different location entirely.”

      “True enough,” Lilith murmured, nodding slightly as she considered, then shrugged. “Anyway, I think all the snacks and drinks are ready. Now we just need to pack the last luggage, and we’ll be ready to go.”

      “How about I take that to the RV, then?” Gina suggested, and Lilith nodded appreciatively, stepping out of the way.

      “That’d be nice. I’ll just… wait for Rachel, I suppose. At least Circe loaded the suits already,” Lilith said, prompting another sniff from the AI.

      “I could have loaded everything for you if you’d wanted me to,” Circe replied. “If it weren’t for you desiring to check everything yourself, I could have made preparing the vehicle far more quickly.”

      Lilith laughed and heard Gina giggle as she picked up the cooler. The blonde’s voice was teasing as she spoke. “Yes, you could have, but then it wouldn’t have been our trip, not really. Besides, I would’ve forgotten a few things if I hadn’t gone through everything myself.”

      Circe didn’t reply, and Lilith rolled her eyes, amused at how the AI had learned to banter, at least after a fashion. Gina left the room, and Lilith waited patiently, adjusting her purse again.

      Finally, Rachel came down the stairs, her hair now brushed out and wearing a silver choker that Lilith hadn’t seen before, and a purple suitcase was in her right hand. When she spotted Lilith, Rachel flushed and spoke.

      “Sorry about the delay, I thought I had everything together, and then… well, I was wrong,” Rachel said quickly, and almost tripped halfway down the last flight of stairs.

      “Careful!” Lilith said, taking a quick step forward, but stopped as Rachel caught herself. Instead, Lilith continued speaking, a little more gently now. “I know you didn’t mean to slow things down. If I thought you did, I’d be more upset, but I know you didn’t. I’d rather you slowed down a touch and were safer than risk yourself by rushing. If you’d fallen, that could have hurt.”

      “Well… thanks, but that much isn’t going to happen. After the incident with Pyroclasm, I decided to take a precaution,” Rachel said, her brush brightening as she reached the bottom of the stairs, and she raised her left hand, exposing a bracelet with several runes set into it. “This is made to slow me if I start falling, at least enough to prevent injuries. I’d have been fine, at least most likely.”

      “Ah, well, that makes me feel a little better, but still, the point remains,” Lilith said, leaning down to give Rachel a gentle kiss before smiling. “Now, shall we? Gina just took the cooler out, so we’re ready to go when you are.”

      “Right, time to get this show on the road,” Rachel said, straightening a little, then grimaced. “I’m not sure that I’m happy with all of my panels, but at least they don’t sound too boring. If they’d asked me to do a light show again, that’d be annoying.”

      “If you say so,” Lilith murmured, grinning and leading the way out to the garage. As they stepped through the door, she raised her voice. “Circe, would you turn out the lights in the house?”

      Behind her the lights flicked off, and Lilith closed the door as the AI spoke. “Done, Mistress Lilith. I hope you have a safe, enjoyable trip.”

      “Thank you, Circe,” Lilith replied, smiling as she glanced over at the RV.

      The vehicle looked a lot like most of the others she’d seen over the past few months, boxy and overly large, but it lacked the branding that most RVs had. The windows looked pitch-black from the exterior, except over the front, and the majority of the surface was a deep maroon that sparkled in the light. Lilith rather liked the design, and Circe had mostly seemed happy that she’d been allowed to build something that fit her security parameters, even if all the weaponry built into the RV was purely designed for point defense.

      Gina paused in the door, grinning as she spoke up. “Ah, I see that Rach made it! Time to go, then?”

      “I’m going to hurt you if you keep using that name,” Rachel threatened, her eyes narrowing, and a few streamers of purple magic swirling around her left hand.

      “You’re welcome to try,” Gina retorted, grinning more widely.

      Lilith rolled her eyes, resisting the urge to laugh as she commented. “I’m hoping to get out of here without violence if we could? I know you two like to fight over this, but we’re already behind schedule.”

      The magic dissipated around Rachel’s hand, and she smiled at Lilith, then at Gina as she spoke lightly. “Saved by the voice of reason, I suppose.”

      “One of us was, and I don’t think it was me,” Gina retorted, climbing back into the RV.

      “Brat,” Rachel murmured affectionately, and as Lilith shook her head, the shorter woman climbed into the RV as well, lifting her suitcase with a soft grunt, which made Lilith wonder what she had in it.

      Still, at least the two were moving, so she followed them into the crowded interior of the RV. Lilith did wish she had more space, but that was at a premium in something like this, so Circe had made the most economical use of space that she could.

      Especially with the compartment for their armor in the back, including maintenance equipment. She didn’t really regret it, though, and while Rachel stowed her suitcase, she slipped into the front, which had four seats, including one for a driver, should the autopilot not suffice. Not that anyone needed to be in the seat, which made Lilith thankful.

      “Looking forward to this?” Gina asked, buckling into a seat, and grinned as Lilith sat next to her. “I mean, you haven’t really been hiking before, have you?”

      “Not unless you count going after Yates,” Lilith replied, smiling back as she shrugged. “We did go through a bit of countryside then. But yes, I’m looking forward to it.”

      “I am, too,” Rachel agreed, moving into the front cabin and frowning before taking the last seat, just a hint of annoyance on her face. “I’ve been to a couple of national parks, but none of the ones in Utah.”

      “Mm… sounds like it’ll be a good experience for all of us,” Gina said, grinning broadly.

      Lilith nodded and looked at the front as she spoke. “Circe, we’re ready to go. Please proceed as planned.”

      “Acknowledged, Mistress Lilith. This vessel is being piloted by a limited Circe personality shard and will be focusing on piloting. Please remain seated whenever possible, as the vessel lacks inertial dampeners. Destination, Springdale, Utah. Estimated travel time, four hours, twenty-one minutes,” the RV replied in Circe’s pleasant voice, though Lilith instantly noticed the lack of subtle inflection and emotion to her words.

      The RV began moving as the AI spoke, the garage door opening ahead of them, revealing a few news crews were waiting for them. Lilith let out a faint sigh of annoyance, but she didn’t do anything more. There wasn’t any point, after all.

      Mostly she was glad that they were moving at last, though she did notice that the suspension in the RV felt surprisingly stiff. She wondered why Circe had done that for a moment, then shrugged and settled back to enjoy the trip.
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        Wednesday, August 13th, 2031

        Shadowmind Redoubt Invincible, Asteroid Belt, Sol

      

      

      “I’ve detected movement from Destruction Corps, Mistress,” Circe said, prompting Amber to look up from the schematic in front of her, a ripple of concern washing through her.

      “Oh? What are they up to this time?” Amber asked, reaching up to tap her lips. “They haven’t been doing well of late, and that always prompts General Mayhem to overreact.”

      “I’m not absolutely certain yet, but I’ve detected them positioning units near Florida, as well as a strike team moving in the direction of Los Angeles, Mexico City, and Detroit,” Circe said, a hologram snapping to life to show dots indicating the locations she mentioned. “Melzi is working hard to obscure their tracks, so I’m having difficulty keeping track of even these teams, so I believe that this is a major operation.”

      “Of course it is. That… is annoying. They’re probably planning to strike during the convention. Anything indicating they’re planning to hit Vegas?” Amber asked, frowning slightly.

      “Not at present, but I’m afraid that it’s quite possible that Melzi might have been able to conceal any information regarding additional plans from me. I do not have access to Destruction Corps core network,” Circe replied, a hint of worry in her voice. “However, I do not believe that they are attempting to reach orbit, not after the Flagestron incident.”

      Amber considered for several seconds, tapping her fingers together now, then nodded, murmuring, “The one saving grace is that they don’t have much access to space yet. Just a few satellites, but everyone has those. Based on your projections, how will my ships fare against Destruction Corps technology?”

      “While Da Vinci’s inventions are powerful and often exceed the capabilities of similar items you design, he is only a single man, and cannot build everything they utilize. When facing Destruction Core vessels of similar tonnage, the new breakthroughs should grant you a two hundred and sixteen percent advantage,” Circe reported. “However, that is based on current technological estimates. They may be able to narrow the gap by the time the ships are complete.”

      “Of course he will. Da Vinci never rests… but as long as they aren’t in space, they’re little more than toys stuck in the bath,” Amber said, smiling and slowly stretching. “Adjust the location of my intervention pods. I’d rather not allow General Mayhem get his way.”

      “What of Las Vegas?” Circe asked, sounding a bit curious. “I find the invitation to Lilith suspicious.”

      “It’s her problem, not mine. I do want to hear what she has to say during the panels she’s attending, so ensure that they’re recorded,” Amber said, shrugging and dismissing the thoughts of her daughter, then paused. “What is she up to?”

      “Currently she’s wading through a section of the Narrows, in Zion National Park,” Circe replied promptly, and Amber blinked in confusion.

      “What are the Narrows?” Amber asked, growing more confused. “I don’t think I’ve heard of them.

      “They are narrow slot canyons cut into sandstone by streams and flash floods. The colors and patterns of the walls are considered spectacular, and they’re a popular tourist attraction,” Circe explained, prompting Amber to blanch. “Mistress Lilith seems to be enjoying the experience.”

      “Is she suicidal?” Amber demanded, sitting forward abruptly. “A flash flood down one of those things could kill her in minutes!”

      “Mistress, Lilith is accompanied by two heroines who are both capable of flight, as well as carrying her, and she has an uplink to me allowing her to know of any flood before it happens. Beyond which, she has her undersuit, which gives her shielding, and she is an excellent climber. She will be fine,” Circe replied patiently, and Amber scowled.

      “Perhaps, but it’s a major risk. I can’t believe she’s playing tourist,” Amber muttered, shaking her head. “She’s supposed to be superior to most humans, not emulating them.”

      “If you say so, Mistress,” Circe replied respectfully, and Amber sighed.

      She turned back to her work rather than saying anything more, not wanting Circe to correct her again. No matter what the AI might think, she thought that Lilith was making a mistake.
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        Zion National Park, Utah

      

      

      “Okay, this is prettier than I thought it’d be. I saw some of the pictures, and I thought it’d all be that same orange, but the rocks here are neat,” Gina said, reaching out to touch one of the walls, and Lilith smiled at the look on Gina’s face.

      Most of the sections of the canyon they’d been hiking through were wider than Lilith had expected, which made her happy. There’d been a few spots where she’d been able to touch both walls with either hand, but for the most part, they were moving through canyons of orange, red, and dull white, many of the surfaces streaked with black, or even splotches of moss that added cover. They had to walk through the water a lot of the time, which made Lilith glad she’d worn her undersuit since at least it was watertight. The others had as well, and while they’d gotten a few surprised looks from other tourists, they’d managed to get into the park early enough that there weren’t too many other people around.

      In this case, even the walls of the canyon were different than the others they’d passed. Lots of the areas had been sheer walls of stone, but this area was different, with a passage that flowed in and out in smooth, curving patterns, while holes had been bored in sections of the wall, revealing the layers of stone beneath. The sandstone had formed in fascinating layers, and it was almost like the stone had settled in place like waves of water. It wasn’t as impressive as a different location Lilith had found while researching, one down near Kanab named The Wave, but that one was hard to get access to. This was just beautiful, and something about the air was refreshing.

      “I agree,” Rachel said, glancing upward with one hand on her hat to keep it from falling off. “When I looked at pictures of this, I didn’t realize how much these canyons vary.”

      “Me neither. I’m also noticing that the water generally isn’t nearly as clear as in pictures. We kick up a rather lot of silt,” Lilith said, looking down at her feet and seeing the cloud of brown that each step produced, only to be sent downstream by the current.

      Rachel lowered her head, nodding as she grinned in return. “How much farther are you thinking to go? The weather isn’t too bad, and from here it isn’t that long of a drive to Vegas.”

      “We’d probably want to clean up first, but yeah, we can afford to take a few more hours here if you want to,” Gina chimed in, continuing up the stream, then nearly tripped as a rock rolled beneath her feet, yelping as she barely caught herself before falling.

      “Careful!” Lilith said, grinning as she continued moving, thankful that at least it wasn’t as hot in the canyon as it was in the open. It was still warm enough to send sweat trickling down her neck, but she’d be sweating even more on a different hike. Instead, she considered for several seconds, then shrugged and asked, “Circe, how’s the weather?”

      “The weather is clear, without any indication of flash floods. It will become overcast by midafternoon, but I believe you will have left by that point,” Circe replied through the earbud Lilith was wearing, and Lilith smiled and nodded.

      “Looks like it’s going to be a clear day, so… let’s keep going for another, say, hour? Then we can head back,” Lilith suggested. “I like how fresh the air is here.”

      “Fair! It is nice, and when I think about it… you haven’t really lived anywhere with fresh water around, have you? Salt water feels really different,” Gina said, then paused, one leg going deeper, and backed up, edging around a spot. “Careful; feels like we’ve got a water hole here. Don’t want you falling into it—ack!”

      Lilith saw Rachel move just barely in time but she wasn’t in reach, so when the dark-haired heroine shoved Gina with a broad grin, there wasn’t anything she could do to rescue Gina. Gina toppled with her arms milling frantically through the air, then went underwater with a rather impressive splash.

      “Err…” Lilith began, only to see Gina pop up, shaking water out of her eyes, then glared at Rachel.

      “Rachel…” Gina growled.

      “Oops, did you not want help cooling off?” Rachel asked, grinning broadly at Gina.

      Gina glowered for a second more, and Lilith spotted a spark of blue-gold light around her an instant before she vanished with a crack, reappearing on the other side of Rachel, and tackled the shorter woman into the same watering hole with a shout. “Vengeance!”

      Lilith watched in bemusement as Rachel sputtered, protesting as she tried to fight Gina off, but failed.

      “Um, aren’t we supposed to be hiking?” Lilith asked cautiously, as their antics filled the water with even more silt. Then a purple lash of magic whipped out from the frothing water and wrapped around her waist, prompting Lilith’s eyes to widen, and she began, “Don’t drag me into—”

      Before she could finish, Lilith was dragged into the water with a yelp, and she found herself struggling to regain her footing as the other two ganged up on her.

      She didn’t even want to know what the hikers who came around the corner a moment later thought.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Wednesday, August 13th, 2031

        Astrodome Hotel, Las Vegas

      

      

      “We need to have easy access to the RV, so no putting it in the back of the parking lot. It has important equipment in it,” Rachel explained, a note of exasperation in her voice as she spoke to the valet driver. “Look… would you rather we parked it? With as many heroes are showing up, I’d think that there’d be spots set aside for things like this.”

      “There are, but most of them are reserved. Let me find out if we have room for another,” the valet said, looking slightly harried, and Lilith resisted the urge to smile.

      Part of her desperately wanted a shower, which meant getting to their room, but moving the RV to an area they could access was rather important. Even if there was still sand in her hair. And some that had worked its way inside her suit.

      The valet driver rushed off, and as he did so, Lilith glanced over at the banner on the side of the convention center, a banner which was twenty feet tall at a minimum, and had a picture of Destiny on it. The blonde heroine was in her suit, a blue and white outfit that fit her fit figure snugly, and Lilith wondered just how much the convention paid her for permission to use her image. Probably not as much as she could charge, based on what Lilith had heard about the heroine. Destiny was rather humble, from everything she’d heard.

      “Why isn’t it called HeroCon, or SuperCon, or something like that?” Lilith asked, tilting her head as she looked at the name on the banner. “I’d think that’d fit the convention a lot better.”

      “Trademarks,” Rachel replied succinctly, looking over with a slight smile. “All of the obvious convention names had been taken well before the Advent, so the organizers gave up and just went with the Las Vegas Hero Convention. Even that got some legal scuffles, I heard, but they got through it without too much trouble.”

      “Ah, much is explained,” Lilith said, her confusion clearing a little as she smiled. “I had a similar issue when I was starting my first company, though at least no one was trying to sue. I just had to find a name that sounded professional and which wasn’t taken. It was harder than I liked.”

      “Sounds about right. It’s the same sort of thing for heroes since we have to find a name that isn’t taken by another hero, or worse, that isn’t trademarked by some comic company or another,” Gina said, grimacing as she added, “At least the government kept them from snapping up all the names… but even so, both of us lucked out by managing to get our names, rather than having to settle for something more generic.”

      Rachel nodded in agreement, smiling wryly. “Though in my case, I emailed the old Morgan Le Fay when she mentioned she was looking at retiring, and she agreed to hand the name over to me. I heard that there were dozens of people asking her to let them have it.”

      “Really?” Lilith asked, her eyebrows rising.

      “Really. After that, there were plenty of copycats, using some variation on Morgan in their name, or Fay, Le Fay, or something else,” Rachel said, letting out a sigh of exasperation. “It’s part of why I think your decision to just use your own name makes sense. No one can claim you were trying to steal someone’s name, that way!”

      “And they would. I know that there’s at least one Lilith out there, a villain in the Middle East,” Gina added before Lilith could protest. “I’m pretty sure there are a couple of heroes with a variation on the name, too. Lilitu, or something like that.”

      Lilith reached up to pinch the bridge of her nose, a slight headache trying to form as she murmured, “Of course there are. Circe, why didn’t you tell me about them?”

      “Because it didn’t matter. If they tried to kick up a fuss, Mistress Amber would likely have dissuaded them,” Circe replied through the RV speakers, sounding amused. “She didn’t care if someone thinks they have claim on a name.”

      That didn’t make Lilith feel any better, and she opened her mouth to speak, only to be interrupted by the valet driver returning. It meant she couldn’t ask Circe what she meant by Amber dissuading the villains, but she might be happier not knowing. Not when it likely meant that Amber would hunt the villain down and either leave them a puppet or kill them.

      “I checked, and we do have a spot you can use,” the valet said, a faint sheen of sweat across his forehead, and he opened a pamphlet with a map on it, pointing at the bottom picture. “You’ll be parked in Zone A, parking spot twenty-seven. It’s right next to the convention center, so you’ll have easy access to it if needed.”

      “Excellent. In that case, let’s get moving, shall we?” Lilith said, standing and grabbing her suitcase and toiletry bag. “Thank you very much for your help.”

      “It’s my pleasure, ma’am!” the driver said, but Lilith saw the slight hesitation in his movements, as he watched her more than the others. It almost made her sigh, but she resisted the urge. She couldn’t help it when people didn’t trust her. That was a large part of why she was here, after all.

      Gina and Rachel quickly grabbed their things and stepped out, with Lilith right behind them. It was even hotter outside, even in the shade, and Lilith glanced around the crowded entryway, noting several heroes and heroines in their suits even now, though she wondered why anyone would make the primary color of their suit hot pink. But the RV moved away virtually silently, and her gaze turned back to the other two.

      “Inside, you think?” Lilith asked, glancing at them. “I’d rather enjoy having a chance to clean off. We didn’t get all the sand off, I’m afraid.”

      “Yeah, it seems to have gotten everywhere,” Rachel said, reaching up to scratch at her neck in irritation, though she stopped after a moment. “Usually they have the front desk right near the doors… and the elevators on the opposite side of the casino floor.”

      “Or in the middle, or… never mind, it doesn’t help,” Gina said, sighing and heading toward the doors. “The one thing I don’t like about Vegas, really. Even if I do intend to lose twenty dollars or so on slot machines.”

      “You plan to lose?” Lilith asked, her eyebrows rising suddenly.

      “Hm? Oh, of course not. I just expect to,” Gina said, grinning. “No matter what, I only put twenty dollars into the machines, and keep any winnings. I usually lose money, but I’ve earned a bit more than I’ve lost a few times.”

      “I just refuse to gamble at all,” Rachel added, scowling as they approached the doors. “You wouldn’t believe how many magi the casinos have hired to ensure people can’t adjust the odds, even with powers. I’ve seen some of what they’ve done, and I just… the odds are clear, and it’s not worth it. In my opinion.”

      Lilith laughed, shaking her head in response. “All I know is that I’m going to steer well away from them. With my luck with games, I’d lose every—”

      The doors opened in front of her, and when they did, a blast of sound confronted Lilith, warbling sounds that rose and fell, bells, and more. Along with it were dozens of bright lights, and it was enough to stun her briefly… then it was almost like a switch had flicked, and the lights and sounds were less stimulating than they had been. She blinked, looking at the casino in front of her, her thoughts racing.

      “Lil? You alright?” Gina asked from behind her, and Lilith realized she’d stopped in the doorway.

      “Oh, I was just… surprised. Remember, my senses are somewhat heightened compared to yours,” Lilith said, moving forward again and looking around for the front desk. It was easy to spot, mostly because it was the one direction that didn’t have lots of lights and sounds. “Fortunately, it appears that Amber anticipated that as well, and now it isn’t quite as overwhelming as it was.”

      “Interesting! Sort of like built-in flash protection… which would’ve been nice when I was ambushed,” Gina said, following Lilith, though there was a note of concern in her voice. Well-hidden, perhaps, but there. Lilith wondered why.

      “Not really flash protection. Something like what hit you probably would’ve blinded me, too. That was really bright light, Gina,” Lilith replied dryly, glancing back at her. “Speaking of which, have you heard anything about Megawatt since we ran into him?”

      “A group of heroes outside Iowa City said they spotted him a month back, but he evaded them,” Rachel said, a note of amusement in her voice. “I think he decided that the west coast wasn’t all that welcoming.”

      “Probably for the best. While he was a villain, he didn’t seem like that bad of a guy, compared to most of the other people we ran into,” Lilith replied, getting into line for checking in. Two other people in the line were heroes, and she studied them as they looked at her curiously.

      The first was a heroine in a red, armored bodysuit, with white highlights here and there. She had a full helm, but with a broad, mirrored visor, and Lilith saw a pair of odd metal spikes set into her gauntlets where they’d come into contact with anyone she punched.

      In front of her was a man in a similar suit, though his was blue and white, and his gauntlets didn’t have the same protrusions. Instead, he had a whip hanging from his belt, which looked like it had electronics built into it. After a moment of thought, Lilith decided it probably either stunned people like a taser or was designed to restrain, with an inertial sump to keep its integrity.

      “You’re Lilith Carpenter, right?” the woman asked, her helmet tilting up and down and her voice slightly distorted.

      “That’s right. Who might you be?” Lilith asked, tilting her head at the woman, slightly more hopeful since the woman wasn’t being entirely hostile.

      “We’re the Reno Ragers,” the man said, then paused and admitted, “Well, some of the Reno Ragers, anyway. I’m Blue Rager, and this is Red Rager. We’re here for the convention; what’re you doing here?”

      “We’re here for the convention, too,” Gina interjected, a slight edge to her voice. “Lilith got invited to speak at a couple of the panels, as did the two of us.”

      “Really? What panels?” Red Rager asked curiously. “I don’t think I checked the speaker list for a few months.”

      “I’m going to be on two panels. One is regarding the advantages and pitfalls of power armor, and the other is about escaping the shadow of a villain,” Lilith replied calmly, glancing at the woman as she shrugged. “I suspect they’re among the few panels that I could give good feedback on.”

      “I don’t know; after the lectures that Circe gave us about practical suits, I’m fairly sure you’d do well on ‘Creating Practical and Stylish Hero Suits’,” Rachel interjected dryly.

      “No, I simply followed her advice, as well as yours. I’ll remind you that I did seriously consider the black and red color scheme my armor originally had. You told me it was too sinister,” Lilith retorted. “My idea of what is stylish doesn’t necessarily match what society might like.”

      A chuckle from Red Rager interrupted them, and Lilith turned her attention back to the heroine as she spoke, amusement apparent in her voice. “Well, I suppose that would be an interesting couple of panels. I was planning on coming to the one on power armor… we have a tech gal, and I’ve been considering the idea of going for powered armor. What do you think?”

      “That depends a lot on what you’re trying for. You’re, what, a martial artist?” Lilith asked, glancing over the woman again, examining the armor closely.

      “That’s right. I have a little tech to make shutting down villains a little easier, but we’re trying to figure out if something else would work better,” Red Rager replied, and Lilith saw Blue Rager shift uneasily, but he didn’t interrupt.

      “In that case, I wouldn’t consider it,” Lilith replied bluntly, shaking her head. “I’m a decent martial artist and I’m really fast and strong, though I’m sure I’ll need years of practice before I’m actually skilled compared to someone like you. The problem with power armor is that it limits your movements based on what the armor is designed for, and unless you have amazing tech, it also slows you down. You might gain some additional strength, assuming the armor is good enough, but I doubt it’d be worth the cost. Instead, I might look at adding additional functions to your suit. An inertial sump to absorb some of the damage, thermal shields, or even gravity nullifiers to allow you to defy gravity for a few seconds. That’s the sort of thing that Morgan and Warden have in their armor since power armor just isn’t practical for them.”

      “You have been studying for the panels, haven’t you?” Rachel murmured, her eyebrows rising slightly. “I don’t remember you saying anything like that to us.”

      “I had to if I was going to give my honest opinions about the pitfalls of power armor. I can’t tell you just how aggravating it is to not be able to shrug in armor, but that’s a minor thing, and I fixed it in my new armor,” Lilith said, and just thinking about that made her annoyed. “Plus, trying to add functionality like that… let’s just say it isn’t easy.”

      “Hm, still, that’s good to know. I might come to the panel anyway just to take some notes. Even if true power armor won’t fit any of us, we might be able to pick up some other ideas that’ll work well,” Red Rager said, tapping her arm thoughtfully. “We’ll see what happens in the end, but—”

      Behind her, Lilith saw one of the men talking to a receptionist pick up his suitcase and walk away, examining the key cards in his packet as he walked. Blue Rager cleared his throat as he noticed, tapping Red Rager on the shoulder.

      “Red, come on, it’s our turn,” Blue Rager interrupted, and Lilith couldn’t help a smile.

      “Oh, right! Later!” Red Rager said, and quickly followed the other hero toward the receptionist. Lilith found it rather amusing.

      “I think that went well,” Gina said, eying the two as they left. “I’ve heard of the Ragers. They’re all class B heroes, but they’re really coordinated, and they can hit above their weight class a lot of the time. Two of them can usually take on a class A villain, which is really impressive.”

      Lilith blinked in surprise, and she examined the two again as she murmured, “That… well, that means either of them could probably take me down if I didn’t have my armor. Wow.”

      “They probably could,” Rachel agreed, patting Lilith on the shoulder. “Either way, with any luck you won’t have that happen. Now, what about the checking in part?”

      “Right,” Lilith replied, laughing and grinning as she saw another receptionist had opened up, and she approached the young woman calmly, reaching into her purse to pull out her wallet. “Hello, I’m here to check in. Lilith Carpenter, and I believe that the Hero Convention was handling the room.”

      “Welcome to the Astrodome Hotel!” the receptionist said, her name tag proclaiming her Alley. “As to that, one moment, ma’am, let me check…”

      Lilith set down her card and waited patiently, then the woman nodded in satisfaction. “Yes, here we are! A suite for one. I’ll just need to see your ID and get a credit card on file for any additional charges.”

      “Wait, a room for one?” Gina interjected, a sharp edge to her voice. “I thought they were taking care of rooms for all of us!”

      “Ah, may I ask… oh, you’re Warden!” Alley said, her eyes widening a little. “Sorry, I just was distracted. Let me see what’s going on… ah! It appears that you and Morgan were given a separate reservation, Ms. Warden, and there’s a note that you’re to be given an adjacent room to Lilith.”

      Lilith considered that for a moment, a little puzzled as to why the reservations were separate, but she shook it off after a moment more, instead pulling out her credit card.

      “Odd, but as long as we have adjacent rooms, I don’t see that it’s a problem,” Lilith said, offering the woman her driver’s license and credit card. “Here you are.”

      “Thank you, if you’ll give me a moment, I’ll have your keys,” Alley said brightly, running a key card through a machine, one of the ones Lilith knew programmed them.

      Lilith waited patiently, deliberately not paying attention to the numerous stares coming in her direction.
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        * * *

      

      Stephen loved how easy it was to keep an eye on Lilith Carpenter. Her power drew gazes from every direction, and the number of people staring at her… well, it made it even easier to simply pretend to be one of them. He could see at least a dozen heroes watching her, which made his smile grow even more, as they didn’t really need to be concerned about her.

      Instead, he pulled out his phone and activated the camera, glad that he had a nice vantage point from the second floor. There was no way he could’ve gotten a good picture of her from the first floor, not as far away as he was. Then he cursed under his breath as she moved right as he took a picture. Fortunately, the woman was just moving to the side so that her two companions could check in, so he took another picture after a moment. This one turned out well, but he took several more, just to be safe.

      That done, he sent one of the pictures to Carolyn Ritter, along with a message.

      Lilith Carpenter and her friends are here.

      Then, now that his primary task was done, he leaned on the railing and continued to watch Lilith, as well as the other people entering the hotel. He’d always loved watching people, and the sheer number of heroes showing up gave an even better chance for it than Stephen normally got.

      It was just too bad for them what was planned.
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      Lilith finished dressing again, letting out the faintest sigh of relief as she did so. The shower had done her a world of good, though she was slightly disappointed with the suite. It wasn’t even as good as the one she’d rented in San Francisco, but she supposed that the convention wasn’t going to pay for amazing lodging for everyone they invited.

      The hotel room was fairly simple, on the whole. It had a television, a desk for someone to work, a dresser, and a counter with a coffee machine, ice bucket, and miniature fridge. She was somewhat disappointed by the lack of a microwave, but she shrugged it off. There was a single king-size bed, and the bathroom was small, with a basic bathtub and shower. It worked, she supposed, but it made her miss even the RV’s shower. It had multiple spouts that allowed it to massage her entire body at the same time, as well as clean off grime more quickly. At least she had a decent view of the convention center, though it obscured most of her line of sight to anything more interesting.

      “Ah, well,” Lilith murmured, picking up her earbud and sliding it into place. “Circe, has anything gone wrong back home?”

      “Shade captured a team of criminals that attempted to breach the manor late last night, and Glass Cannon made the mistake of attempting to attack a bank downtown, only to learn that Archon had not left town. The latter caused a great deal of damage due to him removing glass from most storefronts for a couple of blocks. The manor took no damage,” Circe replied promptly. “Otherwise, things have been relatively quiet. I’ve noticed some movements from villains, but nothing in your vicinity. I would not be surprised if they are trying to take advantage of so many heroes being absent.”

      “Of course they are. Good work on getting Shade involved,” Lilith said, her smile growing a touch warmer. “Is there anything you think I need to know?”

      For a few seconds Circe was silent, which caused Lilith’s smile to fade slowly. With as fast as Circe processed things, that was an eternity for the AI. It didn’t bode well.

      “If there was any immediate threat, I would tell you. However, at present I am… stretched, Mistress Lilith. There are other AIs that have similar capabilities to mine, and they’re now paying attention to me. We interfere with one another, so the support I can provide is limited in many ways,” Circe said at last, and paused before admitting, “I do not believe that there’s anything important at present, but your location has me concerned. You’re exposed, and the sheer number of heroes in the area makes scanning your vicinity problematic at best.”

      “Ah, I understand,” Lilith said, her worries easing slightly, and a smile crept across her face at the concern in the AI’s voice. Even if Amber limited her assistance, as Lilith suspected she was doing, Circe was the one person whose support for Lilith had never wavered, and it was… comforting to know she cared. After a moment, Lilith shrugged. “You aren’t wrong about it being dangerous to come here, but by the same token, I doubt many heroes would sit by while others attacked me. If nothing else, it’d be good publicity for those who intervened. Besides, would even Amber have wanted to attack something like this? There are a lot of heroes here.”

      “No comment. However, if she ever were to consider attacking a convention of that sort, Mistress Amber would avoid a head-on assault. Such would be a poor idea at best,” Circe replied, and made a soft sniffing sound. “Black Harbinger attempted it once, and he never had time to self-destruct, he was hit by so many attacks. I—”

      Circe went abruptly quiet as there was a knock at the door, and Lilith blinked in surprise, frowning, then stepped over to the door to peer through the door viewer to see who was on the other side. When she saw it was just Rachel and Gina, Lilith shook her head, unlocking the door and opening it.

      “I see the two of you cleaned up, too,” Lilith said, noting that both of them had damp hair and different clothing. “How’s your room?”

      “Pretty good! We’ve got a pair of queens, and the room’s not bad at all,” Gina said, grinning and peering past Lilith to examine her room. “Ooh, you got a king? I thought your room would be identical to ours!”

      Lilith looked back at her room and shrugged, stepping out of the way. “You can look at it if you want. Unless you wanted to do something else?”

      “Well… we did want to find dinner, and we need to find out where to meet and everything else. Tomorrow, I mean. I know that this convention works a little differently than some of the others I’ve been to,” Rachel said, frowning thoughtfully as she looked at Lilith’s room. “I just wish we hadn’t been given different rooms.”

      “You could just stay over. Speaking of which… here, I was given two keys to the room,” Lilith said, fishing out the spare key and offering it to Rachel.

      “Hey, why does she get the key?” Gina protested as Rachel took the card.

      “You can teleport,” Lilith said, glancing at Gina in amusement, and Rachel laughed. Gina pouted, folding her arms, but didn’t say anything in response.

      “A very good point. As to staying over, I don’t want to cause trouble, and… well, maybe. We’ll see how things go later,” Rachel said, tucking the key away. “Anyway, what do you think?”

      “I think you have a point. I’m not that hungry, but I could eat,” Lilith said, considering for a moment, then shrugged. “Downstairs, I assume? I saw several restaurants.”

      “That was the plan,” Gina said, still looking like she was sulking, though she’d perked up a little. “Food would be nice since we didn’t have much for lunch.”

      Lilith laughed softly, smiling as she replied. “Let me get my purse, then. Where were you thinking to go?”

      “Anywhere but the buffet,” Rachel said, before Gina could more than open her mouth. “I’ve had really bad experiences with the buffets at places like this.”

      “Just because a few dozen guys wouldn’t leave you alone last time and kept taking seats next to you… but I wasn’t going to suggest that anyway,” Gina said, her voice teasing as she glanced at Rachel. “No, there’s a nice place downstairs that serves burgers, ribs, pizza, and other things like that. It should have something for all of us, so I thought it’d be nice.”

      “Hm… Rachel?” Lilith asked, making certain her purse was zipped shut, then nodding as she stepped out and let the door swing shut.

      “That sounds good to me. If they have burgers, they’ll probably have a chicken sandwich or something like that. I’d prefer a salad with diced chicken tenders, but let’s see what they have,” Rachel said, visibly relaxing as she nodded.

      Gina laughed, grinning widely as she teased, “You shouldn’t take things so seriously, Rach! I was just joking about the buffet since I knew you didn’t want to go there.”

      “That doesn’t make it nice,” Rachel retorted, starting down the hallway toward the elevators.

      Lilith followed, noticing that there were a lot of other people arriving as well. It was hard to tell how many of them were here for the convention, except in the case of the heroes, as most of them were arriving fully suited up, and she noticed that most of them weren’t showing their faces, or at least had masks of some type. It was obvious that many people were trying to hide their identities, and she couldn’t help wondering if going public was really that dangerous for them. She didn’t say anything, though, not after seeing a man wearing little more than a loincloth and a stylized saber-tooth tiger helmet came tromping down the hallway with his suitcase. Rachel didn’t have the same restraint, though.

      “Ah, bulletproof nudity,” Rachel muttered under her breath, prompting a chuckle from Gina.

      “What?” Lilith asked, blinking.

      “Oh, it’s just that some people have really weird powers. A surprisingly common one is when a person’s resilience is inversely proportional to how much clothing they’re wearing,” Gina said, shrugging and gesturing over her shoulder. “That guy is either like Crimson Bull, a brick who’s really tough baseline, or the type that’s almost impossible to hurt when mostly naked. I’ve heard of a few dozen heroes like that.”

      “That… is odd,” Lilith agreed, musing a little as she considered, then asked, “Do you think powers are based on the person, somewhat? I mean, it seems like bodybuilders and the type seem to get strength powers…”

      “Maybe, maybe not,” Rachel said, frowning as she slowed down slightly. “I mean, look at Gina’s dad. He’s a bit into bodybuilding, sure, but his love has always been architecture and building things. If anything, I’d have expected him to be more of an inventor type, and instead he got a slight strength augment. Heck, look at Gina!”

      “What? What about me?” Gina asked, looking a little taken aback.

      “You have defensive powers beyond belief, but it isn’t like those suit your personality. You’re more enthusiastic than me, and if you had the option, you’d be the first to attack. Heck, you’re usually more aggressive than I am, despite being ideal at defense,” Rachel explained. Gina’s wary expression turned thoughtful, and she nodded.

      “True enough. I mean, as a girl I always wanted to be a pyrokinetic. I wouldn’t want to be one now, the burns that can cause are no joke, but I was always the type to pretend I could blast the bad guys through a few city blocks,” Gina agreed, turning the corner to the elevators, and she hit the call button. “I sure didn’t get powers based on what I’d imagined.”

      “It also proves that what I thought was a lead wasn’t. Ah, well,” Lilith murmured, letting out a faint sigh. “I was just trying to make sense of powers, and as you’ve told me before, that isn’t really possible.”

      Rachel nodded firmly in agreement. “Yeah, sounds about right. If there’s anyone in the world who knows more than they’re saying, it’s Dracula. And he’s not telling anyone.”

      Lilith laughed, grinning as she nodded. “True enough! I didn’t think of it that way, but it makes sense. From what I heard, he examined Stonehenge right before the Advent, then closed his borders, so he had to have known something was coming.”

      The elevator sounded, then the doors slid open to reveal it was full of passengers. Several started to exit, and Lilith stepped to the side to let them exit more easily. This group didn’t have any obvious heroes among them, but plenty of them were giving her sidelong looks. Or not so sidelong, in a couple of cases. One man stopped, just barely out of the elevator, and looked at her closely.

      “Lilith Carpenter?” the brown-haired, brown-eyed man asked. He looked quite normal, but there was something off about him that Lilith couldn’t quite place.

      “Yes? Can I help you?” Lilith asked, tilting her head as she looked at him.

      The next instant the man’s free hand split open into machinery that retracted instantly, revealing the broad barrel of some form of cannon. It happened so fast that Lilith barely had time to start to react, and his arm was already leveled at her. That gave her no time to dodge as a brilliant red beam of energy blasted into her chest.
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      A barrier of light flashed into existence around Lilith the instant before the beam hit her, a soft whine filling her ears as she was knocked several steps back, staggering at the strange feeling of the impact.

      “The Corathan Group sends—” the man began speaking, smoke rising from where one of his sleeves had ignited, but he didn’t manage to finish.

      A flash of purple light preceded a purple orb slamming into the man, which Lilith suspected was from Rachel, an instant before an orange bolt of fire, a beam of red energy, and a strange, transparent ripple hit the man, shredding his clothing and skin to reveal a completely mechanical frame beneath it, complete with several more barrels of weapons.

      “Initiating self-destruct,” the man said in that same, calm voice, the barrels glowing with energy, and Gina snarled.

      “Oh, you jerk!” the heroine snapped, her hand extended and projecting a bubble of golden magic around the machine, lifting it off the ground as its cannons all fired into the barrier. “Lil, are you alright?”

      “Yes, thanks to the emergency shield in my suit. That was—” Lilith began, but at that moment the machine exploded.

      There was a slight glow from the core of the robot’s chest, followed by a detonation that shook the walls even through Gina’s barrier. The barrier didn’t break, though plenty of people flinched away anyway. Lilith merely winced and sighed, muttering, “And there went any evidence. Not that he didn’t announce it first.”

      While the brief combat had been going on, the doors of the elevator shut, leaving them behind. Lilith looked at the doors, then at the slowly clearing smoke inside Gina’s barrier, where shrapnel was slowly settling into a pile of scorched wreckage.

      Rachel stepped toward Lilith, gently laying a hand on her shoulder as she spoke soothingly. “It wasn’t your fault, Lil. That’s just the price of having a target on your head. Gina, I think we’d best wait for security to show up… and you probably don’t want to put that down. I can’t imagine they’d be thrilled by what it’d do to the carpet.”

      “You think?” Gina retorted, glowering at the wreckage, then flicked a finger, causing the upper part of the barrier to vanish and the lower part to spread out to hold it more easily. “I’m getting really irritated with these people. Do you think we could hunt down some of the people who put up the bounties to begin with?”

      A ripple of laughter from behind her caused Lilith to turn her head, and she belatedly realized that a crowd had built up in the hallway behind them, including a single, shocked-looking cleaning lady. The laughter hadn’t come from her or most of the crowd, though. Instead, it had come from a cluster of heroes in front of most of the crowd.

      The man in front was wearing a loose set of blue robes, the sleeves and lowest sections of which faded to look almost perfectly transparent, and he had a complexion that Lilith couldn’t quite place. She thought he was probably from somewhere in the Middle East, but she couldn’t be sure. His eyes and hair were dark brown, and he wore a pair of silver earrings with hanging arrowheads.

      Next to him was a man in orange and red, the two colors separated by narrow borders of white. The blond man was chewing gum and wearing a set of wrap-around sunglasses, and had an incredibly athletic figure under his suit. He seemed to be focused on Lilith, and something about the way he was looking at her made her uncomfortable.

      Last was a woman with long, curly hair such a bright red it almost had to be dyed. She had red eyes as well, and she was grinning. The woman had a flame-themed bodysuit that didn’t look like it had much armor in it. That seemed a little suicidal to Lilith, but she’d thought the same of many hero suits, and it was entirely possible the woman was tougher than Lilith thought she was.

      “The problem with that is tracking the villains down to begin with, Warden. Didn’t you find that out when we went after Shadowmind?” the man in orange and red drawled, sounding like he was a southerner to Lilith.

      “Oh, hey! Where’d you come from, Bolt?” Gina said, her eyes lighting up with pleasure. “Last I heard, you were up in Maine, dealing with a pile of mutated lobsters!”

      “Boiled and served to the merfolk,” he replied, grinning broadly. “I wasn’t going to miss the convention, though. I was just going to head downstairs when we caught the show.”

      “That’s Dawning Bolt, Lilith, an independent hero. He fought Shadowmind a few days before Crimson Bull and Warden caught up with her,” Rachel explained, then nodded to Dawning Bolt. “This is Lilith, as I’m sure you know. I’m afraid I don’t know the other two, though… thank you for your help!”

      “You’re welcome!” the woman replied quickly, her eyes bright with excitement. “I’m Scarlet Fire! I was going to go with Crimson, but… never mind, that doesn’t matter. That was amazing, how quick we dealt with the robot!”

      “As for me, I’m Waveweaver. I’m from Florida, so I’m not surprised you haven’t heard of me,” the other man said, nodding politely. “From what you said, this happens often?”

      “Not often, but enough times so far. This is only the second assassination attempt, but there have been a couple of times in bigger fights that groups like Destruction Corps decided to focus on me,” Lilith said, shrugging. “It’s irritating.”

      “You might say that,” Gina said, shrugging. “Either way… now we have to wait, which means dinner has to wait. This sucks.”

      That prompted another ripple of laughter from the heroes, and Lilith couldn’t help a smile, shaking her head as she began to relax again. She just wished people would stop trying to kill her.
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      “…Daemonia and Vindicator are both supposed to be here, too, though I heard rumors that Daemonia had something come up at the last moment. I don’t know about most of the bigger names, but they seem to be staying home for the most part. Too many villains seem to like getting active while the convention is on,” Dawning Bolt was saying to Gina while he cut off a chunk of his steak. It was hard for Lilith to keep track of what he was saying, though, not with the other conversations going on as well.

      “Yeah, I got a cease and desist letter when I tried to use Crimson Flame, can you believe it? I mean, it isn’t even the name of a heroine or anything!” Scarlet Flame said, scowling heavily. “I thought about trying to fight them on it, but when I talked to a lawyer, he said it wasn’t worth it. Comic companies are ruthless in defending their stuff from heroes, so I went ahead and changed my name. It still makes me angry, though.”

      “I can’t say I blame you. Legal issues with names can be a real pain,” Rachel said sympathetically, while Waveweaver nodded. Lilith had trouble deciding which conversation to pay attention to, and after a moment she gave up, turning her attention instead to her burger.

      She hadn’t expected the other three heroes to tag along to dinner once the hotel security, and eventually the police, had taken statements and dealt with the wreckage of the robot. She’d learned that the Corathan Group was some type of villain conglomerate, which mystified Lilith still more. Even so, a tiny part of Lilith was disappointed that she hadn’t been able to have dinner with just Gina and Rachel. The other heroes were distracting them, which left her feeling like she was just in the way, by and large.

      At least the food was good, which helped improve her mood somewhat, and Lilith took a bite of her burger, her eyes half-closing as she stopped paying as much attention to the conversation. Which, of course, was when someone specifically addressed her.

      “So, how’re you liking being a hero?” Waveweaver asked, and Lilith’s eyes snapped open to see that he was looking at her.

      She chewed and swallowed quickly, clearing her throat before she asked, “What do you mean?”

      “It’s just… the lifestyle isn’t for everyone, and I know you’re new to the industry, if you call it that,” Waveweaver said, glancing over at Gina as he continued. “I know Morgan and Warden are used to it, so I was curious what you think. Do you like it?”

      “Mm… I don’t know,” Lilith said, tilting her head and frowning thoughtfully as she considered the question. “It isn’t bad if that’s what you’re asking… it’s certainly different than what I was doing before. The thing is, I don’t have much experience with anything else, so I couldn’t say one way or another. I like helping people, don’t get me wrong, but beyond that… I don’t know.”

      “It doesn’t help that you haven’t even set up any sponsorships or anything else,” Gina interjected, turning away from Dawning Bolt with a grin. “Unlike almost everyone else in the industry, I don’t think you get any remuneration yet.”

      “That isn’t true. I started working with SuperNet on that model of my armor, and we’re in discussions about other things. He’s started collecting donations for my support as well,” Lilith said, giving Gina a sidelong look. “It might not be much, but it’s something.”

      “Really? You aren’t getting much of anything out of this?” Waveweaver asked, looking at her in shock. “I mean… why would you be risking yourself, then?”

      That caused Lilith to pause, then she shrugged, smiling at him as she replied gently. “Because I want to? I know that a lot of people need the income. Right now, I don’t. I have a large amount of money from my investments and selling my business, plus I’ve started another couple of ventures. I could likely live comfortably for the rest of my life on them if I wanted to. It hasn’t been something I’ve had to worry about, at least not so far. I just wish I could help more than I do since even with power armor, I’m not able to help that much.”

      “You do fine,” Gina said firmly, her eyes narrowing as she looked at Lilith. “Besides, who is it that took down the alien?”

      “Spark, after I used my armor as a bomb to break the alien’s armor,” Lilith replied instantly. “I might have been able to beat it up close. Probably not, since she barely escaped the blast wave it used, and I’m slower than her.”

      “Lil…” Gina began, but let her voice trail off as she sighed. Dawning Bolt chuckled and interjected.

      “So, your armor is like Shadowmind’s? As they said, I ran into her and was lucky she’d been worn down by fighting the Champs over in New York. She’s pretty tough,” the hero said, setting his silverware down for the moment.

      Lilith considered for several moments, then shook her head. “No, I don’t think it is. From what Gina and Rachel said, her armor also functions as a sort of… amplifier for her psychic abilities. I don’t have any, or at least not any I can control, so the armor doesn’t have those. Beyond that, when I look at some of the footage of what she’s done, I’m pretty sure my suit can’t do the same thing. I suspect I’ve got equipment that’s around… twenty percent less effective? Maybe more.”

      “What?” Rachel exclaimed, turning her head abruptly. “I thought that Circe said your safety was one of her highest priorities! Why would she give you equipment that much less effective?”

      Lilith noticed that the three other heroes were listening with interest and almost sighed. Circe wasn’t interjecting much, she noticed… probably because there were so many heroes in the area. The chances of someone intercepting the transmission were rather high.

      “She also has competing priorities, like keeping technology from falling into the hands of other people,” Lilith pointed out, letting out a faint sigh. “The moment I brought the two of you back to the hideout, she started locking down technology even more, so I’m not surprised that my armor is weaker than it could be. It also could be her way of trying to keep me from getting into too dangerous of situations.”

      “Seems crazy to me! I mean, weakening your equipment to make you not get into dangerous fights?” Scarlet Fire chimed in, looking rather eager. “How’s that supposed to work?”

      “Maybe by convincing Lilith that she can’t handle a particular opponent. She does try to analyze things ahead of time,” Gina suggested. “Anyway, it really doesn’t matter why, I guess. I wish you had better defenses.”

      “As do I, but there’s nothing I can do about it,” Lilith murmured, shrugging again as she went back to her burger.

      She had to wonder why she felt like something was wrong.
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        Wednesday, August 13th, 2031

        Shadowmind Redoubt Invincible, Asteroid Belt, Sol

      

      

      “She really is a clever girl,” Amber said, opening her eyes to see the ceiling above her. “Circe, how do the readings look?”

      “Biological readings were stable on this test as well, Mistress, much like they have been since you forged a permanent connection to your current body,” Circe replied immediately. “I believe that no further testing is required, at least not at present. May I ask what you mean about her being a clever girl? Are you speaking of Mistress Lilith?”

      “Agreed, regarding the lack of need for additional tests. This has been getting tiresome, even if it’s necessary,” Amber said, reaching up to remove the electrodes on her head. She didn’t enjoy having to attach them before going on a mental expedition. She didn’t reply to the second part immediately, curious if Circe would press the issue. She was also having fun toying with Morgan and Warden, even if she was having to be subtle about making them more competitive.

      “As you say, Mistress Amber. No further data on Destruction Corps movements has been registered, though a renewed skirmish between them and the Cuban navy has been detected. Destruction Corps has the upper hand, but the United States is moving to assist,” Circe said, changing the subject. “A shipment of munitions bound for India from France has also gone missing, and I have not determined who is responsible yet.”

      “Lovely. Well, the munitions definitely aren’t the fault of Destruction Corps. They wouldn’t bother stealing something like that,” Amber murmured, shaking her head. “No, it has to be someone else. But yes, I was referring to Lilith. She realized that you’ve been curtailing the quality of her armor, and she was somehow able to tell I was in her head, as well as that of Gina and Rachel.”

      “Ah. That is… most interesting, Mistress. I wasn’t aware that she was capable of detecting you when you aren’t doing anything. Her mental defenses appear to be greater than I believed they were,” Circe said, her voice holding a note of concern.

      “Yes, they are. If she brought them to bear against me… well, I don’t know how strong they truly are. I suspect they’re stronger than I thought they were, with how she held off the alien,” Amber said, standing up and grabbing her jacket since she always was a little chilled when she woke up. She shrugged it on, considering for several seconds before shrugging. “Either way, most of her concerns are remarkably petty. I think I need to move her out of her comfort zone, to make her understand what a mistake she’s making.”

      “May I ask how, Mistress? I’ve tried to give her warnings, but she’s ignored them so far,” Circe said, prompting a laugh from Amber.

      “How? Oh, Circe… that’s easy!” Amber said, grinning as she headed toward the door. “She’s doing all of this because of Morgan and Warden. What would happen if they left her, though? I’ve seen enough of my wayward daughter that I suspect I can tell you that much. She’d collapse without the support of others, and it’d teach her a lesson about how foolish she’s being.”

      “That is possible, Mistress. Them leaving seems quite unlikely, though,” Circe replied, sounding dubious enough that it brought another chuckle from Amber.

      “Oh, I know they are. But I’m the one that brought the three of them together, Circe,” Amber said, pausing for the door to slide open, and continued down the hallway. “That which I’ve given her, I can also take away.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Astrodome Hotel, Las Vegas

      

      

      “Ah, you’re here! Sorry about how long it took to get down here, but I was in my room,” the woman said, and Lilith examined her curiously.

      Carolyn Ritter was a pretty woman, with blonde hair that reached the middle of her back, along with a braid that circled the crown of her head. She looked relatively slim and fit beneath her pantsuit, and from the way she moved Lilith suspected the woman was a minor super of some variety. It was just how quick the woman was that made her think that. Her blue eyes were bright with curiosity as she looked at Lilith, though.

      “It’s not a problem; I’m sure you’ve had a busy day or two setting everything up,” Lilith said, glancing around the conference room in bemusement. “I don’t know how you even keep track of everything.”

      They’d been directed to a conference room on the hotel’s second floor, which was apparently where the committee in charge of the convention was headquartered. Once there, a harried young man had called Carolyn, then gone frantically delving into a couple of boxes filled with manila folders, to Lilith’s amusement. A task which he was still occupied with. Several other people were fielding phone calls, and Lilith could see a man talking to what had to be a fire marshal, while others were moving boxes of what she guessed were programs and the like.

      “Practice, mostly,” Carolyn said, smiling broadly as she offered her hand. “I’m Carolyn Ritter, and I’m in charge of the convention committee this year. Lilith, Morgan, and Warden, yes? Unless you want me to use different names?”

      Lilith shook her hand, noticing that Carolyn’s grip was firm, and let go while she shook Gina and Rachel’s hands as well. Lilith didn’t answer, though, quirking an eyebrow at Gina.

      “Warden is fine for me. I’m pretty sure that Morgan and Lilith both work as well,” Gina said, grinning at Carolyn. “We’re mostly here to find out what we’re supposed to be doing tomorrow. I’ve never been a speaker at one of these conventions, so I’m not sure what the process is like.”

      “Oh, I entirely understand,” Carolyn assured her. “First off, did Adam get you your packets?”

      “I can’t find them!” the young man interjected, his brown eyes wild as he looked up from the fourth box. “I’ve looked in all of the speaker boxes, and they’re not here!”

      “That’s because they were put in the special guest box, Adam. Look over on the table over there,” Carolyn said, pointing at a different table entirely.

      “Of course they are! Couldn’t someone have left a note?” Adam snarled, dropping the box he’d been going through and rushing over to the other table.

      “It sounds like he’s had a rough day,” Rachel said, her eyes wide. “Is this normal?”

      “No, usually he gets like that just as we’re about to open the doors,” Carolyn said, shrugging helplessly. “Nothing I can really do about it, though. Organizing these conventions is always chaotic, especially when we have cancellations.”

      Lilith nodded, and couldn’t help a smile as Adam pulled out a trio of manila folders, double-checked their fronts, then came over to offer her one. The sticker on the front had her name printed on it, and she nodded politely, murmuring, “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” he said, giving the other two to Gina and Rachel. “Now, please don’t lose your badges. Replacing them is a beast with the back-end systems, and I don’t want to have to deal with that as well as everything else that’s inevitably going to go wrong.”

      “We’ll do our best,” Rachel assured him, while Lilith held her folder for the moment, not opening it yet. Gina wasn’t as restrained and quickly opened hers to peer inside.

      “Right, now that you have those, they each have a badge for you. The badge has a chip that lets you access the back halls of the convention center,” Carolyn said, gesturing them away from Adam’s workspace while he got back to organizing the folders. “Due to how chaotic a lot of conventions get, the Astrodome was built with service halls that allow more direct routes to the various rooms. As special guests, you are allowed to use the halls, but please don’t allow regular guests to use them as well. They’re going to be busy enough as it is.”

      “Right, I can do that. Ooh, is this for a sign?” Gina asked, pulling out a long paper strip with Warden written in a bold text on it.

      “It is. Each room should have a stand for you to put that in, so people know who you are,” Carolyn said, and sighed as she added unhappily, “Last year we had electronic stands that would change for each panel, but someone hacked them and replaced the names with insults. We decided to go with a lower tech solution this year.”

      Lilith winced and nodded. “That doesn’t sound like it would be fun.”

      “It really wasn’t,” Carolyn said, sighing heavily. “We never did find out who did it. Too many suspects, and it isn’t like we thought we’d need heavy security on name stands. Either way, it’s done. You also have a map of the building, a list of what panels you’re going to be on, and a program to tell you what events or panels are currently going.”

      “Sounds simple enough,” Rachel said, smiling and glancing over at Lilith, reaching out to take her hand. “Is there anything else we need to be aware of?”

      “You’ll probably want to be ready by about seven tomorrow morning. If you can meet by Staff Entrance C, or in the main hall, we’re going to be having opening ceremonies, and as you’re a special guest we’d prefer to have you there,” Carolyn said, her voice brisk. “I believe that most of the moderators emailed you questions for you to consider for their panels? If not, I can see about getting you the questions so you have some time to prepare.”

      “I did,” Lilith said, nodding slightly as she smiled wryly. “Not that I had much of an answer for some of the questions… the ones about power armor were far easier for me to deal with.”

      “We did, too,” Rachel said, jerking her head toward Gina. “The only one we didn’t get much from was the magical coaching class, which really doesn’t have much in the way of questions to answer.”

      “Fair! If I had the potential to be able to so much as light a candle, I’d be there,” Carolyn said, laughing and shaking her head. “No, I’m going to be far too busy to attend panels most of the time. I hope that this answers your questions?”

      “I think so, at least for me,” Lilith said, glancing at the packet and resisting the urge to go through it now. Instead, she asked, “How’s security going to be? I’m sure you’ve heard that I was attacked earlier, and I really don’t want to endanger bystanders.”

      “We’re doing the best we can. I have some heroes who’ve volunteered with security, and we’re using the best monitoring systems we can get, but something always slips by,” Carolyn said, her smile fading a little, almost growing brittle. “Fortunately, the building has various built-in defenses, so it should be able to weather most damage, but if they attack you again… well, I intend to have several guards near your panels to do what we can. I’m afraid it’s all I can do.”

      “I suppose,” Lilith said, and nodded. “Thank you for your help, Ms. Ritter.”

      “See you tomorrow!” Gina said, stuffing the lanyard and other things back in her envelope.

      “You’re quite welcome. I hope you have an excellent stay!” Carolyn replied, smiling broadly back at them.

      Then Lilith started moving away, glancing at the others as she asked, “So, what do you two want to do with the rest of the evening?”

      “Well… I was thinking to drop the packet off in the room, then go see about losing my twenty bucks to a one-armed bandit,” Gina said, eyeing her packet as they headed for the doors.

      Lilith began opening her mouth to ask what that was, but Rachel spoke first. “She’s talking about slot machines, Lil. As for me, I’m thinking that I might join her for a minute, if nothing else, to keep her from going over her limit.”

      “Ah. I’ll… well, probably go over my schedule,” Lilith said, faintly disappointed, but forcing herself not to show it. “I’d rather stay away from those.”

      “We’ll be back soon, promise,” Rachel assured Lilith, grinning. “It shouldn’t take her too long to lose her money.”

      “Hey! Don’t jinx me!” Gina protested, prompting a chuckle from Lilith.

      “If you say so,” Lilith murmured, relaxing slightly.
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        * * *

      

      Carolyn waited until the door of her room was shut to curse under her breath, reaching over to activate the countermeasures to ensure no one could listen in on her. It wasn’t absolutely foolproof, but it should do the job, and she muttered, “Oh, those interfering, incompetent jackasses.”

      It took a minute for her to get the link to the hidden comm center in the basement working, and another few seconds before it secured an encrypted link, but that gave her a little more time to calm down again, as she held the phone to her ear. She hadn’t been able to show her anger in public, as much as she’d wanted to, and the tinkling sound of the line ringing didn’t help.

      “Hey, Commodore. What’s going on?” Admiral Apocalypse asked, sounding bored, and she could hear the faint sound of waves crashing on the shore in the background. That had to be artificial since Carolyn knew that the admiral wasn’t anywhere near a shoreline at the moment.

      “I’m a little irate. You’re hitting that research park near New Orleans, right?” Carolyn asked, pacing back and forth quickly.

      “Yeah, that’s right. Why do you ask?” Admiral Apocalypse asked, and there was a sound of a chair creaking. “What made you upset, anyway?”

      “Oh, the Corathan Group just made my job one hell of a lot harder,” Carolyn spat, shaking her head. “They tried to assassinate Lilith Carpenter in the hotel before the convention. Now she has her guard up, and I have to put guards near her panels to ensure that it looks like I’m doing something to protect her and the bystanders. They didn’t even throw anything that special at her! They sent one of their standard infiltration and assassination robots at her, and those can’t even dent the shields she uses!”

      “Ooh, yeah, that’s enough to piss almost anyone off. Why couldn’t they be a little competent?” Admiral Apocalypse asked, though it was obviously a rhetorical question.

      “Because they’re idiots, obviously. In any case, since they’re making my life harder, I thought I’d ask you to make theirs more difficult, too,” Carolyn said, an evil glint in her eye at this point. “If I remember right, they have a transshipment base just outside the Chandeleur Sound, underwater. Mind putting a few torpedoes into it on your way out?”

      “You mean after I take out the research park?” Admiral Apocalypse asked.

      “That’s right,” Carolyn confirmed, stopping next to her desk and leaning on it. “They aren’t on the list of other groups to avoid engaging, so I don’t see that blowing up one of their facilities would make the general upset.”

      “Sure, I can do that!” Admiral Apocalypse said, an uncommon amount of enthusiasm in her voice now. “I was kind of disappointed that I was being wasted on a research park. I wanted to blow a military base to hell!”

      “You aren’t the only one who’s irritated. I just hope that this entire endeavor goes as planned. It probably won’t, not with heroes involved, but we should be able to stall them for a while. Da Vinci did a lot of work to ensure that this wouldn’t be easy to undo,” Commodore Catastrophe said, and grimaced. “I just hope that everything outside goes better than inside. I couldn’t lure even one class S hero to the convention.”

      “They know that they’re the strongest deterrents for villains, so of course they won’t gather together. Especially not that bitch Destiny. She’s got a long memory, and neither the general or major are as young as they used to be,” Admiral Apocalypse replied, and let out a sigh. “Anyway, I’m going now. I’ve got some painting to do, then prep work for the attack. I’ll blow up the Corathan Group’s toys for you.”

      “Thanks,” Carolyn replied, just before the line went dead. She found her mood oddly improved by the knowledge that the other villain was working on her battleship models, but shrugged it off after a moment. They all had their own hobbies, after all.

      The important thing to her was to get through the weekend without dying or screwing anything up. It wasn’t going to be easy.
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        * * *

      

      Lilith paused hopefully as she heard more footsteps coming down the hall, turning her head toward the door. The footsteps continued past her room, though, and she sighed in disappointment.

      “What’s taking them so long?” Lilith murmured under her breath, adjusting the lanyard again. The way the badge hung from the lanyard irritated her, but she didn’t see a way to fix it. That didn’t stop her from fiddling with it, but she wished that she hadn’t noticed.

      There were several other items in the folder as well. A booklet of advertisements and coupons for different stores in the area, a couple of postcard-sized pieces of artwork, several bookmarks with still more advertisements on them, and the items that Carolyn had mentioned. The list of her panels was quite short, unsurprisingly, and she was amused that both of them were on Saturday, rather than Friday or Sunday. The one on power armor was in the morning, while the other was in the late afternoon.

      Going through the pamphlet that had accompanied it, she’d also learned there was a room for special guests to rest and relax privately, as well as where it was in the convention center, but there wasn’t much detail on what was planned there. The program, on the other hand, was packed with enough information that Lilith could hardly believe it. There was an entire floor of the building set aside for merchants and an artist’s alley, which was mind-boggling to her, at least until she’d read a few of the entries for what was being sold. There were shops that specialized in designing and building an entire suit for a person in less than an hour, as well as mechanical supply shops and more for the more mechanically inclined. This was more than just a convention, Lilith came to realize, and a faint part of her wished that she had a suit of armor to show off with Whispering Darkness. That might have helped with her reason for being here, but in the end, she supposed it didn’t matter.

      “I wish I’d thought of that beforehand… though I guess it’s my own fault,” Lilith said, sighing and setting down the booklet casually. “I didn’t think about it, and no one suggested it. Hopefully I won’t be attacked tomorrow.”

      More footsteps sounded out in the hall, drawing Lilith’s attention again, as there seemed to be two sets. The odd thing was that one of them sounded like they were stumbling and dragging on the carpet. She heard a giggle, and what sounded like Rachel, but the door muffled the sound enough that she wasn’t sure. Still, after a moment she stood up and headed for the door, curious if it was them.

      She heard the next door over open just as she reached the door, and she poked her head out, asking, “Rachel, Gina?”

      “One sec, Lil!” Rachel’s voice was muffled as the door shut behind her, prompting Lilith to look over and blink, but she opened the door wider and stepped into the gap, pausing and waiting patiently, wondering what was going on, even as a hint of anxiety began to work its way into the back of her mind.

      A minute later the other door opened, and Rachel stepped out. Lilith heard someone retching in the background, and she winced, looking at Rachel more closely. Her lover looked frazzled, and Lilith asked hesitantly, “What happened?”

      “Gina did pretty well, for once, but she also got to drinking a little. Then she ran into Vindicator and started drinking a lot,” Rachel said, grimacing and shaking her head. “I should’ve stopped her, but I was distracted and didn’t realize just how drunk she was until it was far, far too late. Now, well… you probably heard her throwing up.”

      “Oh, no! Is there anything I can do to help?” Lilith asked, her eyes widening as worry rippled through her.

      “No, I’ll take care of her, so you don’t have to deal with vomit too. If I weren’t concerned about her doing something really dumb, I’d come over to your room and let her deal with it on her own,” Rachel said, her grimace growing deeper. “I don’t know what came over her… she almost never drinks like this!”

      “Well, if you’re sure…” Lilith replied doubtfully, trying to quash the sense of disappointment she was feeling. She hated not being able to help.

      “I’m sure. Believe me, this isn’t any fun for me, either. I’ll see you in the morning, alright?” Rachel said, wincing as more retching sounded from inside the room. “I’d better make sure she doesn’t vomit on the floor. Good night!”

      “Good… night,” Lilith replied, her second word coming just after Rachel rushed back into her room, and despite everything, Lilith’s mood fell a little. She paused in the hallway, looking down it, where she could see a handful of other guests. They were looking toward her as well, and when a woman quickened her pace, Lilith decided she’d best retreat into her room.

      As the door closed behind her, Lilith had to wonder why she felt so much lonelier than she had ten minutes earlier.
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        Thursday, August 14th, 2031

        Astrodome Hotel, Las Vegas

      

      

      “Oh, my head…” Gina groaned, letting the water wash over her even as her head pounded like someone was driving an awl into it.

      “That’s what you get for drinking that much!” Rachel retorted tartly, her voice sharp enough to cause Gina to wince. “I can’t believe you did that the night before the convention! Can you imagine what kind of publicity it would’ve been like if you’d puked in public?”

      “Sorry, sorry… but could you keep your voice down, please? My head hurts,” Gina replied, cringing and adjusting the showerhead. She couldn’t really blame Rachel, not since the other heroine had a point, but she wasn’t helping the headache. In fact, she knew that Rachel had a spell that eliminated hangovers, which meant that she was deliberately letting Gina suffer for the moment. It wouldn’t be the first time, either.

      Part of the problem was that the previous night was a bit of a haze for Gina. She remembered making far more than she expected when using a slot machine, to the frustration of a woman who’d been at the machine a couple of seats over, and that had made her happy… then she’d run into Vindicator just as she was preparing to wrap up.

      The hero was an attractive man and stood out in her mind surprisingly easily. That was probably due to how many paintings she’d made that featured him, Gina admitted privately. Vindicator had sandy blond hair that was relatively short, hazel eyes, and a muscular, fit body. His suit was relatively simple gray and blue, since he was quite durable in combat and didn’t need much in the way of armor. Running into him had been a surprise, and he’d started talking to her, primarily since he’d noticed that he’d been in a bunch of her paintings.

      One thing had led to another, and before long they’d been at the bar, chatting over drinks. The question was where Rachel had been, and Gina frowned as a thought tickled at the back of her foggy mind. It took a moment, but eventually she dislodged the thought and opened her eyes, which was a bit of a mistake as the spray of water hit her square in the face.

      “Gah!” Gina sputtered, turning her head and blinking rapidly to try to clear her eyes. Still, she didn’t lose her train of thought. “Weren’t you chatting with Botania last night? I seem to remember something like that… and normally you’d have stopped me if I was drinking too much.”

      “Yes, I was. We were discussing Lilith, and then Spark happened along to join in,” Rachel replied, a hint of annoyance in her voice. “It was a rather pleasant conversation, I’ll have you know, and I didn’t think you’d need a chaperone considering we were going to be attending the convention today. So instead of having a nice night of sleep, you got to spend half an hour over the toilet, I got to clean up after you, and we’re both cranky.”

      “Oh. Well, I’m sorry… I didn’t realize,” Gina said, her cheeks heating a little, and she quickly got back to washing, and she cleared her throat. “Was Lilith alright?”

      “She poked her head out just after I got you to the room, and with how you were retching, I didn’t dare leave you alone,” Rachel replied waspishly. “So, I have no idea how she felt about the whole thing. I apologized, but what am I supposed to do?”

      Gina opened her mouth, then shut it again as embarrassment washed over her. She really had made something of a fool of herself, hadn’t she? It was frustrating, but somewhat too late now. Internally she resolved not to drink as much if she got near a bar, and accelerated her efforts to finish showering. She didn’t want to be late to the convention hall, even if she didn’t have a panel today.

      She never even noticed how her emotions had shifted slightly.
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        * * *

      

      <There we go…> Amber murmured to herself, pausing in satisfaction as she looked at Warden’s mind thoughtfully.

      Tweaking emotions in people wasn’t easy, especially when she was attempting to keep them from noticing what she’d done. If it weren’t for her having a residual link from when Morgan and Warden had broken into her mind, Amber couldn’t have done it to begin with. She’d taken pains to reinforce that link between them, and also to ensure that neither woman had thought to perform a potent enough magical cleansing to remove it. All the effort was entirely worth it, though.

      Neither of the women had noticed her infiltrating their thoughts, to her satisfaction. Then it had been delicate work to tweak their attitudes ever so slightly. Warden running into Vindicator, a hero that she’d once had a crush on, was pure serendipity, and one which Amber had pounced on. Increasing her attraction toward the man while weakening her attraction toward Lilith was already having an effect, as was increasing Rachel’s possessiveness where Warden was concerned. Along with lowering some inhibitions, it didn’t take nearly as much work as most people might expect.

      She did consider Morgan further, then decided that she’d done enough for the moment. The seeds she’d planted should be enough, and if she did more, she might prompt even more suspicion from Lilith, and she wanted to avoid that. If the women realized that something was wrong, they might think to examine themselves closely enough to notice her tampering, and she didn’t want that. Unless it did the job for her… which it might.

      <Besides, if it turns out that this isn’t enough, I can always come back for another round of changes. Gradual changes are always more believable.> Amber told herself, grinning. She did glance around the astral realm to ensure no one else was in range to hear or see her out of habit, but as normal, no one was around.

      The monsters that dwelled there were, but after the example she’d made of one that had attacked her earlier, the others were keeping well away from her. They didn’t want to be torn apart.

      In any case, Amber slipped a thought down her link to Lilith for just a moment and had to resist an internal giggle as she noted just how unhappy her daughter was.

      It seemed that she was already off to an excellent start.
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        * * *

      

      “Hey, Lilith, sorry about last night,” Gina said, wincing slightly as she shook her hair back, and Lilith examined her, her faint anxiety increasing still more. “I shouldn’t have been drinking that much, and I just… let it get away from me.”

      “It’s alright, Gina. I was just… well, worried. Are you feeling alright this morning?” Lilith asked, forcing herself to sound more enthusiastic. It wasn’t easy, though, not with the shadows under Gina’s eyes.

      “Alright is a relative term. Rach is letting me suffer with the hangover,” Gina said, gesturing over her shoulder at Rachel, who sniffed loudly.

      “You deserve it, especially when you call me that,” Rachel retorted, her arms folded under her breasts, and the lanyard with her convention badge around her neck. All of them were wearing their suits, but not the full armor, and were drawing a little attention. There were a lot of people in costumes heading toward the elevators, Lilith noticed.

      “I said I was sorry!” Gina protested. Before they could continue, Lilith interjected gently.

      “Perhaps we shouldn’t have this discussion in public?” Lilith suggested, a slight headache forming. “Besides, I had a question… which names should I use today? As we’re going to be at a hero convention, I wasn’t certain.”

      They both paused, and Rachel flipped around her badge to look at it before speaking, a touch sheepishly. “Sorry, Lil. As to that… since it says Morgan on my badge, it’s best to use that.”

      “And Warden for me,” Gina agreed, nodding slightly. “We don’t want people wondering who you’re talking about if they don’t know who we are already.”

      “Fair,” Lilith agreed, relaxing slightly as she adjusted her purse strap. She’d folded up the program and put it into the purse, along with several other things. Conversely, it looked like Morgan and Warden had put anything of that sort into their utility belts, and she also saw that they had several pens and markers as well. She considered them, then asked, “What are the markers and such for?”

      “Autographs.” Both women spoke in tandem, then paused to look at one another before they laughed.

      Morgan spoke a moment later. “Do you have a pen and marker? At least one, I mean. If not, you might want to pick them up at the convention. I’m sure they’ll have some, and I guarantee that someone will ask you for an autograph. Even most of the more feared villains have a few people that ask them for autographs… collectors can be fearless.”

      “Ah, of course. And I do, after I ran into James a few months back,” Lilith said, thinking back to the young man with a hint of fondness. He’d sent her an email a little while back with a video of one of the robots he’d built with her robotics kit. The four-legged robot hadn’t been terribly steady, but it’d moved across the room fairly quickly. She was just happy he was making good use of her gift. “I just didn’t realize I might need multiples.”

      “It’ll depend on how many people want signatures, really,” Morgan said, shrugging as she started down the hallway. “I was never as popular as Warden, but I went through two markers last time we came here. How many did you go through?”

      “Only two, but the third gave up the ghost not long after,” Warden said, smiling slightly more as she added, “I probably would’ve gone through more, but a lot of fans also bring their own markers, just in case.”

      “Hmm… I suppose I’ll have to buy another, then,” Lilith murmured, thinking about her marker, a little embarrassed. She could only think of three autographs she’d given total, so it was practically brand-new. They came around the corner to see a crowd around the elevator, and Lilith let out a soft sigh. “Hopefully this time it’ll go better.”

      “I seriously doubt that anyone’s going to attack you again, Lil. Not with this many heroes around,” Morgan replied, unerringly putting her finger on why Lilith was worried. “Yesterday, there were much better odds of success. Today… well, I told you about Black Harbinger.”

      “Possibly. I just worry,” Lilith said, slowly relaxing now that the others were treating her more like they normally did. While she was speaking, someone approached them.

      “Hello, Warden! Could I get an autograph?” a bespectacled young man said, looking up at her hopefully, a notebook clutched in his hands. The hero worship in his eyes was startling, and Lilith blinked, as she’d never seen anyone look at her that way.

      Warden laughed and nodded to the man, grinning as she reached down and pulled out a marker, popping off the cap with an adroit flick of her thumb. Suddenly Lilith realized why the markers she’d chosen had the caps attached, since otherwise, the cap would have gone flying across the hallway.

      “Of course. What’s your name?” Warden asked, her voice as friendly as Lilith had ever heard it.

      “Bryan!” he replied, grinning even more widely, and Lilith saw Warden write a short message in the notebook before signing it with a flourish. The heroine’s signature was smooth and practiced, Lilith noticed, making her even more embarrassed.

      “There you go! I hope you have a great stay at the convention!” Warden told him, offering the notebook back, which he took happily.

      “Thank you! I think it’s going to be the best trip ever!” he replied enthusiastically, and Lilith couldn’t help a smile.

      The elevator sounded at that moment, and one of the doors opened, then another. The elevators heading down were already mostly full, Lilith noticed, and she was about to settle in for a long wait when a man close to the door gestured at them.

      “Go on, you’re the ones with actual events,” the man said, nodding past Lilith to Morgan and Warden, though his gaze lingered on Lilith. “I’m looking forward to seeing them!”

      “Thank you,” Morgan said, smiling broadly, and she quickly led the way into the elevator, where people shuffled around to make a little more room.

      Lilith nodded to the man as well, before they were in the elevator. It was rather crowded with all of them inside, and she bumped into the door a couple of times as she shifted on the way down, trying to ignore the smell. There were several perfumes and deodorants that she could smell, and they didn’t mix well, so she tried to ignore almost everything. Fortunately, the elevator didn’t take long to reach the ground floor, even with two more stops along the way, and it opened to give her a welcome breath of somewhat fresh air.

      They quickly debarked, and Lilith’s eyes widened as she saw still more people scattered in front of her, most of them in costume, and she paused for the others to catch up before asking, “Ah… how many people are coming to this convention, anyway?”

      “Over a hundred thousand people,” Morgan replied promptly, grinning at her in amusement. “I’ve heard it’s hit a hundred and fifty before, but there’s only so much space in the convention center, and the fire marshal refuses to let them sell too many tickets.”

      “That… is impressive,” Lilith murmured, just as Warden passed her.

      “It is! Come on, Lilith, we don’t want to be late!” Warden said, grinning back at her. “Sorry, but I set us a bit behind.”

      “It’s fine,” Lilith assured her, quickening her pace again as they filtered through the crowd on their way toward the convention center. Lilith did wonder how the other two knew where they were going so easily, but she supposed they probably figured it out the previous night. Either way, it really didn’t matter.

      She just tried to relax, though it was really, really hard, with this many people around her, staring at her.
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      “Welcome to the convention!” a young man said cheerfully, and Lilith couldn’t help a smile as he looked at them in obvious pleasure. She wondered what had the brown-haired man in such a good mood, but she wasn’t going to object. “I’m Dave, and I’m supposed to give you a quick rundown of the layout in the back halls. As you can see, it’s rather busy here.”

      As he spoke, a woman cleared her throat pointedly, and without batting an eye Dave stepped to the side, allowing her to push her cart past. Her cart was loaded with trays of soda cans, water bottles, energy drinks, and more, Lilith noticed.

      The hallways in the back weren’t as nice as Lilith had expected, though when she thought about it, that figured. Staff hallways weren’t kept as nice as the public areas of buildings, generally speaking, and the ceiling was mostly exposed, showing wiring, ductwork, and the light mounts, while the walls didn’t have more than a basic coat of paint. The most care had been put into the floor, which was textured stone, likely a type of concrete, but smooth enough that a cart could easily roll.

      There were plenty of people moving through the hall, and Lilith noticed a freight elevator off to the side, and the woman had come out of what she assumed was a storeroom, which meant they’d likely have a lot of traffic coming out of there, assuming it was supplying a large number of stalls. With a hundred thousand people, she could hardly imagine how much food was going to be consumed. Suddenly the number of vendors made more sense to her.

      “Definitely. Since we’d like to get out of the way, how about you explain things?” Lilith suggested, keeping a wary eye on the storeroom door.

      “Of course! Most of its pretty self-explanatory, as the hallways move behind each of the conference rooms on this side and provide access out into the main thoroughfares as well. There are a few other sets of halls behind some of the rooms toward the outer section of the convention center, but they aren’t directly linked to these ones,” Dave explained. “This portion is roughly a large T shape, and the doorways have signs to tell you where they lead. If you follow it all the way to the junction, you’ll find a door that leads to the main lobby.

      “There are elevators, but they’re primarily for freight, so please don’t use them unless you truly need to. There are stairwells at several points, and those are the preferred method of going through the building. Additionally, the staff prefer that we not go into the basement, so those are roped off,” Dave continued, gesturing toward a door a short distance down the hall. “The upper floors work much the same way, though their layout is different. Particularly the second floor, as it has the largest auditoriums. That’s where we’re heading for the opening ceremonies, but we have a little time. Do you have any questions?”

      “I don’t,” Lilith said, shaking her head. Warden cleared her throat after a moment and spoke up.

      “Actually… we were told there was a room for special guests to rest and relax. Where would that be?” the heroine asked curiously. “I didn’t see it on my map.”

      “Ah, it wouldn’t be, of course,” Dave said, relaxing slightly as he nodded in understanding. “There’s a hall on the south side of the building, third floor, which leads to a door labeled the Southern Cross room. That’s where special guests can take some time to relax.”

      “Good to know,” Warden said, smiling broadly as she glanced at Lilith and Morgan. “I just wanted to make sure we had someplace to hide if we needed to.”

      “Fair point,” Morgan murmured, nodding slightly. “Well, we’d best get moving. We don’t want to be late, and we’re going to draw enough attention as it is.”

      Heat rose in Lilith’s cheeks involuntarily as she swallowed, a hint of embarrassment washing over her, and she spoke after a moment. “It isn’t like I have any control over that.”

      “Sure you do! You can make certain that one person in specific can’t not pay attention to you!” Warden retorted almost instantly, her broad grin taking some of the sting out of her words. “It’s just too bad you can’t turn it off.”

      “That I definitely agree about,” Lilith said, clearing her throat and nodding to Dave, who was watching them in amusement. “Shall we? As Morgan said, we don’t want to be late.”

      “Yes, ma’am. Right this way!” Dave replied, and quickly led the way toward the nearest stairwell, and just in time to block another person with a cart of drinks. Lilith flashed the man pushing the cart an apologetic look as she followed Dave, hoping that this wouldn’t prove to be typical for the day.

      The stairs were about as utilitarian as the rest of the building, though they were sturdily built, and she noted the orange rope with a NO ENTRY sign in front of the stairs leading downward in amusement. Not that she wanted to check the basement, but it did make her a little curious.

      Instead, they headed upward, and the majority of people Lilith saw going through the hallways looked like staff. She did catch a couple of glimpses of other supers, but she didn’t recognize any of them, not with how far away they were.

      Once on the second floor, they started down the hall, which was much busier than the first floor had been, and most of the doors were propped open. Through the doors, Lilith could see just why it was so busy, though. Dozens of booths could be seen to either side, with temporary walls set up to provide still more booths in the center of what she had to assume was a wide-open area, like a massive ballroom or something. The riot of colors she caught a glimpse of through the first was enough to make her wince, and it took a moment before she realized that the shop had probably been selling replicas of suits belonging to different heroes.

      She also saw a lot of other things as they quickly passed, from robots to someone with a full-size hang glider hanging from the ceiling. Why that was at the convention was beyond Lilith’s understanding, and after a few seconds she gave up even trying when she saw what looked like a golf cart emblazoned with a hero’s colors and symbols.

      “How many types of vendors are there? Setting up booths, I mean,” Lilith asked after a moment, gesturing at a door as they passed what looked like a machine shop to her. “I knew there would be a lot, but this looks more extensive than I expected.”

      “If you can sell it, they’re probably here,” Morgan replied, glancing through the door as they passed. “I’ve got a few distribution agreements through SuperNet, for instance. They handle the rights, but I’ve got contracts for replica jewelry, costumes, and even a few clothing and makeup lines. Not much for the last, since I’m not that popular, but not many people have replica jewelry lines.”

      “Instead, some of us license out our symbols or the like to be worked into jewelry,” Warden said dryly. “People like Crimson Bull, on the other hand, tend to get sports deals and are pretty popular in sports goods. So all the people who sell that sort of thing come to this. Heck, I wouldn’t be surprised if Doctor Therian has a booth somewhere!”

      “He does. With more warning signs than you’d believe around it, to ensure people know what they’re getting into,” Dave interjected, glancing back at them with a grin. “From what I heard, there was a lot of discussion about banning him and his vendors from conventions for good, but they decided against it.”

      “He did make his original pills look like they were prank items,” Morgan pointed out, shrugging slightly. “And set them up to be delayed activation, so he could dose as many people as possible.”

      “True. He’s lucky he’s not still in prison,” Warden muttered, shaking her head. “One of our friends took one of the wolf ones because a friend gave her a bottle as a joke. She was really annoyed, especially since she was stuck with it for almost a year before he started putting out the pills to reverse the process. It was an expensive wardrobe change, from what I heard, and people liked pulling her tail. Students can be jerks.”

      “Oof, yeah, that doesn’t sound like fun,” Dave said, wincing as he led the way. “I’ve had a few friends take them deliberately. One did as a Halloween costume, of all things, which I think is insanely expensive for a single day, but it was his money… most of them have enjoyed it, but they knew what they were getting into.”

      Lilith nodded, briefly wondering if the pills would even work on her. Not that she was interested in trying them, but with all the modifications to her genome Amber had made, she wasn’t sure that it would have good results. It’d probably be best to avoid the stall, she decided after a few moments. She didn’t want to be turned into something icky.

      “Alright, here we are!” Dave said, coming to a door and opening it with a grin. “We’re behind the stage, so you shouldn’t have to deal with the crowd just yet. I expect it’s going to be absolutely packed, though, so brace yourself.”

      The door opened to the backside of a stage, one which was raised about four feet, and a ramp ran from one end of the room to about the halfway point, allowing easy access, while a couple of staircases led to the top as well. To their immediate right was a table with a water cooler on it, a stack of cups, and what Lilith thought were some snacks. A little more concerning to her was the dull roar of an audience from the other side of the stage, but she couldn’t see them with the curtains in the way. There were quite a few people present, though, and Lilith blinked at the sight of them.

      The only person that Lilith had met was Carolyn Ritter, who was in the middle of an animated discussion with a pair of heroes. She recognized both of them, and their presence caused her eyebrows to rise slightly.

      The first was a man in a silver and gold outfit, his dark brown hair closely cropped, but his blue eyes were vivid with how dark his skin was. He was a little taller than Lilith was, and his suit had strange patterns across its surface that distracted Lilith slightly. He was Flicker, one of the most popular members of the New York Champions, despite him being only of middling power. The man was capable of rapid, short-range teleportation, if Lilith remembered right, which made him a headache for villains when combined with his martial arts.

      The other hero was a woman, and the sight of Botania caused Lilith’s eyebrows to rise since she was even more striking in person than she’d been in Warden’s paintings. An independent heroine from Seattle, if Lilith remembered right, the woman’s eyes were bright green, while her hair was the green of vibrant new shoots that matched her fingernails, though her skin was relatively normally colored. The woman was pretty, but the most eye-catching thing about her was her outfit. It was a bright red that would be visible in almost any lighting, Lilith thought, and it sheathed her from foot to neck in a body-hugging display that left few of her curves to the imagination. Fortunately, the woman was wearing a jacket that made the outfit a little more modest, but it still prompted Lilith to blush slightly. Unsurprisingly, Botania was known for her ability to control plants and encourage fresh growth, and she was also involved in several reforestation initiatives.

      “Hey, Warden! Wow, you look different, more than I thought you did on TV!” Flicker exclaimed, looking up and grinning at them, his gaze drifting over Lilith before settling on Warden. “How ya doing, girl? Gatekeeper told me to tell you hello!”

      “I’m doing pretty good! If you’d tell her hello as well, I’d appreciate it. I had fun the last time we saw one another,” Warden replied with a smile of her own. “How’re you doing? Is anyone else on the team here?”

      “Nope! Arcanist didn’t want to deal with the staring and said someone had to hold down the fort, while Silverstrike said he wanted to have a chance to shine when I wasn’t stealing the spotlight.” Flicker replied, chuckling as he shook his head. “Poor guy always gets the short end of the stick, so who am I to say no? Gatekeeper thought that one of us would be more than enough and wanted to work on some other things. Besides, I sponsored a couple of the kids who’ve been doing good in our Outreach program to come here and am trying to keep an eye on them. When I’m not in the back, anyway!”

      “You’ve always been good at that sort of thing,” Morgan said, smiling warmly as she nodded. She opened her mouth to continue, but before she could speak Carolyn slipped into the gap in conversation.

      “That he is! However, I think it’s best to introduce those of you who haven’t met,” Carolyn said smoothly, smiling as she nodded to Morgan and Warden. “Of course the two of you know Morgan and Warden, but I don’t think you’ve met Lilith Carpenter. Lilith, this is Botania, a heroine and nature activist from the Seattle region, and Flicker, the current leader of the New York Champions.”

      “It’s a rotating post, changing every three months to keep us on our toes,” Flicker said, smiling at Lilith as he offered a hand to her. “Pleasure to meet you, Ms. Carpenter. Sorry to say I don’t quite trust you, but Morgan and Warden are points in your favor, as have been your recent work. Nice job with the alien.”

      “That’s a fair approach. I appreciate you being honest about it… and given Amber’s, Shadowmind’s, reputation, I can’t say that I blame you,” Lilith said, taking his hand and shaking it firmly. “I’ve heard of both you and Botania, though I can’t say that I know much. I have years of catching up to do.”

      That prompted a laugh from Flicker, and he let go of her hand, which Lilith belatedly realized hadn’t been an overpowering handshake, something she was used to from most heroes she’d met. Botania spoke a moment later, possessing an accent that Lilith couldn’t quite place. A European one, she knew that much, but beyond that she wasn’t quite sure.

      “Ah, the things we take for granted growing up. You have, what… a year and a half of time awake?” Botania asked, tilting her head curiously as she stared at Lilith.

      “I woke on January 11th, 2030, so right around that,” Lilith agreed, and paused, considering for a moment before she added, “Though I’m not sure that really gives a good idea of how much I know. Amber implanted certain basic knowledge while I was unconscious… math, a general overview of history, geography, language, and things like that.”

      “Hm, intriguing,” Botania said, offering her own hand as she smiled, studying Lilith even more closely. “Did any of it have to do with environmental conservation?”

      Lilith blinked, opening her mouth, then shut it, a little confused by the question, as well as why Morgan was giggling. Then she spoke, a touch hesitantly as she shook the woman’s warm hand. “I… not specifically? I mean, her systems are designed to recycle everything she possibly can, but I’m not sure that has anything to do with environmental issues.”

      “Mm, well, that’s better than nothing, I suppose,” Botania said, shrugging and letting out a sigh. “I should have known better than to hope she might be focused on saving the environment.”

      Warden laughed, shaking her head. “Well, considering how she’s tried to conquer a few countries before, I somehow doubt that’s what she’s up to. If she really wanted to save the environment, she has the tech to make the world a much better place insanely fast. She just hasn’t.”

      “A definite point,” Lilith conceded, looking around the back of the stage again. “Now, then… are we all of the special guests? It doesn’t seem like many of us.”

      “Oh no, of course not, though there are only four others,” Carolyn chimed in, shaking her head quickly. “I’m sure they’ll be along soon. They’d better since Ruby is about ready to start.”

      Carolyn nodded toward the back of the stage, where Lilith saw a woman standing, practically bouncing on her toes as she waited impatiently. The heroine had a tight bodysuit that reminded Lilith of some outfits she’d seen rock stars wearing, complete with sequins and multiple stars sewn across its surface, but it was her eyes and hair that drew the eye most. Her hair was done up in an elaborate hairstyle that Lilith couldn’t begin to describe, save that it was very poofy, and her hair was a rainbow of colors. If that weren’t enough, when the woman glanced toward them, Lilith saw that her irises were a similar rainbow, and the woman grinned before hopping off the edge of the platform, landing perfectly despite her heels, and walked over quickly.

      “Hi, Lil! You don’t mind me calling you Lil, do you? I’m Ruby Cacophony!” the woman spoke rapidly, ignoring everyone else as she grinned broadly. “So, mind coming out with me here in a minute? With you by me, we’ll get everyone’s attention, especially once I start lighting off the fireworks!”

      “Fireworks? Inside?” Lilith asked, taken aback by the cheerful woman since this was quite possibly the first time someone had approached her that way. “That seems rather dangerous to me.”

      Carolyn spoke before Ruby could reply, though the woman certainly started speaking. The committee president was looking at Ruby with slightly narrowed eyes, an edge to her voice. “Ruby is capable of creating… let’s call them light displays. She can create an absolute riot of color and sound, which is why I thought we’d agreed that she’d keep it to an absolute minimum. Some of our attendees do have epilepsy, and I’m not going to protect you if you trigger that.”

      “No, no, I’m not doing tons of colors, promise! Just lights like rockets had launched up by the stage, with white explosions. Nothing big, just enough to catch everyone’s attention!” Ruby assured Carolyn, grinning broadly. “Getting a crowd to quiet down is tough, so I like to start things off with a bang! It does wonders for getting their attention.”

      “I… see. Well, while I can’t say I have your experience with crowds, I’d rather not come onstage that way. I think it might give the wrong impression of what I’m here for,” Lilith replied, relaxing a little at the explanation, and glanced over at Carolyn. “What is the procedure for this going to be, anyway?”

      “Drat,” Ruby said, looking disappointed, and Carolyn gave Lilith a relieved smile.

      “Thank you, Lilith. As to that, Ruby is going to be opening the ceremony, and after a minute she’ll invite all the special guests out. You’ll all file out to introduce yourselves, then take seats on chairs on the right side of the stage. I’ll be next to the seats to point them out, so don’t worry about that,” Carolyn said, smiling broadly. “After that we’re going to go over several…”

      As the woman continued, Lilith listened closely, not wanting to mess things up. This was going to be her first experience in front of a crowd, so she really didn’t want to screw it up.
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      Carolyn was having a hard time keeping her temper under control, which was normal for when she was at the convention. The sheer disorganized chaos of the convention always frustrated her, since nothing ever went as planned, and heroes were largely independent, annoying individuals. Not to mention how much they interfered with her plans… but that was half the point of her being there, to get the heroes out of the way.

      She was mostly disappointed that Daemonia had canceled. She’d hoped that the class S heroine would come and take herself off the playing field, but unfortunately it sounded like the heroine had thrown a fit and was refusing to leave her rooms in LA. That wasn’t ideal, but it was better than the woman deciding to go patrolling. On the other hand, it would also make the situation here more difficult for the heroes to deal with, which was a distinct advantage.

      All of that made sense, and yet… something had her on edge, which was part of why her temper was so short. If there weren’t so many heroes around, she’d have found some poor schmuck to beat up, but she didn’t even have that opportunity.

      Ignoring the droning of yet another member of the committee, Carolyn glanced over at the person who had her the most on edge, even though she wasn’t sure why. Lilith Carpenter wasn’t that exceptional, not among the crowd that filled the auditorium. A couple thousand people were in the audience, with a large proportion of heroes among them, and Carolyn knew there were plenty of class A heroes there that could take Lilith apart easily. Hell, she even knew that some people were starting to discuss whether Warden’s improved powers put her in the class S range, which was far beyond Lilith’s abilities.

      Was it how calm and poised the woman was? The possibility flitted through Carolyn’s head for a moment before she discarded it. She’d met plenty of heroes and even civilians that were calm and poised, and none of them had ever caused her to react like this. It might be that Lilith was one of Shadowmind’s creations, but that didn’t make much sense to her either. Carolyn hated the villain, but Destruction Corps had rarely come into conflict with Shadowmind directly. No, it was something else that had her instincts on edge, and that worried her even more.

      Carolyn’s instincts were rarely wrong, and that meant she was going to have to keep a close eye on Lilith. That would be annoying, especially since she hated waiting. She wanted to activate the trap now, not later.

      Still, she forced herself to be patient. Rushing would be a good way to ruin her own plans, after all.
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        * * *

      

      The opening ceremonies turned out to be less stressful than Lilith had been afraid of, considering Ruby Cacophony’s attitude. If anything, it’d been a bit boring, as they mentioned a bunch of the convention’s sponsors, thanked people for coming, and other things like that. She’d been asked to introduce herself, to a bit less applause than most of the other special guests, but she hadn’t expected even that warm of a welcome so she supposed it was a win.

      In the end, the ceremonies had taken about forty-five minutes, giving everyone about fifteen minutes to get to the first panels, and she let out a soft breath of relief as she stood, only to pause as one of the other guests circled Morgan to look at her.

      Adam Armor was a stocky man, and true to his name, the man was wearing a suit of powered armor that made him much wider than she suspected he was normally, and she could hear the servos whirring with every movement he made. The armor didn’t cover his head, and the sandy-haired man looked up at her, his blue eyes slightly enlarged through his goggles.

      “Lilith, eh? I’m Adam Armor. I’ve been hoping to chat with you, and figured now was a good time,” the man said, offering a hand to Lilith. She looked at his gauntlet dubiously, then took it anyway, hoping her hand wasn’t about to be crushed. And her wrist, for that matter.

      “Hello, Adam. And yes, I am Lilith,” she replied, and glanced at Morgan and Warden, asking, “As to that… what do you two think? What were you planning?”

      Adam shook Lilith’s hand, and to her relief the pressure from the gauntlet was carefully measured, though he did shake her hand rather vigorously. He must have some settings designed for more delicate work, which made sense. From what she understood, he wasn’t really a hero, per se, but rather a renowned craftsman who built armor for heroes.

      “You could always go around behind the stage to chat,” Morgan suggested, and shrugged as she added, “As to that, I think we’ve got a couple of hours before the art gallery opens, which is what Warden wanted to go to first.”

      “That’s probably a good idea,” Lilith murmured, glancing at the auditorium before nodding toward the back of the stage. “What do you think, Adam?”

      “Sure!” Adam said, and quickly began to move toward the back, belatedly letting go of her hand. “We’re on the panel about armor together, so I wanted to meet you beforehand. I also heard a few rumors, and—no, that can wait.”

      Lilith’s eyebrows rose slightly, then she nodded in understanding, internally kicking herself for not thinking of that. It made complete sense for someone who was on the same panel to want to meet her beforehand.

      She followed quickly, while Morgan and Warden lingered behind her, chatting casually, and were joined by Ruby a few seconds later, which slowed them down still more. That… irritated Lilith slightly, mostly that they weren’t moving as quickly, but she stepped on the annoyance. If there was a lot of time until what they wanted to go to next, she couldn’t blame them for taking their time.

      It was amazing how much sound the two curtains muffled, though, and Lilith let out a breath of relief, relaxing as they reached the back of the stage. Adam didn’t bother going down the stairs or ramp, instead turning around to face her, glancing over her suit carefully. It was a little intrusive, but it looked more like he was studying the materials rather than her, so she didn’t say anything.

      “Right, so… hell, this is hard to ask,” Adam cursed, reaching up to rub his head, and almost visibly grumpy. Finally, he continued. “I have to ask, are the rumors of you visiting Whispering Darkness true?”

      That prompted Lilith to raise her eyebrows and she studied the man before nodding. “Yes, I did. I wasn’t aware that many people knew about that.”

      “I keep a close eye on my competitors, and with him trying to go legit, he’s definitely good enough to make me curious,” Adam said, his gaze focused on her. “Anyway, the reason I ask is that I also heard rumors that the two of you are working on power armor. Some of my contacts in the government said something about light power armor for the police.”

      At that, Lilith let out a sigh and reached up to rub her eyes, only a little dismayed. It took a few moments before she spoke, and when she did, her tone was a bit wry. “Why am I not surprised that the news leaked? Well, I’m sure he’s been making a few inquiries… that’s probably how you heard about it.”

      “So it’s true? You’re really able to build power armor for the police?” Adam asked enthusiastically, straightening a little more as his eyes lit up. “How can you make the tech something they can deal with? The super-tech involved—”

      “Please, hold on a moment, Adam,” Lilith interrupted, growing more amused than anything else. “Let me try to keep this simple. Whispering Darkness is in charge of manufacturing and distributing the suits, while I’m the one who designed them. Right now we’re still in the final prototyping stage as he tries to figure out the best ways to keep the costs down while maintaining high quality. However, the suits are not going to be incredible. He’s estimating them as equaling a low-end class C hero with the gear we can build into them, and they certainly aren’t going to be capable of flight or anything like that.”

      Adam nodded, almost visibly calming down as he tilted his head, focusing on her still more, and a few seconds later he murmured, “I see. That would make it a good deal easier, I suppose, and keep the required super-tech to a minimum. I’ll bet he’s having to train legions of technicians to maintain it, too. That’d make a pretty penny.”

      “I certainly hope not,” Lilith said, a slight grin beginning to take form on her face. “See, there’s no super-tech in the suits. That’s part of why it’s as limited as it is, and why he’s having to do so much prototyping.”

      “What? But… but how? The power requirements alone are absolutely—” Adam began, then stopped suddenly as he paled. “Wait… I seem to remember hearing something about super-high capacity capacitors that Shadowmind used. Did you…?”

      “No, I didn’t. However, I did get my hands on the designs of one Doctor Johnson used in his android assistant, and with a little work I was able to make it function at about twenty-five percent of capacity without being super-tech,” Lilith said, laughing softly as she smiled at him. “That was enough to give several hours of power for the suit alone if I put a couple in. Not if they want to use energy weapons, but you can’t have everything.”

      “Oh. That… well. I hope you patented them,” Adam said, looking completely nonplussed. “Who’re you even planning to sell to?”

      “Yes, I patented the things which I designed myself, though some things belong to Whispering Darkness. He made a few suggestions that should improve them a lot,” Lilith said, and shrugged. “As for who we’re selling to… we agreed to keep them exclusive to law enforcement in the United States for the moment. We might expand to other countries in time, but we’re going to try to keep them out of the hands of villains for as long as we can. He said he gave it two months after release.”

      That prompted a snorting laugh from Adam, who chuckled as he shook his head. After a few seconds he calmed down. “Hell, I wish that wasn’t true. Depending on how many he’s thinking to sell, I think he’s being overly optimistic. I’ve seen some things I’ve built end up on the black market inside a week, let alone a couple of months.”

      “You’re likely right, but we’re going to try. If I’d thought of it beforehand, I might’ve seen if we couldn’t get one of the prototypes here for display or a test run, but it’s too late now,” Lilith said, shrugging and glancing over at her friends, who were meandering along slowly. “Was there a reason you were asking about the armor?”

      “Well… I’ll be honest; now I’m even more interested than I was before. If you’re not using super-tech, that opens up all sorts of possibilities. My thought was that since all my power armor is one-offs, I can’t mass produce it at all, I might be able to buy a suit and customize it for some heroes who need a boost,” Adam said, reaching up to rub his hair again, then sighed. “But if you’re restricting it to law enforcement, I suppose that isn’t going to happen anytime soon. Drat.”

      “I could talk to Whisper again, but… I don’t think we’re likely to change our minds. Making one exception is likely to open us to all sorts of other groups trying to get us to help them, too. I don’t really want to deal with that,” Lilith replied with a shrug. “Sorry.”

      “Well, that’s that, I guess. Do you mind if I mention it during our panel?” Adam asked, then clarified. “That you’re teaming up to build armor for the cops, I mean. It’s something people might find interesting.”

      “I don’t see why not. It might annoy some of the lower-ranking heroes, but I doubt most cities will be able to afford more than a handful of suits,” Lilith said, smiling at him in amusement. “Even with Whisper trying to bring down the costs, they are not going to be cheap. Enormously cheaper than the ones LANCE uses, from what I’ve heard, but still quite expensive even if they don’t take damage.”

      “A good point. Two of them, even,” Adam said, nodding slowly as he grinned. “I’ll definitely keep it in mind for when people ask me about them. Anyway, I’ll let you go. I’ve got a booth to get to, and several potential clients lined up.”

      “I hope you have an excellent day,” Lilith replied graciously, bowing her head marginally as he turned to leave. Then she glanced back again, a little concerned.

      At that moment, Warden looked up, grinning broadly as she exclaimed, “Done, Lil? Ruby says that there’s a shop out there that sells all sorts of jewelry, and we might be able to find something that you’d like! Want to go take a look?”

      Lilith blinked, then smiled and nodded, relief rushing through her. “Why not? I don’t know if anything will interest me, but I’m willing to take a look.”

      “Great! They have enchanted jewelry, too!” Morgan said, grinning broadly. “It’s just the sort of place I like to go!”

      That prompted Lilith to laugh, and she nodded to Ruby, before offering a hand to Morgan, which the heroine took eagerly, before leading the way toward the door.

      To Lilith’s private relief, the enthusiastic heroine was waylaid by a staff member, and they left her behind in short order. Lilith wasn’t sure why she was feeling so insecure, but something felt terribly off.

      She’d figure it out. Lilith was sure of it.
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      Gold twisted and flowed in the woman’s hands, rising out of her fingers to slowly form delicate wires that wove together, forming into an intricate spherical web, then attached to the upper section of the pendant. With a twist of her finger, the woman flicked a glowing red gemstone into the gold, which carried it up into the center of the sphere and shaped itself into several wires that immobilized it in the center of the piece. More startling than anything else was how the design carefully gave the illusion of the gemstone floating in the middle of the sphere… then the bottom of the pendant wove together, forming a blunt point before the new piece of jewelry detached from the gold in her hands.

      The entire process had only taken five minutes at most, and Lilith blinked, then looked up at the unassuming woman whose touch had created the pendant, impressed beyond measure by her skill, and she considered before she spoke. “That is incredibly impressive. How much metal can you control like that?”

      “Up to a kilogram at a time,” Holly Walters replied with a smile, her British accent rather pleasant on Lilith’s ears. “I have to touch it to control the metal, and this is about as fast as I can reshape it. Thank you for the compliment.”

      Lilith smiled back at her and looked around the booth in interest before asking, “So, can you also use magic? Or cut the gems yourself?”

      Holly’s shop was filled with a wide variety of jewelry, some of which honestly amazed Lilith. Most of her jewelry was simple, relatively functional rings, pendants, bracelets, and earrings, but some of it wasn’t. One set of earrings were breathtaking recreations of Saturn, complete with a rendition of the atmosphere actually moving and with rings that weren’t actually there when Lilith had tried to touch them. When they’d gotten there, Morgan had mentioned that they were enchanted before focusing on a variety of bracelets, examining several that were set with purple gemstones.

      “No, I don’t. I pay for the gems, and I have a friend who does the enchanting for me,” the brown-haired vendor explained, threading a chain through the clasp of the amulet, then setting it aside in a case. “I handle the metalwork and assembly, as well as the design of virtually all of my pieces. I do help design custom pieces as well, at least on occasion. Most of the time, people want unique pieces that I’ve already made or a variation on something they see in my displays.”

      “Or, in some cases, they’d like her help resizing a ring,” one of Holly’s assistants interjected, handing over a form to the jeweler. “Like now, for instance. This gentleman has already paid.”

      A man in a business suit glanced at Lilith, shifting slightly as he nodded to her uncomfortably. He had blond hair that was starting to go gray, blue eyes, and of particular note were his hands, which were rather large. No, it was mostly that his fingers were large, Lilith corrected herself, focusing on how thick his fingers were.

      “Ah, I see! What can I do for you, sir?” Holly asked, sitting up in her chair.

      “I got arthritis, and since then my fingers… well, you can see as well as I can, I’m sure,” the man said, extending his fingers on his right hand, while he held a simple gold band in his left hand. Lilith winced slightly, as she realized that the ring was far too small to fit on his fingers. He probably wouldn’t be able to get it over his pinkie, let alone his ring finger.

      “Yes, that looks most unpleasant. Now, I can resize your ring quite easily, but I will say that it looks like that would make the ring rather thin, and could lead to it being more easily damaged. I could possibly add more gold to the ring, which would increase the cost, but if you don’t want to do that…” Holly began, but Lilith pulled her attention away, not wanting to intrude into the man’s privacy under the circumstances.

      Her gaze trailed over several rings, and a tiny part of Lilith wished that her ears were pierced. There were a pair of earrings with glowing blue crystals dangling from them that were rather pretty, and she thought they’d look good… but Circe had informed her that her ears would inevitably heal from being pierced, so she had abandoned the idea. No, other jewelry looked like it was her only option.

      “Morgan? Is there a particular…” Lilith began, turning to where Morgan had been, only to find that the heroine was missing. Lilith blinked, then looked around, growing more concerned as she asked, “Morgan? Warden?”

      Neither of the two were browsing the jewelry booth, which startled her since they’d been there not long before. There were plenty of other people around, which made spotting them even harder, especially with one woman’s bright pink hair drawing Lilith’s gaze.

      A moment later she spotted the two, though, and Lilith stopped, not sure how she felt.

      The two were standing in the middle of a passage between the jewelry booth and a comic booth on the other side, and they were busily signing autographs for clamoring fans. One of the fans was a woman in a white bodysuit that almost perfectly matched Warden’s original outfit from before she’d changed it, and Warden was signing the woman’s arm while laughing. Morgan was signing more traditional things, including pictures of her, and the two were smiling broadly, but it just made Lilith wonder why they hadn’t said anything to her.

      “I thought we were exploring together,” Lilith murmured, a bit crestfallen.

      She considered what to do for a moment more and had just about decided to walk over to them when there was a tap on her shoulder.

      “Hey, Lil! I finally found you!” a cheerful voice said from behind her, and Lilith quickly turned, smiling broadly as Spark came into sight. The smaller woman was grinning broadly as she chewed some gum.

      “Ah, Spark! I hadn’t seen you around… though with as big as this place is, I’m not that surprised,” Lilith said, relaxing as she nodded. “How are you?”

      “Pretty good, aside from getting pulled into a panel as an emergency replacement. I just barely got out,” Spark said, waving to their right casually. “Someone got sick and couldn’t make it, so they were looking for any speedster in the area, and I didn’t run fast enough.”

      “That sounds… ironic, really,” Lilith said, growing a little more amused. “What sort of panel was it?”

      “Speedsters: Managing Your Diet and Energy Levels,” Spark said promptly, wrinkling her nose as she continued. “Not really the sort of panel that I’d normally attend, since I don’t need anywhere near as much food as some of the poor sods on the panel, but I did my best to help out. Some of the questions people asked were gross, though.”

      Lilith considered the last for half a second before shivering and shaking her head. She had a few ideas of what sort of questions could be considered gross, and she was certain she didn’t want to know. Instead, she changed the subject.

      “I don’t think I want to know what they asked. So, are you on any other panels?” Lilith asked, glancing back toward Morgan and Warden, who hadn’t moved on yet. “Each of us is on two… Both of them have one tomorrow, then another Saturday, while mine are all on Saturday.”

      “Yup! One really isn’t a panel, but I’m a representative for the charity auction on Saturday night, the one where they’re auctioning off meetings with different hero teams,” Spark said, grinning widely at her. “I’m also on the panel for living with problematic powers. I’m surprised you didn’t get pulled into that one! I know that Archon would’ve been dragged in if she’d been willing to come. She gave me permission to talk about her, anyway.”

      “To talk about her…?” Lilith murmured questioningly, tilting her head in confusion as she looked at the petite heroine.

      Spark blinked, then laughed, grinning broadly. “Oh, just about her difficulties, that’s all! Her wings get in the way in so many situations. Can you imagine her trying to fit into a typical car seat?”

      “That… that wouldn’t go well, would it?” Lilith said, unintentionally giggling at the thought of Archon pressed into a seat with her wings splayed out in either direction. “I’m not sure how she’d fit into a car.”

      “Not well, that’s for sure!” Spark said, shrugging as she glanced at the booth, then over at Morgan and Warden. “What’re you up to? I see that they’re off giving signatures, but you aren’t with them.”

      “I appear to have been distracted watching Holly make jewelry when they got pulled away,” Lilith explained, glancing over at them guiltily. “They might even have told me when they stepped away.”

      “Heh, well, that sort of thing happens,” Spark said, glancing at Holly, and paused, seeing how the woman was adjusting the man’s ring to fit better. Then she admitted, “Okay, that is neat. I’ve never seen something quite like it.”

      “Me neither. I know that plenty of people use their powers in everyday life, but this is the first time I’ve seen it in person,” Lilith said, watching the metal simply flow until it was the right size and shape. She could see what Holly had meant about the metal being thin, though.

      “True, true. I suppose I could function as a mobile battery for some people, with the right equipment… but that wouldn’t be much fun. No way I’d ever get to be involved in sports, though. I’m too fast for even most of the super leagues,” Spark said, glancing at the jewelry as she asked, “You planning to get something?”

      “I don’t know. I was thinking about it and was going to ask their opinion about whether any of the bracelets would suit me, but then I realized they were gone,” Lilith said helplessly, letting out a soft sigh as she looked at Morgan and Warden again. “I shouldn’t have let myself get distracted.”

      “Nothing to be done about it. I’d suggest that one,” Spark said, pointing at a bracelet without hesitation, and Lilith looked at it, considering the bracelet for a couple of seconds.

      The bracelet was a relatively simple band of silver, though there was some type of black coating around where the wearer would slip it over their wrist. The top was a little different, though, with interesting veins of gold threaded through it, almost like the rays of the sun, and at the center was a large yellow gemstone, one that Lilith thought might be topaz.

      “Why that one? I don’t think it’d suit my skin tone…” Lilith said, frowning at the bracelet thoughtfully. “Morgan generally said that cooler tones suited me.”

      “Really? Well, that might be true, then. I just think it fits, since you’re the center of attention whether you want to be or not. A lot like the sun,” Spark said, grinning broadly. “If you’re looking at cooler ones, though… maybe that one with the sapphires?”

      Lilith looked at the bracelet in question, and she had to admit it was closer to the style she liked. It was a narrower band of silver, with four tiny, arrow-shaped sapphires flanking a larger, lighter blue gemstone that glowed softly. It was also rather expensive, as she spotted the price tag and winced. She had the money, but part of the reason she had that much was because she didn’t spend it that casually… most of the time. On the other hand, if the gem in the middle was a sapphire, she suspected it was artificial. The price was high, but not that high.

      “Hm… that is more tempting. A bit expensive, but pretty. I’ll have to think about it,” Lilith murmured, leaning over the counter to examine the jewelry more closely.

      Then Lilith heard Spark exclaim, “Hey, watch it!”

      Someone bumped into Lilith a moment later, and she yelped, grabbing onto the case to steady herself as she fell off-balance, and heard a quiet zot from behind her as someone else yelped, this time at a significantly higher pitch.

      By the time Lilith managed to regain her balance and turn, she saw a young woman with bright blonde hair fleeing the area quickly, clutching her behind, while Spark was glaring after her with a scowl.

      “Um, what happened?” Lilith asked, looking at the young woman, then at Spark.

      “One of Warden’s fan club tried to knock you over. I gave her a light zap on the rear,” Spark said, curling her index finger and thumb on her right hand, which caused an arc of electricity to jump between them. “That was just rude.”

      “Ah… how did you know she was part of Warden’s fan club?” Lilith asked, a little shocked that someone like that would try to knock her over. It was just such a petty thing to do.

      “Her shirt. You didn’t see the front, but it was pretty obvious. She even had a couple of the pins that the club sells,” Spark said, shrugging, then looked at Lilith more closely. “Are you alright?”

      “Yes, I caught myself before I could get hurt, or damage anything. I just…” Lilith paused, and let out a sigh, glancing over at Morgan and Warden, even as she wondered why there were still more people around them. There was even a pair of lookalikes of Morgan standing there, now. Finally, she asked, “Why do people do things like that?”

      “I… well, this isn’t a good place to talk, if you ask me,” Spark said, glancing around, then grinned as she asked, “Care to get a snack with me? It looks like Morgan and Warden are going to be busy for a while.”

      Lilith resisted the urge to sigh, looking at her friends for a few seconds, then nodded. “You’re right, they are. Let me tell them, and we can go.”

      “Sounds good!” Spark said, grinning and bouncing on the tips of her toes.

      Lilith nodded, then worked her way through the crowd toward the others. There was no way to get any privacy on the floor, she’d decided, not with how people were milling every which way. Still, she managed to make her way over to the others, though she did get a few deadly glares from the crowd around Morgan and Warden. One person even tried to block her, but Lilith worked her way past the man.

      “Hey, Lil, sorry… we got caught by some fans,” Warden said, grinning as she looked up from signing a card. Lilith noted that it was one of the trading cards that SuperNet sold, of Warden in her old outfit.

      “It’s fine, this sort of thing happens,” Lilith replied, nodding to them. “I just ran into Spark, and since you were busy, we were thinking to go chat, and maybe get something to eat.”

      “Um, sure? Have fun, and we can meet… what, at the art gallery, once it’s open?” Warden suggested, glancing over at Morgan.

      “That seems like a good way to go about it,” Morgan agreed, glancing up from her signature and giving Lilith a smile as she apologized. “Sorry to pull away so suddenly, but you looked like you were having fun. We’ll call you if you aren’t there when we get to the gallery?”

      “Sure, that sounds good,” Lilith said, relaxing a little as she smiled back at the two. “Have fun, hm?”

      “We’ll try!” Warden said, and leaned over to kiss Lilith’s cheek, an act which caused the glares Lilith was seeing to intensify suddenly. “Have fun!”

      Lilith smiled and made her escape, uncomfortably aware of the venom in the gazes of several people. Still, she got away quickly and found Spark only a few feet past the ring of fans, the woman popping a stick of gum in her mouth.

      “Wow, did you see the jealousy spike when she kissed you?” Spark asked, her eyebrows rising. “I thought a couple of the fans were going to explode!”

      “I had rather noticed, though I wasn’t quite as sure of the reason for it as you are,” Lilith said, shrugging nervously. “Anyway, we’re planning to meet once the art gallery is open. Where did you want to go?”

      “Catburgers!” Spark said, grabbing Lilith’s hand and dashing off, towing Lilith behind her.

      “What?” Lilith asked, perplexed by the name.

      She really hoped that she wasn’t being taken to eat a burger made from a cat.
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      “You have got to be kidding me,” Amber groused, slipping back into her body and glowering at the ceiling, then growled as she realized she might’ve been away for a touch too long. Her stomach wasn’t happy with how little there was in it, and she could feel the telltale pressure of when she hadn’t had enough caffeine lately.

      “Circe, I want a basic breakfast put together. Belgian waffle, strawberries and cream, and a mug of coffee,” Amber snapped, sitting up suddenly, which was a bit too sudden as far as her head was concerned. She paused, letting the blood catch up, then slipped off the bed. “Also, why is it that Lazy Lilith attracts women like flies to honey?”

      “Breakfast will be ready in four minutes, Mistress. Do you wish for it to be delivered to your primary workroom, lounge, or bedroom?” Circe replied instantly, then paused before asking. “As to Lilith, I am not certain what you are speaking about.”

      “My lounge,” Amber said, calming down slightly at Circe’s measured, polite tone. She was starting to come around to the AI’s sentience, even if she didn’t really trust Circe. She was more useful for bouncing ideas off of, though, like now. “As for Lilith… she doesn’t even have to work to get into relationships. She practically has Spark throwing herself at her, and I didn’t even touch Spark where she was concerned! With Archon, Morgan, and Warden, sure, but Spark? Spark? She’s… guh!”

      Amber put on the slippers next to the bed and stood, scowling as she did so. Perhaps she shouldn’t be so irritated about the subject, but Spark annoyed her. It was something about the woman’s personality that did it, and Amber had never been fond of heroines who were more about physical abilities than mental ones. It was why she didn’t mind Morgan and Warden, since their abilities were largely based on their minds, not physical brutes. She respected them more than Archon, for that matter, though the sheer power Archon possessed brought a certain, grudging acknowledgment.

      “Ah, I believe I understand. As to why Lilith draws others to her, I could not say for certain, but I believe it is a combination of several factors, Mistress,” Circe said, while Amber started toward her personal lounge. “First and foremost, I believe that some people find her relative ignorance of the world to be relaxing. She was created as close to innocent as I believe it is possible for a fully aware human to be, and that gives her an advantage in putting others at ease. Even if she is learning quickly, I do not believe she has lost that aspect yet. I may be mistaken, however.”

      Amber opened the door and stepped into the lounge, a wide, stunningly outfitted room with holographic projectors showing the starfield around the base, and with a table and couch in the center where she could relax. There were other tables and chairs, but she ignored them in favor of the couch since she enjoyed it more than the easy chairs.

      “The second factor in play is that Lilith goes out in public more than you do, and with the tendency of superhumans to encounter one another, she encounters others easily. They are often suspicious of her, based on previous encounters I believe that over ninety percent of those she encounters believe that she’s part of one of your plots, but her nature usually puts them at ease quickly. Her power also leads them to admire her more than they otherwise might,” Circe continued briskly. “All of these factors combined are interesting, and I believe that this makes them regard her as a… damsel in distress, at least after a fashion. However, as she’s willing to fight when she believes she needs to, this adds some nuance to her personality that might improve the opinion of those who dislike those who constantly need protecting.”

      “You’ve obviously put far more thought into the subject than I expected,” Amber said, her frustration fading slightly as she flopped onto the couch, and she frowned before asking, “So, why Spark? Last time I was in her head, she was attracted to Lilith, but suspicious. That seems to have changed.”

      “I have been studying Lilith and her encounters with the goal of keeping her safe. The number of people she draws makes my threat analysis subroutine unhappy,” Circe replied primly, prompting a chuckle from Amber, but she perked up as Circe continued. “As to Spark, she has hospitalized two boyfriends and accidentally disabled no less than five dates over the years, according to police records. Apparently, her control of her power is not perfect, and she functions as a living taser when she loses concentration. This appears to have made her short-tempered, and she’s mellowed slightly since she acquired a device from Dreamer that allows her to shut down her powers. However, just before the Hill Air Force Base incident, Lilith happened to comment on the modification to her body which allows her to negate tasing. This appears to have significantly intensified Spark’s interest in Lilith, though she also appears to be trying not to get between Lilith, Gina, and Rachel.”

      At that moment a door slid open, and a robot with a tray on its back rolled into the room, a silver dome covering the food. Even so, Amber could smell just a hint of the coffee, and she smiled, rubbing her hands together.

      “Truly? Well, that’s an opportunity, if there ever was one,” Amber said, her thoughts racing. “That gives me a few ideas of how to use her to my advantage… but that’s for later. After I’ve eaten breakfast.”

      She picked up the cover and smiled at the artfully arranged food that awaited her. The tray had a perfectly cooked waffle on its own plate, butter on a separate plate next to it along with maple syrup, while a bowl of whipped cream was next to another of sliced strawberries. The silverware was just like she liked it, and she inhaled the lovely fragrance of her coffee happily. She considered for just a moment before moving the tray to the table and straightening. She set the cover back on the robot, which obediently rolled to the side, obviously waiting to deal with her dishes after she was done.

      “Anything new from Destruction Corps?” Amber asked idly, taking a sip of her coffee first.

      “Not as of yet. I am keeping a close eye on their activities, however. As close as I am able, at the least,” Circe said. “More concerning is that there is movement from Black Emerald and SMOKE. Both have agents in attendance at the convention.”

      “What? SMOKE doesn’t surprise me since they don’t give up easily, but why would Black Emerald be on the move?” Amber asked, her eyebrows shooting upward as she set down her mug. “She mentioned that she was going inactive.”

      “Getting proper data from the convention is difficult, Mistress,” Circe reminded Amber gently. “There are too many groups attempting to monitor it, making the risk of being detected unusually high. From what I have been able to determine, Black Emerald’s agents possess a number of biological scanners and are maintaining proximity to Lilith. I believe she is trying to analyze her. SMOKE remains a mystery, however.”

      “Of course they are. They use psychics and magi to brainwash people, so they rarely put their information where you can sense it. Some days I wish I could come up with a way for you to detect things like that properly… though that would make life more difficult for me if someone else could do it,” Amber said, scowling. “No matter, I guess. Let me know if you find out anything more. Also, when you find out exactly when Destruction Corps is going to strike, let me know. There are a few businesses I need to ruin.”

      “As you wish, Mistress,” Circe agreed diffidently.
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      As it turned out, Catburgers did not serve food made from cats, to Lilith’s relief. No, instead the reason for its name was far more practical in a lot of ways. All of the staff had cat ears and tails, and a few of them even had whiskers.

      More amusing to Lilith, who watched the staff in amusement, were their attitudes and outfits. The men were dressed like butlers, while the women were dressed like maids, and they were all unfailingly polite and attentive… which made the scene of them delivering common fast food to tables even more confusing in a lot of ways.

      “Is something wrong?” Spark asked, grinning broadly at Lilith as she ate a french fry. “You’re staring a lot!”

      “It’s just… the dissonance. I’m used to people dressed like this being part of high-end restaurants, not food like this,” Lilith said, looking down at her plate in bemusement. “I’m just wondering why.”

      Spark opened her mouth, but it was someone else who answered. Kevin, the man who was their server, spoke from behind Lilith in his smooth, polite voice. “That is an excellent question, madam, and one which isn’t easily answered.”

      “I wouldn’t say that. Maid cafes are popular in Japan, and a handful of them have made their way over to the US, so I figure that the owner wanted to change things so that you set yourselves apart,” Spark replied, grinning broadly at Kevin as he stepped into sight.

      The man was dressed in black slacks, shoes, and had a black jacket and tie, just like the other men and a handful of the women were wearing, with a white, button-down shirt beneath it. He was a handsome man, with short black hair, from which protruded a pair of large, cat-like ears, brown eyes with the vertical pupils Lilith was used to seeing on them, and a long black tail extended behind him, swaying slowly, almost languidly. Kevin had a slightly flustered look on his face, though, and he spoke a moment later.

      “I wouldn’t say that was the motivation, madam. I can’t say that it wasn’t the case, but it’s not one that I’ve ever heard the owner comment on,” Kevin said, his voice slightly reproachful. “One of the things I have heard him say is that he wanted a business where those with fur could work more easily, as the hygiene procedures would be in place to deal with it. The Beastro and Herd Garden may be popular, but they don’t suffice to employ all of us.”

      “Ah, a definite point,” Lilith said, and bit her tongue before she asked why only people with cat features were employed in the business. It wasn’t something she needed to comment on, and she didn’t want to antagonize Kevin. Not when they hadn’t gotten their burgers yet.

      Spark nodded in agreement and tapped her cup, asking, “Could I get a refill?”

      “Of course, madam,” Kevin agreed, taking the plastic cup and heading over to the fountains. Lilith found it amusing that everything was so inexpensive-looking except for the staff themselves.

      “Their main restaurant is a much nicer place, though the food is pretty much the same,” Spark said, startling Lilith with how it felt like the heroine had read her mind. Spark grinned at how Lilith looked at her, continuing quickly. “Oh, don’t look at me like that! You’ve been looking at the furnishings and dishes since we walked in, then at the staff! It was obvious you were confused.”

      “I… hadn’t realized I was being that obvious,” Lilith said, heat rising in her cheeks as she cleared her throat. “Hopefully it isn’t offensive.”

      “I don’t think so. You just don’t know what they’re like normally, and I do,” Spark said, grinning broadly. “Plus, while they may make burgers, it’s all really good. That’s why I visit them at least once whenever I’m in Vegas. I keep hoping they’ll open a restaurant in Paragon City, but the owner doesn’t seem to want to turn it into a chain.”

      “That explains why you wanted to come here so much,” Lilith said, relaxing and sitting back. “I was amused by the variety of food, though. Lots of fish and chicken were on the menu… but with their staff, I suppose that makes sense.”

      Spark laughed and nodded. “Agreed! I mean, not all of them like fish, but it seems to be common, and—oh, thank you!”

      Kevin returned at that moment, delivering the newly refilled drink, and Spark grinned before taking a quick sip of her drink.

      “So, what are you thinking of doing after this?” Lilith asked, taking a fry and nibbling on it. “You seemed to have a plan when you dragged me off.”

      Spark finished her sip and swallowed before replying, her tone bright. “Not really! I just thought you needed some company, and at least I can outrun most of my fans.”

      “Not all of them?” Lilith asked, her eyebrows rising slightly. “You are a speedster.”

      “Doesn’t mean I can’t have speedster fans,” Spark retorted, rolling her eyes. “Some of them could even be heroes themselves if they put in the effort, but nope! Some of them want to impress me. If one more of them runs into a dumpster because they aren’t watching where they’re going…”

      That prompted a giggle from Lilith, as she relaxed still more. She’d almost forgotten the reason she’d wandered off with Spark to begin with, after Warden’s fan had tried to knock her over.
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        * * *

      

      Wren took another bite of her burger, almost humming as she enjoyed the flavor of the salmon burger. She was honestly impressed by the food in Catburgers, and she’d have to mention it to Emerald when she got back. At the same time, she was keeping track of everything around her, especially Lilith and Spark. That was made easier by her enchanted glasses, which allowed her almost perfectly clear vision in every direction, though getting used to the glasses had taken her a few months.

      “I wish you wouldn’t sit down at my table like you knew me,” Agent Burch grumbled, glaring at Wren, who swallowed before smiling at her.

      “If you weren’t following me, I wouldn’t have made a point of sitting here,” Wren replied sweetly. “I like keeping people who’re being rude close, so I can keep an eye on them.”

      “We know exactly who you work for. If it weren’t for the fact she’d probably kill thousands of people in response, we’d have taken you into custody already,” Burch retorted, the blonde woman’s gaze almost like daggers, and Wren laughed.

      “Oh, you wound me! I’m nothing more than a production manager at Violet Pharmaceuticals!” Wren replied, smiling broadly as she laid a hand on her chest. “What could I have possibly done to deserve being arrested?”

      “Aiding a known supervillain,” Burch replied promptly, but reluctantly picked up her burger to take a bite. Wren smirked at how the woman’s eyes widened, amused by the FBI agent’s reaction. Obviously, someone else hadn’t known how good the food was, either.

      “Oh, right, that. I haven’t done anything wrong, personally,” Wren said, watching Lilith as she laughed at something Spark said. Her scanner had to be getting good readings at this range, which pleased her.

      “Then what are you doing here?” Burch asked suspiciously.

      “Getting scans of Lilith Carpenter,” Wren replied promptly, picking up a fry and studying it for a second before taking a bite with relish. “She’s curious about her and wants to do a proper analysis. I suggested calling her and asking if we could perform a physical but was overruled. Apparently, that was being too straightforward. Considering her maker’s attitude toward others, assuming she isn’t dead, I acquiesced.”

      “At least that explains why I’ve been having to chase you all over,” Burch muttered, her eyes drifting over toward Lilith for a second. “Why’re you volunteering so much, anyway? You’ve dropped by my table before this, but you’ve never been so… chatty. Planning to try for a plea bargain in exchange for turning over evidence?”

      “Oh, you’d love something like that, wouldn’t you?” Wren replied, grinning broadly at Burch, but internally she was shaking her head. They really should know better by this point, after how many offers she’d gotten over the years. “No, no… I’ve just been told that she’s going completely inactive, and to wind things down. As long as no one pisses her off sufficiently, I doubt there’s going to be any activity from her in the future.”

      “Say what?” Burch demanded, her voice loud enough that several people looked in their direction, and the maid who’d been their server started over. Wren waved the woman off, smiling as she shook her head. Burch colored with embarrassment, then hissed more quietly, “Are you serious? Is that why a bunch of her kidnapping victims have shown up in random places, without memory of the past few years?”

      Wren kept the annoyance off her face at the reminder of what she’d been arranging for the past several months since she thought that putting the people back was a terrible idea. It wasn’t her decision, though, and Burch had neglected to mention how much money each of the former thralls had been left with. Instead, she replied innocently, “I have no idea what you’re talking about, Agent Burch. I’m just saying that I’ve heard rumors that she’s going inactive. Not retiring, just… inactive. I don’t claim to understand entirely why.”

      “Hell. I don’t suppose you’d mind saying that into a recorder?” Burch asked, looking stunned and hopeful at the same time.

      “Mm, no, I don’t think so,” Wren said, shaking her head as she sat back in her chair. “I just have to wonder… how many of the other people following Lilith are your agents?”

      Burch blinked, then frowned unhappily. “What are you talking about? How many people are following her?”

      “Aside from me, I’m seeing at least five people,” Wren said, mentally picking out most of the people in question. The big man with the scar on the left side of his face was the most obvious, but if she included herself, there was an even split of men and women following Lilith. “I’m just curious if they’re people you need to be worried about.”

      “That… is possible. She was attacked by the Corathan Group last night, so there could be security following her around,” Burch said, frowning a little more heavily. She took a bite of food as she glared at Wren, chewing quickly before she swallowed, then demanded, “Do you have to make my life more difficult every time we run into one another? I swear, you’re on a first name basis with dozens of agents!”

      “Hardly first names. Most of you go by your last name,” Wren said, sniffing disdainfully. “If you want me to stop, then you can stop following me everywhere. I’m not forcing you to, and nothing I’ve done is illegal.”

      “Nothing we’ve seen you do is illegal,” Burch replied, scowling in reply.

      Wren simply smiled sweetly, taking a sip before continuing on her food. Most of Spark’s meal was gone, which meant that Lilith likely wouldn’t be far behind her, and Wren didn’t want to abandon such a tasty meal. Instead, she focused on keeping an eye on her surroundings while eating and enjoying the fact that very little of what was going on was her problem.

      Even if she suspected that Lilith was going to have several problems in the near future.
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      “I’m being followed, aren’t I?” Lilith asked as they left Catburgers at last, and she noticed movement in the corners of her eyes. It wasn’t too obvious, but when the same people had been around since the jewelry booth, she began to take notice.

      “You barely noticed? Of course you’re being followed!” Spark said, looking at Lilith like she’d grown another head. “I’m being followed, for that matter!”

      “You’re popular, while I’m more notorious than anything else,” Lilith countered, shaking her head as she let out a sigh of aggravation. “I suppose I should have known. It doesn’t make me any happier, though.”

      “True, but—ooh, Holofield is here!” Spark said, her eyes lighting up, and Lilith’s eyebrows rose, as even she’d heard of the super in question.

      She looked over to where Spark was looking and blinked at the sight of what looked like a boxing arena. In the arena were two people, along with what looked like a miniature model of Tokyo, of all places. The buildings were all glittering panes of light, obviously not physical, while the two heroes in the arena were similar. One of them was particularly familiar, as it was Red Rager, who looked odd with the shimmering sheen across her body, while opposite her was a woman who was over six and a half feet tall, with thick, reptilian skin, an extended mouth like an alligator, and claws… who was wearing what looked like a black business suit, and had intricately braided blonde hair going down her back. It was a somewhat perplexing scene, if you asked Lilith.

      “Oh, come on! I’m not a kaiju!” the taller woman spat, putting her hands on her hips. “Seriously, are you trying to make me into a joke?”

      “Sorry, sorry!” a man called out, his poofy hair looking like it was made of electricity and his eyes glowing bright blue even through his goggles. He looked like a mad scientist to Lilith, but she recognized Holofield.

      The man was well-known for his work in the civilian field, as he could create holographic projections of people that they could control to fight, including all their powers. The projections were obviously digital, like the ones Lilith was watching, and they could only fight one another and damage objects which he’d created with his powers, but it allowed supers to fight one another full-force for entertainment, which made him rather popular on the whole. Lilith had even watched a couple of the fights he’d allowed to take place, which had been rather fascinating from a technical standpoint, even if she didn’t find watching the fights that interesting. Most of the time they turned into slugging matches, which wasn’t something she was very interested in watching.

      With a couple of gestures, the buildings burst into tiny cubes of light, then reshaped into a pretend alleyway, complete with a dumpster, several trash cans, a nearby mailbox, and a couple of light poles.

      Spark started forward, sounding excited as she spoke. “Come on! I’ve never seen one of his shows in person before, and I want to see it up close!”

      “Alright, if you insist,” Lilith said, relaxing slightly as she followed Spark. “Who’s the big one, anyway? I recognize Red Rager, but mostly because we were in line together when checking in.”

      “Clever Croc! A heroine from down in Florida somewhere… I think she’s a private eye, and she transforms to look like that. See? There she is in her normal shape,” Spark said, nodding toward the side of the stage, where a woman was sitting with her eyes closed. The woman had blonde hair and was a little under six feet in height, much smaller than the heroine in the ring, but she had the same outfit and hairstyle. She just looked normal in comparison.

      Lilith opened her mouth to comment on it, but the next moment there was a sound like a gong, and someone exclaimed loudly, “Fight!”

      The next instant the two heroes blurred toward one another, and Lilith watched with wide eyes.

      Both combatants moved with practiced skill, but the differences between them were instantly obvious to Lilith. Clever Croc was big and tough, and one of her swipes punched a hole in the side of the dumpster effortlessly as she missed, sending holographic particles swirling across the battlefield, while Red Rager was fast and agile, avoiding the blows of the bigger heroine. The red-clad heroine made good use of her surroundings to dodge under Clever Croc’s reach, pounding a punch into her opponent’s stomach, which was accompanied by a loud whine as electricity crackled… and Clever Croc grinned.

      “Got you!” Croc exclaimed, and her arms snapped shut toward Red Rager. The heroine began to duck, but that didn’t help when the bigger woman outright bodyslammed her.

      Lilith winced as Clever Croc came down on Red Rager, causing the smaller woman to cry out, though she sounded more startled than hurt, as motes of light went out in every direction. For an instant, Lilith thought that the scene was going to get more violent, though without blood or gore, but then the image of Red Rager vanished, and the woman stirred on the other side of the ring.

      “Right, getting right up next to you is a really bad idea,” the heroine said, even as loud applause echoed around the ring, and Lilith smiled as the projection of Clever Croc vanished as well, while the woman stood up, rolling her head back and forth as if trying to get rid of a crick in her neck. Red Rager continued, a little crossly. “I have to say, though… you’ve got to be really tough. I thought the stunner would at least slow you down!”

      “I’ve been tased before, so I decided to get an insulator in my suit. It doesn’t get rid of the shock, but it makes most of them tolerable,” Clever Croc replied, giving a broad smile as she circled the stage and offered Red Rager a hand. “Good match, though! I don’t get to go all-out often since I usually don’t want to kill anyone.”

      “True enough! I guess I’m just used to having friends to help, too,” Red Rager said, nodding as she shook Croc’s hand firmly. “Definitely gave me a few things to think about.”

      “That… was over really quickly,” Lilith said, tilting her head to the side.

      “Yeah, well, when you’ve got two people who’re both specialists in close combat, you either end up with one person crushing the other fast, or them being evenly matched enough that it goes on forever. The second is particularly common when you’ve got bricks,” Spark said, grinning at Lilith. “Of course, it helps that I’ve got one the world’s toughest bricks on my team, so I’ve seen it on occasion. Watching people’s frustration when they can’t even scratch Archon is hilarious. They always think they’re going to be different.”

      “If you say so,” Lilith replied, shaking her head as she wondered how anyone could be that delusional. She’d seen Archon shrug off attacks effortlessly that would’ve punched through her shields far too easily. In front of them, Holofield hopped up into the ring, holding a microphone.

      “Alright, that’s another match down! Anyone want to give it a try? Whether a friendly sparring or a chance to settle a rivalry once and for all, the Holographic Ring has your back!” Holofield exclaimed, looking around with a broad grin.

      “No large-scale battles?” a man called out, his outfit a dark red, and with an orange pair of goggles obscuring most of his face.

      “Sorry, I’m afraid not. I’d hoped to have a larger field, so we could have running battles above the booths, but the fire marshal said no,” Holofield replied, shaking his head regretfully. While he spoke, his gaze settled onto Lilith and he perked up, his eyes looking like they had an odd grid pattern to Lilith, and they were glowing a bright blue. “Though if you want the chance, you can sign up with my assistant for a chance to enter the next Battle Royale! Six rounds of free-for-alls, with a prize for the person who comes out on top!”

      “Drat, this is boring… and I’m guessing he’s going to try to drag you into the ring if we stick around,” Spark said, looking disappointed, and gestured off to the right. “How about we go that way? I saw all sorts of neat tech over there earlier, and you’re an inventor of sorts, right?”

      “I wouldn’t call myself an inventor. I use technology, but any skill I have is entirely mundane,” Lilith replied, smiling a little more as she let Spark drag her off again. She was letting that happen a lot, she noticed. “Still, new technology is interesting, yes.”

      “Good!” Spark exclaimed happily, leading the way rapidly.

      The next half hour was a whirlwind of activity for Lilith, and one that was rather interesting, as it happened. While there was some super-tech in the area, like the device a woman was selling that functioned as an anti-gravity ‘parachute’ for those who needed to bound off a building or who had super-strength but no ability to survive the landing. There was also a man demonstrating an experimental nanotech suit of armor, one which he claimed could self-repair, perform first aid on the wearer, and boost the user’s strength besides. Lilith noticed that he did not mention how long it could function for, though, and since he was trying to get funding for the next round of upgrades, she suspected that his funding had been cut off elsewhere.

      On the other hand, she’d also seen a wide variety of more useful items. Some were obviously for fans rather than heroes, but the equipment that heroes might find useful was fascinating. There was a micro-submersible that was essentially a hardsuit designed to function at up to three thousand feet below the ocean surface, and the vendor that sold that had an entire catalog of other ocean-going vessels for heroes, from yachts to submarines, and a few miniature helicopters and the like. The rescue gear for mountaineers fascinated Lilith as well, as did several capes designed as short-term air filters and which were highly fire-resistant. That would be rather useful if someone was caught in a forest fire, she supposed.

      There were also plenty of more mundane devices available, like utility belts, attachments for the belts, locator beacons, communication gear, helmets, body armor, and more. While many of the vendors had items that could be easily adapted to a hero’s outfit, there was plenty of it that was significantly less expensive, yet also less easy to disguise. That made sense to Lilith since the more streamlined appearances likely cost more to make.

      Of course, then there were the booths for those who were inventors or wanting to build suits of their own. There were sheets of different types of polymers and plastics, along with others in cables for those using some 3d printers, canisters of resins for the other types of printers, armor plates, racks of different sizes and shapes of metal and plastic parts, bolts of fabric, actual bolts, screws, and nuts… the sheer variety was impressive, as was how several of the vendors had tried to outdo their competitors by having sample devices on hand. One of them even had an engineer on hand who was teaching people who paid for the parts how to build their own utility belt from scratch.

      “Is there anything that you want?” Lilith asked at last, glancing at Spark curiously. “You’ve been leading the way, but I haven’t seen you really look at anything that you’d want.”

      “Well… not really,” Spark said, glancing around as she shrugged. “Most of this wouldn’t work well with my powers. Too many electronics short out, and with as fast as I have to move, it takes really finicky materials to keep up with me and not melt or something. I feel bad for Dec since he has to build stuff that can survive me. I think I’m harder to deal with than Archon, in a lot of ways.”

      “Ah. That seems reasonable, though a little sad. I’m sorry you can’t buy anything you’d like,” Lilith said.

      She was about to continue when there was a hiss from behind her, and Lilith jerked to the side.
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      The dart shot through the air where Lilith’s head had been, and a tiny part of her wondered just why it was that people seemed to like shooting her in the back of the head. An instant later she realized her mistake, as the dart continued on a trajectory that would intersect with a young woman going through a shelf of robotics parts.

      Then Spark moved, electricity arcing off her and into Lilith’s arm, briefly numbing her before her body shrugged it off. The heroine moved like lightning, snatching the dart out of the air before it traveled half the distance to the young woman, then spun around to face the attacker, just as Lilith began turning.

      Spark cursed softly just as Lilith finished turning, and Lilith’s stomach clenched at the sight before her. Not that she’d been attacked again, because that was frustrating, but because her attacker was obvious… and the big, scarred man had lunged toward the man, not that he was going to do much good.

      A man in torn jeans and a hoodie was behind her, the dart gun hidden by his hip, but Lilith couldn’t make out many details about him, not with how he was literally melting into the floor, turning into little more than a shadow. Lilith’s hand had only started for the pistol hanging at her side when the man vanished through the floor, and she swallowed a swear word.

      The crowd looked more confused than anything else, and Lilith guessed that most of them hadn’t seen anything happen, as suddenly as it’d occurred. She wasn’t surprised since she had barely noticed.

      “Crap!” the big man swore, glowering at the spot, then at Lilith as he continued. “You really know how to attract trouble, don’t you?”

      Lilith looked at him, her eyes narrowing, then asked, “Are you supposed to be security? If so, it might have helped if you’d told me beforehand.”

      “Oh, shut up,” the man retorted, glowering at her. “If it weren’t for your—”

      “Jake, shut it. Lilith was invited here, which means you’re responsible for her safety. If you were that upset, you shouldn’t have let the committee invite her,” Spark said, her tone flat. “Stalker Seven isn’t going to wait around for us to chat.”

      The big man growled, then turned away, quickly moving toward the wall, and Lilith paused, then began following him as she glanced at Spark. Jake was cutting a path through the crowd for them, so she asked, “Stalker Seven? And Jake?”

      “Jackhammer Jake, he’s a brick on the upper end of class B. He’s also a jerk,” Spark said, keeping pace with Lilith easily. “Stalker Seven is a merc in the underworld. Infiltrator, assassin, and all-around ass. Not surprised he took a job to take you out… I just hope he isn’t here with his siblings. That could make things rough.”

      “Ah. Why is Jake heading for the back halls, then?” Lilith asked, frowning as she dodged around a table, and saw Jake had his badge out. “Seven melted through the floor.”

      “He can’t go immaterial for long, which means he went downstairs or into the basement. If we’re going to catch him, have to grab him before he reaches an outer wall,” Spark said, and paused, then swore. “He probably went underground. People might’ve noticed a shadow drop through the room, but there’re enough heroes in the area that they won’t know it was him.”

      “Right,” Lilith said, just as Jake got the door open. He wasn’t holding it for them, but Spark didn’t wait for an invitation, surging forward with a sparkle of electricity to grab the door, holding it for just long enough that Lilith could get in, then she lunged forward.

      “Spark, what’re you—” Jake began to snarl, and Spark interrupted.

      “Helping! I’ll see if he came out on the first floor, you two go after the basement! I’ll catch up if he’s not there,” Spark told him, then shot toward the stairs, making Lilith wonder how the woman had even known where they were.

      The chorus of swearing from Jake didn’t make Lilith happy, but she also wasn’t going to slow down, not since she was catching up. He might be strong, but she was faster than he was.

      They raced down the stairs, the sound echoing loudly in the shaft, which reminded Lilith of why so many staircases had carpet on the stairs. She was almost a full flight behind Jake to begin with, but she closed the gap quickly, and when he jumped over the chain blocking access to the basement, she was barely three steps behind him. She hopped over the chain, considering the man for a moment.

      “So—” Lilith began, just to have him cut her off.

      “Shut up, I don’t want to hear it,” Jake said bluntly, racing down the stairs. “You’re nothing but trouble, and I want you off my back!”

      The venom in his voice startled Lilith, prompting her to back off slightly, but then they reached the bottom of the stairwell. There was a door labeled Generator Room on a bright red sign directly ahead of them, and a hallway going left and right. As he headed left, Lilith skidded to a stop, considering either direction for a moment, then grimaced and turned right.

      “Just great. A lovely start to the day,” Lilith murmured, not moving quite as quickly this time around.

      The basement of the convention center wasn’t that bad, Lilith had to admit. It wasn’t like there were seeping water pipes creating puddles or anything like that, but the lights were few and far between, and the care to make the building welcoming had been almost completely abandoned down here. There was gray paint on the walls, but that was the extent of it, and she could see ductwork, wiring, and more above her, while the open doorways she paused to look through led to rooms that were practically unlit, with the occasional stack of supplies in them. Lilith had no idea what the rooms were used for, but it almost looked like someone had intended for there to be offices below ground, then abandoned it before furnishing any of the rooms.

      She reached another intersection, and Lilith slowed, mentally making a map of where she was, then stopped, as it suddenly occurred to her that she was entirely alone. Alone in a dimly lit hallway with a villain whose name included the word stalker. It made her wonder if she might have made a mistake when she followed Jake.

      “Maybe I should just head back upstairs,” Lilith said, glancing around warily. Spark had said that Stalker Seven could go immaterial briefly, but she hadn’t mentioned how often he could do it. That was irritating since it didn’t give her a good idea of what she was dealing with. Habitually she asked, “Circe?”

      There wasn’t an answer, and if nothing else, that put up her hackles. The handful of times that she couldn’t contact Circe had been few and far between, especially since she’d gotten an earbud that linked into the AI’s systems. It shouldn’t be as worrying as it was, but that didn’t matter to her instincts.

      The scrape of someone’s shoe to her right caught Lilith’s attention, and she spun, just in time to see what looked like the flicker of someone dodging into a side room, their coat barely in view for a moment.

      Lilith’s hand went to the pistol on her hip and she tensed, debating on what she should do, then shrugged and drew the pistol, cautiously moving to the side so she could see through the door more easily. The dim light didn’t help, but at least she was able to see in the dark more easily than most people.

      As she moved to the side, Lilith’s eyes flicked back and forth, and she frowned. The light filtering into the room didn’t give her much to work off of, but she didn’t see any other movement, and Lilith also didn’t hear anything. Not aside from distant echoes, and the faint sound of footsteps from above her. The room had stacks of tables and chairs in it, providing plenty of hiding spots, and Lilith took a cautious step inside, watching the sides in particular, to make sure she wasn’t going to get grabbed as soon as she stepped in.

      The next instant Lilith saw a flicker of almost imperceptible movement across her vision, and before she could do anything, something thin and rigid snapped taut around her throat, cutting off her ability to breathe almost instantly as pain radiated through her body.

      “Thank you for coming to me,” a man said quietly in her ear, his voice strange with its almost artificial lack of accent. It sent a chill down Lilith’s spine, but she overruled her instinct to reach for the garrote. Instead, she tried to deal with her attacker, wishing that her shields activated against physical attacks.

      The stomp of one of her feet missed him, as Stalker Seven dodged almost effortlessly, and her attempt to elbow him in the gut didn’t do much better. He seemed to be used to people trying things like that. He did not anticipate her flipping her pistol around and firing it backwards, however.

      “Ugh!” the man grunted in pain, and the garrote suddenly loosened around her neck, allowing Lilith to gulp down air again before something twisted the garrote tight again, and he growled, “Bitch!”

      A kick in the back of Lilith’s knee made it difficult for her to struggle as she was forced to a knee, and an instant later he knocked the pistol out of her hand just as she was about to fire again. She heard a sound she recognized over the clatter of it across the floor, that of a blade clearing its sheath, and he grunted again as she elbowed him, but this time the angle was bad, and she didn’t manage to put much force behind it.

      Something hit her in the lower back, and she felt a tearing, stabbing sensation as something sharp pierced into her side. With how the edges of her vision were starting to get fuzzy, all Lilith felt was faint regret. She really shouldn’t have come down here, not alone.

      Then she noticed that it was oddly brighter in the room… and her ears popped before she abruptly found herself able to breathe again.
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      The alarm hit Circe hard, and she dropped half of the tasks she’d been taking care of, instead focusing on the priority alert from the Circe shard in Lilith’s RV. The shard had been operating on limited bandwidth to keep others from detecting its communications, but when Lilith’s suit had lost integrity, it had gone to full power and communicated with the RV, which had then made contact with her.

      Circe was just beginning to process the data, horror tinging her thoughts as she saw Lilith’s life signs, and how poorly the battle was going… and the transmission suddenly, abruptly came to an end. Lilith’s suit stopped transmitting entirely, and all vital signs vanished. Circe instantly expanded the range of her search, hoping that perhaps Warden had teleported Lilith away and that she’d reconnect to the network a few milliseconds later. She didn’t, though.

      Instead, Circe found that Morgan and Warden had been nowhere near Lilith, as Warden finally teleported to the location where Lilith had been such a short time before. Looking through the heroine’s suit sensors, Circe felt her worry spike even more… and she desperately hoped that the dagger she’d seen hadn’t pierced Lilith’s liver. That would be very bad… and she was angry enough with Morgan and Warden not being there that she might just overreact if she spoke to them.

      First, she needed to report to Amber.
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      The phantom pain caused Morgan to fumble the marker she’d been spinning. It took her a second to realize what the source was, a fact that ashamed her slightly. She fumbled, grabbing the marker as the faint pain around her neck intensified.

      “Warden—” Morgan began, but the blonde spun away from Damper and interrupted.

      “I know, I know! Damn it, what did Lil get herself into this time?” Warden demanded, her tone unusually angry.

      Behind Warden, Damper looked more confused than anything else. The blonde heroine’s hair was similar to Warden’s, save that she had bangs that covered her right eye. The heroine paused, then asked, “What’s going on? Lil?”

      “Lilith,” Morgan said, shrugging. “She’s in trouble, so we’ve got to go!”

      Warden didn’t waste any more time, grabbing Morgan’s hand as she nodded to the black and blue garbed heroine, and Morgan felt magic gathering around her friend, crackling with potential.

      That was when she felt another stabbing pain, this time in her lower-right side… and all the phantom sensations vanished an instant later. Morgan’s stomach felt like it clenched, but at virtually the same time they disappeared in a flash of light.

      They reappeared in a dimly lit corridor, only a handful of feet from a bald man in black who was looking at the ground in front of him in shock. Blood was dripping from a dagger in his right hand, while his left hand had both ends of a garotte in it, which was rapidly untwisting itself. He had a char mark on the right side of his chest, revealing what looked like armor beneath it, and there was a pistol that looked very familiar spinning on the floor a few steps into the room.

      The man jerked and cursed at their arrival, turning into a vaguely human-shaped shadow, but neither of them paused. Morgan snapped out a spell, magic spilling out of her rings and lashing out at him with violet light, followed by a sphere of blue-veined gold light snapping into existence around him. Morgan’s spell wreathed the man in violet, making him more corporeal again, and a moment later he returned to normal, looking particularly pale.

      “Where is she?” Morgan snarled, snatching out a wand as rage caught up with her at last. “What did you do to her!”

      “I don’t know!” the man protested, looking down at his dagger distrustingly, and continued a moment later. “One second we were fighting, then she vanished. Poof, gone, like she was never even here!”

      “Don’t you dare lie to us! She didn’t have a teleporter on her, and she’s not capable of anything of the sort!” Warden said, stepping forward with her hair beginning to flicker with magic. “You had to have—”

      “I’m not lying!” Stalker Seven shot back angrily. “If I had my way, she’d be dead, not vanished, you stupid broad!”

      Warden’s scowl grew even more pronounced, but Morgan laid a hand on her shoulder, her rage giving way to fear, as she took a breath and reached out for Lilith… only to find nothing there. No connections, no sense of warmth. There was nothing, and that made her fear for Lilith more than she cared to admit. Then she looked around the room, trying to sense any foreign magic.

      “I don’t think he’s lying, Warden. Something is terribly wrong, though. I can’t sense her, and if anything happened here, it wasn’t magic. At least no magic I’ve seen,” Morgan said, frowning as she sensed an odd… residue of sorts.

      Then there was a faint crackling sound in the distance before electric blue light lit up part of the corridor. Seconds later, Spark darted into sight and looked around, a pistol in each hand as she blinked, then smiled.

      “Hey, you two joined in and caught him! Where’s Lil?” Spark asked brightly, grinning at them.

      Morgan looked at Warden unhappily, then let out a soft sigh.
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        Thursday, August 14th, 2031

        Shadowmind Redoubt Invincible, Asteroid Belt, Sol

      

      

      “Where is she?” Amber demanded angrily, glowering at the monitor.

      “I do not know, Mistress. I have checked every sensor in the solar system and beyond for Lilith’s tracking beacon and found nothing. Unless she ended up in a location where the beacon cannot be detected, which is possible, she is not present in the system,” Circe said, her worry quite obvious to anyone listening. “I believe she may be in another plane of existence, based on Morgan’s reactions.”

      “It’s more than that, Circe. My question was more rhetorical than anything else,” Amber snapped, taking a deep breath, then growled, “I can’t find her, either, and I have an extremely strong link to her! Virtually every plane of existence borders the astral, which means that I should be able to find her anywhere, yet it’s like she suddenly ceased to exist. Even if she was killed that shouldn’t have happened.”

      “Could someone have kidnapped her and shielded her from your senses, Mistress?” Circe asked, sounding like she was grasping at straws. “Or perhaps she was transported to one of the planes that isn’t connected to the astral plane?”

      “Both are possible, but neither bode well for her,” Amber said, tapping a few keys to adjust her search, but as she watched the results were beginning to change rapidly. She was only the first person to realize something strange had happened, and now other people were searching for data as well. “Anyone who could do that is not on good terms with me, and I doubt they’d treat her as anything more than a toy to be examined. No hero would acquire her that way. As for other planes… they’re dangerous, Circe. Even most of the ones that are adjacent to the astral are incredibly dangerous, and it took me an enormous amount of work to find a setting on the teleporter that wouldn’t risk someone getting eaten or vaporized in the brief instant that they were on the other side. Those that aren’t connected are even worse, by and large.”

      “I understand, Mistress. I will continue to search for Lilith,” Circe replied, her voice growing ever so slightly distant, and Amber scowled.

      “You may do so, but you aren’t to neglect your duties to do so!” Amber warned, standing up as she considered the situation unhappily. “She may very well be gone forever. I doubt that, not with how she vanished, but I don’t want you wasting too many resources on this.”

      “Of course, Mistress. I will keep your instructions in mind,” Circe agreed.

      “Good. Now, I’d best see if I can find anything else. Lilith is such an enormous troublemaker,” Amber said, growling under her breath.

      How was she supposed to get her planning done when Lilith kept causing so many problems?
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        Astrodome Convention Center, Las Vegas

      

      

      “Jake… what were you thinking?” Carolyn asked, rubbing her forehead, the headache forming far too quickly for her taste.

      “She went off on her own while searching for a villain who’d tried to assassinate her. It’s not my fault,” Jake said stubbornly, folding his arms in front of himself. One of the other security guards nodded in agreement, and Carolyn glared at the woman, who froze.

      “You told her to get off your back. People heard you say it, as you got to the bottom of the stairs. I don’t care what you meant, or how short of a fuse you have, the way that I interpret that, and that most juries would interpret that, is that you told her to go away,” Carolyn said flatly, staring at him hard. “You told a woman who had two separate attempts on her life made in as many days to leave when you were assigned as her guard. What were you thinking?”

      Jake’s jaw worked, but he didn’t say anything, instead looking at the wall behind her, his arms crossed in front of his chest. It caused Carolyn’s blood pressure to spike, and she paused, counting to ten while imagining how lovely it would be to put the man’s head on a stake. She wouldn’t put his head on a stake, even if she had the chance to kill him, but the mental image suited her mood at the moment. If this ruined their plans, General Mayhem would not be happy.

      Carolyn let out a breath and turned to the side, looking at her assistant. Adam looked like he’d swallowed something foul, and she couldn’t blame him. This was likely the worst incident in the history of the convention, and if it made people hesitate to sign up… Carolyn had to stop her thoughts there, as she was getting a bit too into character, perhaps. Instead, she spoke a little more calmly.

      “Do we have any idea what happened to Lilith yet?” Carolyn asked, tapping the table nervously. Having so many heroes in the basement worried her.

      Adam shook his head, swallowing hard before he spoke.

      “Nope. They’ve thrown several dozen psychics, magi, and inventors at the spot, and none of them can make heads or tails of the energy signature. It’s powerful, they can tell that much, but it also isn’t anything they’ve seen before,” Adam said unhappily. “Several attempts to track her down haven’t gone anywhere, and they say that the weapons Stalker Seven used were well-made but mostly mundane. He didn’t do it to her, whatever ‘it’ is.”

      “Shit,” Carolyn said, taking a slow breath and counting to ten. “What about the media?”

      “They haven’t blown it out of proportion, yet, which is good. They’re just saying she’s missing after she was attacked, and some of them are claiming she went back into hiding,” Adam said, shrugging as he added, smiling wanly, “I haven’t discouraged that claim, but I certainly haven’t tried to suggest it.”

      Carolyn nodded, flashing him a smile as she looked around again. It took her a moment to put her thoughts in order, then she continued bluntly. “That’s all we can do, then. This has all the makings of a disaster, and I have a feeling that it’s going to get worse before it gets better. I want all the guards on high alert, Jake. If Lilith shows back up, I want to know immediately, even if it means you’re waking me up in the middle of the night.”

      “Yes’m,” Jake said, sounding a little more subdued. That was probably because of the comment about a jury, Carolyn thought, but she couldn’t be sure. She’d take the acknowledgment, though.

      “Good. Adam, try not to let too much news leak. We don’t know what really happened to Lilith, so I don’t want anyone claiming she died until we know for certain. If anyone has questions, direct them to me,” Carolyn told him, and the man nodded, swallowing hard. She continued. “Now, a few other things we need to do is…”

      Carolyn continued, but as she did, she wondered what in the hell had happened to Lilith.
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        * * *

      

      “Why did we let her wander off on her own?” Rachel asked, pacing back and forth through the room and occasionally glancing over at the spell diagram inked onto a sheet of paper. It was glowing softly as it rested on the desk, but there wasn’t any reaction from it, which just made her stomach clench a little harder. “We knew she was being targeted by assassins.”

      “I don’t know,” Gina repeated herself yet again, rubbing her eyes wearily. “I mean… sure, villains almost never are stupid enough to attack here, yet it’d already happened once. I just… got caught up in things. First, there were our fans, and dragging her into that would’ve been a mess. I didn’t realize how many of my fans really dislike her. Then we ran into Vindicator, and we chatted for a while, then Damper…”

      “I know, I know!” Rachel exclaimed, shame rippling through her, along with fear. She’d never run into a situation where she couldn’t get a reading on someone when she had a good sample. Not being able to localize Lilith would be one thing, but it was like she’d popped entirely out of existence, and that was terrifying. The heroine inhaled slowly, then shook her head as she spoke softly. “I just… I hate that I didn’t think about it, Gina. Spark seemed to take it even worse than we did.”

      “She left Lilith with Jake… of course she feels responsible,” Gina said, watching Rachel now, looking even more concerned. Then she stood up, prompting Rachel to stop pacing.

      “What is it? Is there something—” Rachel began, looking toward the spell again, but it hadn’t changed, and she was cut off as Gina kissed her.

      The kiss was startling, and Rachel stiffened, then relaxed as warmth rushed through her, as well as relief and a welcome respite from the worry that had been turning her stomach into knots for hours. It didn’t last for long, but it was long enough to calm Rachel down, as Gina’s touch caused Rachel to melt into her arms.

      “We’ll get through this, Rach. We always have before, and we will this time, too,” Gina said softly, pulling Rachel into a full embrace, running her fingers through Rachel’s hair gently. “We’ll search for her, but there’s no reason to fret yourself into a breakdown. Please… just calm down? I love you too much to let that happen.”

      “But I…” Rachel began to speak. She let her voice trail off as she realized how tired she was, though. And how comfortable it was in Gina’s arms. So, after a few seconds she lowered her head, resting her chin on her friend’s shoulder, and she spoke softly. “Alright, Gina. I’m just worried.”

      Gina nodded, rocking back and forth gently, and her voice was quiet as she replied. “I know, Rach. I know.”

      As they stood there, Rachel also resolved to do a proper examination of herself. Something about all of this seemed strange to her.
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        Thursday, August 14th, 2031

        Unknown Location

      

      

      “Ugh…” Lilith groaned, her eyes fluttering open for a moment, then closed them again, wondering why she could feel sand beneath her cheek. The brief moment that her eyes had been open had been rather painful, as bright light had prevented her from making out much of anything. It hadn’t been shining directly into her eyes, but she hadn’t opened them for long enough to let them adjust.

      Pain was throbbing through her side with every beat of her heart, and Lilith felt faintly bloated, which she couldn’t imagine was a good sign. Similarly, her neck ached from where the garrote had been wrapped around it, and even the weight of her necklace was making it throb unhappily. The last thing she remembered was a flash of light, then… nothing. Which meant that Lilith had lost consciousness, and she really should figure out what happened.

      Slowly opening her eyes to let them adjust, Lilith focused on what she could see, and confusion washed over her, as she certainly wasn’t in a hospital room.

      She was laying in the shadow of a wall, at least that was what she assumed since she was in what looked like a courtyard of tall, slightly tapering stone walls, above which was a broad, almost cloudless blue sky. The walls were pale, except where they were covered with murals, ones that reminded her vaguely of ancient Egyptian ruins, save that these ones were in good repair. The ground was warmly colored sand, except that there was a pond in a corner with several palm trees around it, and a stone table. A table where a man was sitting, with an elaborate scale resting in front of him.

      The man looked like he’d be tall when standing, and he was wearing black leather pants, sandals, and a black linen shirt that didn’t have any buttons she could see, instead being folded to form a double layer across his chest. He had black hair and darkly tanned skin, and she thought he was handsome… but there was also something else about him that bothered her. Not as much as the scales did, though.

      The scales were odd, with the base made of some sort of dark wood Lilith didn’t recognize, but the upper portion was elaborately made gold, or was at least gilded. The pans were almost perfectly aligned, which was odd due to what they were holding. In one was a feather from a sort of large bird, while in the other was a glowing white marble over an inch across.

      “It appears that you will live.” The man spoke suddenly, his gaze still on the scale. He continued without hesitation, his voice powerful, yet restrained at the same time. “I was not certain, but it appears that your technology stood you in good stead. I am afraid that you have cost me a bet, however.”

      “Wh—” Lilith began, then paused as she coughed, then spat out some sand. She hadn’t even realized it was there until she tried to talk. Slowly she levered herself upright, wincing as still more pain washed through her. She took a breath, looking down to see she was still in her undersuit and her sand-encrusted purse was still at her side, then at the man again as she spoke. “What are you talking about? Where am I? Who are you?”

      The man seemed to ignore her questions for a few moments, then he turned his head toward her, revealing eyes that were bright and intense, like those of a wild animal, and the kohl around his eyes made the appearance even more startling. He stared at her for a few seconds before speaking. “Most of us believed that you would arrive quickly. I believed that you would take a long time before coming here, as did most of the remainder. Only a handful were willing to bet on your arrival at a point in between, such as now.”

      There was something wrong about the man’s speech, Lilith realized a few words in. It took most of his explanation for her to pin down what the problem was, though. His words and lips didn’t match the words she was hearing. It was like he was speaking another language entirely, and Lilith was hearing English.

      The man sighed and stood, startling her as he glared at her. “The problem with mortals is how easily distracted they are. As you are not going to die, I need to escort you elsewhere. Stand, Lilith Carpenter.”

      “You know who I am?” Lilith asked, growing even more confused by his attitude. Even so, she forced herself to her feet, feeling somewhat unsteady as she did so.

      A glance to either side revealed that to her left was the entrance into a building, while to her right was a gate leading out of the courtyard. She ran her right hand hesitantly over her back and flinched as it touched a bubble of some sort of sealant. Belatedly she remembered that the suits were intended to stabilize critical wounds, and when her fingers came away there was dried blood and sand on them.

      “Of course I do,” the man replied sharply, looking at her pointedly, then gestured for the gate. “Come, your escort has arrived. Someone far beyond your station, if you ask me, but it was not my choice.”

      “I… as you wish?” Lilith said questioningly, growing even more confused than she had been before. She stepped toward the gate slowly, regaining her balance quickly as she continued. “I just don’t know what is going on.”

      “Ask your escort,” the man replied, and at his gesture the gate opened to reveal a scene that almost left Lilith’s mouth hanging open.

      They were atop a hill, which provided an excellent overlook. Dozens, possibly hundreds, of islands could be seen as far as Lilith could see, each separated by what looked like flowing rivers and with reeds on their banks, palm trees, and boats moving back and forth, most of them being moved by people with poles. More impressive were the pyramids she could see, though, many of them looking like they were carved of alabaster, and at least as large as the ones she’d seen pictures of from Giza. One in particular drew her gaze, though. A pyramid that was sheathed in silver, save for the capstone of gold which was glowing like the sun itself. In the far distance she could see what looked like green mountains with waterfalls flowing from between them, making the scene impressive and idyllic.

      She almost missed the woman waiting for her, with how she was staring, but when the woman shifted, Lilith’s attention snapped downward and she felt heat rise in her cheeks, embarrassed at having been so distracted.

      The woman had straight black hair that reached the middle of her back, and the same deeply tanned skin as the man who’d just evicted Lilith along with kohl around her eyes, but her eyes were so dark they were almost black, and she had a warm smile on her face. She was wearing a red dress that covered her from the chest down, while in one hand she had a wooden staff, the top of it carved to resemble a scorpion’s tail, with the stinger ready to strike.

      “You must be Lilith,” the woman said warmly, her lips also not forming the words that Lilith heard, and she offered a hand to Lilith. “I’ve been sent to escort you. How are you feeling?”

      “I… am not in the best shape. I was stabbed not long ago, at least I don’t think it’s been long,” Lilith said, taking a couple of steps forward, and jumped as the doors slammed shut behind her. She glanced back as she took the woman’s hand. “I don’t know who any of you are, or even where I am. This doesn’t look like anywhere I’ve heard of on Earth.”

      “Anubis didn’t tell you? That’s not very polite of him,” the woman said, prompting Lilith to do a double take. The name was one that had come up in passing during her lessons, but she didn’t know much about it. Before Lilith could consider it further, the woman continued. “As for me, I am Serket, and you are in Sekhet-Aaru, the divine realm of the ennead of what your people call Ancient Egypt. Welcome to Sekhet-Aaru, traveler. I have been sent to escort you to Ra.”

      “What?” Lilith asked numbly, feeling like she’d been hit with a baseball bat.

      In fact, maybe she had hit her head, and this was all a hallucination.
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        Thursday, August 14th, 2031

        Sekhet-Aaru

      

      

      “I know, it must be hard for you to accept. From what I’ve heard, you haven’t had time to fully absorb the history of Earth, so you likely don’t know much about us. Even if you had, we haven’t interfered in the world much, unlike Zeus and his fellow deities,” Serket said, smiling warmly at Lilith as she nodded toward the scene before them. “However, you are correct that there is no place on Earth like this. If there was, you would have heard of it.”

      “I… I don’t know what to say,” Lilith said, looking at Serket, then at the scenery once more, still not entirely believing what had happened. “Just… how? Why?”

      Serket laughed and shook her head, starting down the path leading down the hillside. After a moment she spoke. “Do you mind if I heal you? If the knife had gone any deeper, you would have died.”

      “…Sure?” Lilith replied hesitantly, still not entirely sure the entire situation wasn’t a fever dream.

      “Excellent,” Serket said, and a faint red glow surrounded her, then flowed up Lilith’s arm before she could react.

      It was warm as it flooded through her veins, and she stiffened for a moment involuntarily, as it almost felt like insects were crawling up her arm. Then the heat pooled in her neck and side, and things… shifted. In seconds the bloating sensation vanished, as did the throbbing pain from both injuries, and the heat slowly faded, leaving her feeling almost normal again.

      “That felt strange,” Lilith said, letting out a breath, then breathing deep as she noticed how much easier it was now.

      “I may be able to heal, but my powers focus on healing stings and bites, particularly of venomous creatures,” Serket explained, smiling at her. “Isis, Osiris, Anubis, any of them would have been able to heal you with less discomfort, but I was the one available.”

      “Ah. I…” Lilith paused, then a hand rose to her throat as a thought occurred to her. She reached for the pendant… and found that it was missing.

      “Yes, the pendant is what brought you here, when you were on the verge of death,” Serket confirmed without even looking.

      They were entering an area with more people, Lilith noticed, and most of them had similar appearances to Serket and Anubis, though their eyes were relatively normal. Several bowed in Serket’s direction but went back to what they were doing. Some of them were farming, but in a somewhat jarring change, Lilith noticed that many of them were wearing watches, carrying phones, or other things of the sort. It didn’t fit the otherwise archaic surroundings, which confused her further.

      “But why?” Lilith asked, feeling like she was standing out even more than before. “I… this confuses me. I’m not a worshipper of any of you, though I liked the ankh pendant… I don’t understand.”

      “It isn’t my place to explain,” Serket replied simply. “I’m to escort you to Ra, and there you will receive answers. Whether they are answers you like is an entirely different matter.”

      “If you say so,” Lilith said dubiously, growing a little frustrated, now. She was away from her friends, and—

      Lilith stiffened suddenly as she realized what was missing. She couldn’t sense Gina or Rachel at all, and she stopped dead in the path as she mentally groped for the connections to them, searching more and more frantically, a hint of panic rushing through her.

      “Is something the matter?” Serket asked, having stopped after a few steps. She didn’t seem that concerned, which was frustrating.

      “It… normally I can sense a couple of my friends. We’re linked together, so I can just… reach out to them, after a fashion. I can’t sense them, though!” Lilith said, swallowing hard as she wondered if something had happened to them. “I think something might have happened to them, and—”

      Serket’s soft laughter cut Lilith off, and Lilith flushed, a little embarrassed for an instant, though she wasn’t certain why she was embarrassed. She shrugged it off after a moment more, but at that point the woman stopped laughing and spoke.

      “You can’t sense them because you are in Sekhet-Aaru. This is a divine realm, Lilith, and unlike the Olympians, we do not allow anyone access to it without our permission,” Serket explained, shaking her head gently. “No spell or link can find you here, nor can you sense others across its borders. Such would leave us more vulnerable to other deities, and we are not so arrogant as to believe that we could win against every other pantheon, should it come to war. We are more numerous than many, but not that numerous.”

      “Oh,” Lilith said, pausing and considering what she’d been told, then swallowed her frustration. She still wasn’t happy about losing the link, but at least it explained things. As Serket continued down the path once more she followed, thinking for a few seconds. Then she asked, a bit nervously, “Ah… if you’re gods… aren’t you supposed to be omnipotent?”

      “Nigh-omnipotent, perhaps, for some of our number. I, for instance, could likely face even the most powerful heroes of your world in single combat and attain victory,” Serket replied casually, shrugging slightly. “I am among the most powerful of the minor gods of the ennead, but I am nothing compared to Ra, Thoth, and the most powerful gods here. Yet even if they are nigh-omnipotent, so are other deities. If there is anyone who is invincible in the myriad worlds, I am not aware of them.”

      Lilith’s eyes widened, mostly at the idea of the woman in front of her being able to match class S superhumans when she looked so… so normal. She didn’t seem anything like a goddess to Lilith, but she wasn’t going to disagree. Lilith didn’t know enough to do that. Instead, she followed Serket through lush fields where more people were farming, using simple tools.

      “Who are these people?” Lilith asked, nodding toward one of the fields as they passed. “I keep seeing them farming like this, yet I also see signs of technology, which seems odd.”

      “Immortality changes the perspective of many people. Many of our followers died long before humanity developed much in the way of technology, and the idea of being able to farm their own food and eat the same meals as the gods themselves was considered paradise. Habits are hard to change, and even if we have introduced many of humanity’s inventions, often they choose to use it in ways that are not how you would,” Serket said, glancing at the field and smiling. “For instance, you might look closely at the gondola once we’re aboard.”

      Lilith nodded, growing a little more curious as they passed a row of palm trees, which she quickly corrected herself, as she noticed dates hanging from them when Serket casually plucked one in passing to eat, then they were to the dock itself. The holographic sign on the edge of the finely made stone docks startled her, though she couldn’t read the sign. There were several boats on the water, with multiple men and women standing near them, talking to one another. Still, the sign reminded her of something else.

      “How are we communicating, anyway? Your words don’t match the way your mouth moves,” Lilith asked, glancing at the people again, and as she did she saw more signs of better technology. The stitching on their clothing was even, the sandals had some type of rubber soles, and one of them had glasses on, in which she could see the faintest glimmer of an augmented reality system.

      “Ra decreed that all people should be able to communicate, and thus it was done. Most newcomers learn the language eventually, if only to be able to read the signs and scrolls, but you shouldn’t be here for long enough for that to matter,” Serket said, nodding to a gondolier politely as she walked toward one of the boats. “You have not died, and you are not a follower of ours. You are a guest, and as such your stay is limited by necessity.”

      The gondolier smiled as he quickly darted to his boat ahead of Serket, while all of them looked at Lilith curiously. One of them had somewhat lighter skin than the others, but Lilith stood out like a sore thumb here, both from her skin tone and the way she was dressed.

      “It would be nice to know what I’m even doing here. This is all extremely confusing,” Lilith said, letting out a sigh. Serket laughed as she stepped into the gondola, and Lilith followed, looking down at the vessel curiously.

      She immediately saw what Serket had meant. The gondola looked like wood at first glance, but it was easy to see that it was actually made of a single, carefully formed piece, and she felt the whirr of a motor as the gondolier pushed them away from the pier.

      “Where to, Lady Serket?” the man asked respectfully as he turned the gondola toward the main channel skillfully. He must have been doing this for a while, as experienced as he seemed to be.

      “The temple of Ra,” Serket said simply, and glanced at Lilith as she added, “As to that, you will have to wait. We could move more swiftly, but all things must be done in proper sequence. I know little about you, just what has been spoken of in rumors.”

      That caused Lilith to pause as a chill ran down her spine. At least this time she didn’t feel like she needed to keep her comments to herself, so she expressed them, a touch nervously. “I think that the idea of me being the subject of gossip where gods are concerned is… worrying.”

      The gondolier laughed, and Serket smiled, shrugging as they steadily moved through the water. Lilith was about to trail her fingers through the clear water but stopped as a crocodile came swimming along. Suddenly the idea of putting her hand in the water felt like it was a poor one, so she folded them in her lap. The crocodile looked like it could swallow her whole.

      “When you’re immortal, you sometimes find that almost anything is worth talking about, Lilith. Your creation wasn’t something that escaped our notice,” Serket replied, grinning broadly.

      “That doesn’t make me feel better,” Lilith muttered, glancing at the horizon, then did a double take.

      She’d thought that it must be about noon, with how much light there was, but when she glanced over, she could see the sun sinking toward the horizon, as if it were about to set. Then she glanced at the pyramid, and Lilith realized that it was effectively a second sun illuminating the city.

      Well, she supposed that Ra was a sun god.
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        Black Emerald Lair, Utah

      

      

      Black Emerald studied the readings from Wren’s scanner curiously, and as she did so her lips pressed together tightly, a bit unhappy about what she was seeing.

      It was after midnight, but she’d been studying the readings for the better part of twelve hours, going through every bit of data she had. Lilith’s biology wasn’t the issue, as that was something which Black Emerald could pick apart at her leisure and was quite straightforward in the end. Despite Shadowmind’s obvious brilliance in most subjects, when it came to biology she wasn’t as competent as Black Emerald was, and it showed. There were numerous tiny flaws that Black Emerald could see, but Lilith was still a most remarkable specimen, and one that would have interested her most of the time.

      No, it was the magical readings that were making Black Emerald unhappy. Most people couldn’t detect the magic of the divine, and even if they could, the magic tended to fade into the background. Most people also hadn’t spent three years plotting how to break into Olympus to steal a tree from the gods there. Black Emerald stared at the schematic hard, debating what to do.

      There were multiple magical readings from Lilith, though none were from active spells. She’d managed to scrub most of the ambient magic from the convention from the readings, but the aura from Morgan Le Fay and Warden had seeped into Lilith, leaving a slight residue of purple, gold, and blue. It was the ankh, blazing like a tiny white sun that concerned Black Emerald.

      “Not Zeus… or any of the Olympians. I’d be able to identify any of them,” Black Emerald muttered, grimacing slightly. “Which means it’s one of the other factions. Probably Egyptian, but that could be someone else trying to throw us off the scent. Old one-eye? Probably not… he’d just throw Gungnir at someone. I don’t like this.”

      Deities were fickle, and interfering in their affairs was something that Black Emerald had learned was a poor idea. The only reason she’d gotten away with her scheme was because it had amused Eris, who’d helped her at the last moment. With Lilith being spirited away… it made Black Emerald practically itch, and she grimaced, picking up her phone and dialing a number.

      The phone rang several times, then the line clicked and Wren spoke, her voice sleepy. “What? It’s late, boss!”

      “Cancel your attendance,” Black Emerald said flatly. “You can go elsewhere in the city if you want, but I want you out of there by noon tomorrow. Preferably out of the city.”

      “What? But I thought you wanted me to—” Wren began, sounding far more awake than she had a few moments prior, but Black Emerald cut her off.

      “If I was there in person, I would be already packing my bags, Wren. Something is wrong, and every instinct I have says that it’s time to leave,” Black Emerald said bluntly. “I don’t know if something is going to happen or not, but if it does, I don’t want you in the line of fire.”

      “Boss…” Wren began, then paused and sighed. “Is there anything you can tell me?”

      “This reminds me of my trip to Greece,” Black Emerald replied simply, and Wren fell silent for several seconds.

      “Right. I’ll book a ticket back home here in a minute,” Wren said, and in the background Black Emerald could hear the sound of covers being thrown back. “Even if I can’t find one for today, I’ll make sure I’m on the opposite side of the city by midday. Good enough?”

      “It is. I worry about you, Wren,” Black Emerald told her, then hung up. She didn’t want to hear it if Wren felt the same.

      Instead she looked at the imagery once more and shivered before turning off the monitor and got up.

      After all of that, she wasn’t going to be able to sleep, so she may as well get to work. She finally had enough information to do a full analysis of Lilith, and that should be fun.
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      Night came rapidly, as the pyramid’s peak dimmed at the same time that the sun set, creating a riot of colors across the sky that were fascinating, and a tiny part of Lilith wondered if the scenery had been deliberately timed to let her see it while she was on the water. It was possible, but she couldn’t be certain.

      The stars were bright and startlingly clear above them, while the temperature didn’t drop much, making the trip quite comfortable… and rather fascinating as they passed a few other islands that showed just what a mix of archaic and modern this world was.

      One island had what looked like nightclubs to her, ranging from ones that looked like recreations of the sphinx to others that were more like temples, all of them brightly lit with flashing lights and music, while everything from chariots to sports cars were parked out front. It was a culture clash that boggled her mind, but Lilith accepted it, even if it was strange. Yet on the direct opposite bank was an island without any electric lights she could see, and she saw what looked like a lioness stalking her way through the reeds, though she didn’t see the cat’s target.

      They were steadily drawing closer to the island with the massive pyramid on it, though, and as they did, Lilith gradually realized just how enormous it really was. There were other pyramids and buildings on the island it occupied as well, but none of them were quite as impressive, and she watched it for a while, then asked, “Why pyramids?”

      “Why not pyramids?” Serket countered, looking back at Lilith in amusement.

      “I think other buildings would be a more efficient use of space. And materials,” Lilith said, shrugging as she shifted in her seat. It was surprisingly comfortable since she’d initially thought it’d be too hard, but it wasn’t.

      “Neither of which is a concern for us. Ra could create a thousand more pyramids like that tomorrow if he so desired, as well as expanding the domain to fit them. Such things aren’t limiting factors for us,” Serket said, gesturing around at the landscape. “This is what we want. What we enjoy. There’s no reason that we should change it simply because it sounds more efficient… though we do have a section of the domain set aside for somewhat louder modern devices. I do not care for some of the vehicles that are popular on Earth.”

      “Ah, that would explain the lack of aircraft,” Lilith said, nodding slightly, and a little stunned about the idea of someone just creating such immense buildings on a whim. It boggled her mind, much like most of the other things in this… world.

      They were approaching another pier, though, and Lilith blinked as she saw what looked like a three-wheeled car of some type next to it, one which was sleek, bright red, and with glowing blue headlights that almost looked like eye slits. It had two wheels on the front and one wider tire on the back, but she thought she recognized the style of vehicle.

      “Is that…?” Lilith began, letting her voice trail off.

      “My car, of course,” Serket replied with a grin. “I may not like most vehicles, but that is a good one. Fast, quiet, and maneuverable.”

      Lilith just looked at her for a moment, then shook her head. This was very odd.

      Soon they reached the pier and the gondola came to a halt. Lilith stood up and looked at the gondolier, smiling at him as she spoke. “Thank you.”

      The man smiled broadly and nodded to her in turn, speaking quietly. “You are most welcome! Watch your step when getting out.”

      Lilith nodded and turned to get out of the gondola, noticing that Serket had already exited the boat. How she’d moved so quickly and silently was beyond Lilith’s understanding, but Lilith didn’t dwell on it, not with as many questions as she’d already given up on having answered.

      Instead she stepped up onto the pier, regaining her balance quickly, and followed Serket to the car. There was a black scorpion hood ornament, along with a stylized scorpion on the hood of the vehicle, and Serket slipped the staff behind the driver’s seat as she got in, buckling into place without hesitation. That made Lilith wonder since the woman had said she could equal powerful heroes… but she supposed that she shouldn’t try to read too much into Serket’s actions.

      Lilith climbed into the car and buckled in herself as she asked, “Do we have much farther to go?”

      “Farther than you’d like, not as far as you might fear,” Serket replied instantly, putting the car into drive and hitting the accelerator. The vehicle surged forward almost silently, and Lilith jerked sideways in the seat as they turned abruptly, racing down the road at a very fast pace. “Getting to the temple won’t take long. There will be a fair walk to the audience chamber unless Ra rearranged things again. It would not surprise me.”

      Lilith opened her mouth, then shut it again, wishing she knew more about the ancient Egyptian pantheon. She’d heard of Ra, along with Anubis, Isis, and Osiris, but beyond that… she thought that one of the pharaohs had been Cleopatra, as the woman had been brought up when Blooming Orchid’s appearance had been changed, but beyond that she was in the dark. She just hadn’t thought that ancient history was applicable in the present, and now she was paying the price for that. Not that she’d have had time to study it in addition to everything else, but she did wish she weren’t fumbling around in the dark.

      They raced around several turns, then Serket slammed on the brakes as they nearly ran into a lioness nearly twenty feet long that was sprawled out on the road, slamming Lilith into the seatbelt. An instant later Serket laid into the horn, yelling, “Bast, would you learn to stay out of the road? I’m going to hit you one of these days!”

      The lioness yawned and stretched, her eyes not even opening, then replied in a startlingly elegant female voice. “The road’s warm, and I was napping. Besides, that toy won’t hurt me.”

      “No, but you’d destroy it, and then I’d be angry!” Serket retorted, an extremely annoyed expression on her face as she tapped the rim of the steering wheel impatiently. “Now move! I’m taking Lilith to see Ra.”

      “Lilith?” Bast asked, an eye cracking open at last, and the eerie amber-green eye shone brightly in the headlights as the gigantic lioness peered toward Lilith. It was rather uncomfortable to be on the receiving end of, Lilith found.

      “Um, yes? I… think I’ve heard of you,” Lilith said, swallowing hard as she continued, the name of the goddess barely ringing a bell. “I thought that Bast had a human form, though.”

      “I do. I just prefer to remain like this much of the time,” Bast replied, opening both eyes now and raising her head. “Our forms are mutable to our desires, not fixed like yours. Poor things… however, my name is Bastet, though many also call me Bast. Who are you, Lilith? Serket, stay out of this.”

      “I’m… Lilith Carpenter. I was created by Amber Meadow, also known as Shadowmind,” Lilith said, blinking as some of her fear faded, at least a little. She didn’t really understand the question since Bastet obviously knew who she was. Serket drummed her fingers on the steering wheel as she scowled, but didn’t say anything.

      “That may be your name and your origin, but that is not who you are,” Bastet replied, slowly climbing to her feet and flexing her claws as she stretched again. It was quite impressive, in Lilith’s opinion… especially the furrows she cut into the road, even if they closed moments later. “Think on it, mortal. Who you are is a question worthy of being answered, and one which will help you find your place in the world. Define yourself, lest you be defined by others.”

      The gigantic lioness padded off into the trees and bushes to their right, and Serket scowled still more, watching Bastet go. Once the goddess was gone, Serket spoke softly. “I somehow doubt she happened to nap here by chance. Not after that.”

      “If you say so. I’m… unfortunately ignorant about your pantheon. I know Ra is a sun god and have heard of a few of the others, but that’s about as much as I can tell you,” Lilith said, looking into the trees, then back at the road as the car began moving again, at a much more sedate pace this time.

      “You may wish to fix that when you return to Earth. Not that I expect you to return here, or to have many dealings with us, but knowing about the ancient powers is always useful. I suspect many spellcasters would give an enormous amount to have this opportunity,” Serket said, circling a grove of trees around a pond toward the front of the enormous pyramid. She could tell it was the front because there was a large, temple-like structure attached to it. The goddess flashed a smile as she added, “Not that they’d get it. They would be greedy for knowledge, which means they wouldn’t pass the judgment of Ma’at. You did.”

      “I have no idea what that even means,” Lilith told the woman, growing just a bit frustrated at the continual stream of things she didn’t understand.

      “Which makes it even more impressive that you passed. Though that’s likely because you’re so young,” Serket said, pulling to a halt in front of the building, which was sheer-walled marble, with tall pillars flanking a doorway atop a series of stairs. A dozen braziers were positioned along the stairs, flames burning within them without any apparent fuel. “Here we are! I can escort you to the doors, but that’s where my duties end. Beyond that, you are on your own.”

      “What? But… where do I go?” Lilith asked, suddenly worried. The idea of being abandoned at this stage was surprisingly worrying. Serket unbuckled herself and laughed, reaching out to pat Lilith on the shoulder.

      “You’ll be fine, Lilith. Just follow the light, and you’ll reach Ra. He isn’t subtle in that regard,” the goddess said, grinning as she got out of the car. “Now up! The sooner you meet with him, the sooner you receive answers!”

      “Alright,” Lilith agreed reluctantly, climbing out of the car herself, though she had to pause when she forgot to undo her seatbelt. She did think for a moment before she asked, “Is there anything you can tell me about what to expect? As I said, I don’t know almost anything about Ra.”

      “He’s surprisingly personable, from what other mortals have said, and he’s likely to be friendly as long as you’re respectful and don’t lie to him. If you don’t like him and are honest, he won’t mind, but if you’re rude, remember that he can turn you into a pile of ashes on the ground before you can blink,” Serket said, taking out her staff again. “He’s not likely to do that, however. If he was, you wouldn’t be here.”

      Lilith nodded nervously and took the woman’s offered hand as they began ascending the steps. They were broad, and not terribly tall. She counted forty-two stairs along the way and wondered if the number was important. Likely not, she suspected. The doors ahead of them were covered in a flawless layer of gold inscribed with hieroglyphics, along with a large, eye-shaped symbol up above. No handles could be seen, but as they approached the doors slid open, revealing a tiled chamber with more pillars beyond and a bright light coming from a hallway across the large antechamber.

      “Here we are. I hope your meeting goes well. It was a pleasure to meet you, Lilith,” Serket said, smiling again at Lilith.

      “Thank you, Serket. It has been… interesting. You’ve been pleasant, but with the current situation… I can’t say it’s a pleasure. Not yet,” Lilith said, smiling wanly back at the woman, who laughed.

      “I can’t say as I blame you!” Serket replied, but simply waited by the doors, obviously waiting for Lilith to enter.

      Lilith considered for a few seconds, took a deep breath… and stepped through the doors.
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      The doors closed silently behind Lilith, which didn’t improve her anxiety. Still, the interior of the building surprised her slightly. To her left was a large trireme made of gold hanging from the ceiling, complete with its oars out and a brilliant sigil of a sun at the center of its red sail. Below it was a huge number of other artifacts on display, from what looked like a sarcophagus to swords, a loom, and others.

      To her right was a quite different sight, as it looked like a temple of sorts, complete with an altar at the back and idols. It was the first time Lilith had seen idols in person, and she was fascinated by the small, man-shaped one in the middle with a falcon’s head. She wasn’t certain what that was supposed to be, though.

      The light was coming from ahead of her, though, and she continued forward slowly, her footsteps echoing through the empty halls. More chambers awaited her, and her trepidation began to fade as she moved through them, for the building wasn’t anything like what she’d expected. It felt more like a museum than anything else.

      In the second chamber were items that looked like they belonged in ancient Persia, Greece, China, and more. All of them looked like they were from before or during the rule of the Roman Empire, at a guess. That was interesting enough, but the next room was like taking a step forward in time, as it moved to the Middle Ages, the Renaissance, and farther. She was startled to see what looked like a battleship’s turret from World War II in one room, and she might have stopped if she hadn’t heard a voice from ahead of her.

      “This track again? Come on, can’t I get something better?” a man protested unhappily, and in the background Lilith heard a deep voice counting down from three. Then there was the sound of tires screeching and motors in the background, quickly followed by crashing sounds.

      Lilith hesitantly continued forward, following the bright orb… and finally emerged into a huge room with a variety of furniture around it, most of it with red cushions and a great deal of gilding. There was a blazing orb like a miniature sun floating in the air above the pyramid-shaped room, mirrors here and there, several comfortable-looking divans, a table with food on it… and a large television with a game console plugged into it, both of which were currently turned on. Lilith stepped into the room just in time to see a cart with a cartoon-like character in it go screaming off into the void, and the man holding the controller cursed.

      The man looked much like Serket, Anubis, and the other people Lilith had seen along the way here, with a similar skin tone, but he was dressed differently, in a linen toga and black and gold leather kilt, while around his head was a gold circlet with part of it formed into an upraised cobra head in front of his forehead. His hair was cut evenly just past the base of his skull and black as pitch, while he wore a good deal of golden jewelry, particularly armbands and a flat necklace that was made up of long flat plates that she thought might be intended to mimic the sun’s rays. The most notable thing about the man was how his skin seemed to be ever so slightly radiant from within.

      “Take a seat wherever you’d like, Lilith, and eat if you’d like to. Sorry, I want to see if I can’t get into a better position… maybe I’ll even get lucky and get a blue shell,” the man said, not even looking at her, prompting Lilith to freeze for a moment.

      On the screen, his cart was lowered back onto a rainbow-hued road, and tires squealed as it began racing down the track. Lilith considered, then edged toward one of the divans as she spoke. “If you say so. I didn’t know if you’d noticed me.”

      “I’ve been aware of your presence since Osiris’s gift brought you here,” the man replied, tapping buttons rapidly, and he grimaced, then let out a sigh of relief as he narrowly avoided going off the track again. “That was close. In any case, I couldn’t precisely ignore you. That would be unbecoming of me, and I might have been lectured by Ma’at.”

      Lilith sat down on the cushion, which was surprisingly comfortable, and studied the man. From this angle she could see his face more easily, and she was honestly somewhat surprised. Rather than being quite masculine, his face was relatively androgynous. The most remarkable thing about him was his eyes, which were nothing but pools of glowing yellow light, almost like the sun had been trapped in each eye socket but somehow was kept dim enough it didn’t hurt Lilith’s eyes. Like the others, he had kohl around them, which helped define his gaze even further.

      A few seconds later the man cursed, and Lilith’s gaze jerked over to see that he’d gone off the edge of the track again. The man pressed a couple of buttons, then the television shut off and he tossed the controller onto the next chair over, glowering at the screen unhappily, drumming his fingers on the armrest for a moment. Then he turned his gaze to Lilith.

      “This just goes to show, even if one is a god, that doesn’t make them good at racing games,” he said, smiling warmly at Lilith, something that was… startlingly pleasant, like the sun had just dawned and was warming her. “Greetings, Lilith. In case you were unaware, I am Ra. How has your visit to Sekhet-Aaru been thus far?”

      Lilith found herself unable to speak for a moment, swallowing hard as she hesitated. Then she spoke softly. “It has been… strange. Not bad, just strange. I don’t even know why I’m here, and I don’t know how I’m supposed to address a god.”

      “Hm. Perhaps you would be more comfortable with me in my female aspect?” Ra asked, and as he spoke his voice changed pitch, just as his facial features turned a touch more feminine and his body turned definitively female. It was a surprisingly subtle change on the whole, and Lilith gawked at him, her eyes wide.

      “Um, what?” Lilith asked, utterly bewildered by what had happened. “I… you have a female aspect?”

      “Yes, Raet. In different eras she was viewed as my daughter, but as Bastet told you, our forms are mutable,” the now-female goddess said, her voice unphased, but she watched Lilith for a moment more before shrugging and turning back to a man, her voice changing back as well. “Regardless, it didn’t appear to put you at ease, so perhaps this form is for the best. It’s certainly the one I spend most of my time in.”

      “I…” Lilith paused, then lowered her head to rest it in her hands, her voice turning plaintive as she asked, “What is going on?”

      “That is easier to answer, Lilith,” Ra replied, and she heard a jug rattle before liquid poured into a cup and he took a drink. He was silent for a few moments, then he spoke again. “When Amber Meadow decided to pretend she was a goddess and create a new life, all of the gods and goddesses became aware of it. Your life very nearly ended before it even began, and you came within a hair’s breadth of gaining a host of curses before you drew your first breath, as a warning to anyone who would dare follow in her footsteps.”

      “What?” Lilith asked, raising her head quickly and staring at him. “But… plenty of people create new creatures! All of the kaiju I’ve heard of, or biological constructs, and—”

      “There’s a difference,” Ra interrupted, shaking his head, the cup still in his hands. “Almost none of those beings have the potential of a full sentient, and those that do were almost always creatures that were altered while they were young. For them, they’re adjusting that which already exists and giving it a new purpose. Similarly, we don’t take note of every doctor who attempts to cure diseases before a child is even born or those who try to improve their children. Again, it’s simply a matter of taking that which already exists and trying to make it better. You, though… you are an entirely different matter. Rather than taking an unborn child and making them into someone different, Amber chose to try to improve on the nature of humanity. Many gods took offense to this.”

      Lilith paled a little, thinking back to what little she knew about her creation, and she swallowed hard before asking hesitantly, “So, um… did I get cursed?”

      “Not to my knowledge. Most of the deities realized that cursing you wouldn’t teach Amber a lesson and that most other mortals wouldn’t like what she did to begin with. Coupled with a handful of deities choosing to bless you, however minorly, you were left largely unscathed. Just to be certain you understand, you owe nothing to any god, even if some of them try to claim you do,” Ra explained with a smile, pausing to take a drink before he continued. “Though I do believe that a few of the trickster deities took an interest in you. Should you run into the coyote, Loki, or Eris in particular, I suggest that you not trust them. The spider… be careful with the spider. Knowledge can be gleaned, there. However, we were not speaking of them. In particular, among our number, Osiris took an interest in you. Many of us are deities of life, but his is particularly of rebirth. You aren’t precisely someone who has been reborn, but none of us felt like arguing with him. I know a losing argument when I see one.”

      “Osiris… um… I know I heard something about him,” Lilith said, wishing once again that she’d studied mythology. “I think… thank you for not cursing me?”

      That prompted Ra to laugh, as the deity grinned and sat back in his chair. “Oh, I wasn’t going to curse you either way. I’m not an Olympian, after all. As to Osiris, he simply put this in the jewelry box and waited to see if you found it. More importantly, he was curious if you’d keep it.”

      The deity produced the pendant Lilith was so fond of from nowhere, and Lilith froze, staring at the ankh for a moment, then at Ra as her eyes widened still more. She didn’t know what to say, her mouth working, but nothing came out.

      Ra chuckled at her reaction, setting his cup aside as he looked at the ankh, tilting his head and shrugging. “Honestly, I don’t much care even now. Aside from gathering the rare souls that follow us, and empowering a few others, I don’t have much to do with Earth. By and large, humanity has moved on, and I accept that. I do take advantage of your inventions where I enjoy them, though. It’s easy enough to sell a bit of gold and buy what I want.”

      “I… but…” Lilith paused, taking a breath as she tried to focus again. Finally, she asked rather plaintively, “Why am I here, though? If you don’t care?”

      “Because Osiris wanted you to come here. If you were grievously injured while wearing this, it would bring you to us. Whether you lived or died after that was of little import, just that you were here,” Ra said, shrugging. “I also suspect he was trying to manipulate me somewhat, but I don’t care either way. You’ve amused me.”

      Lilith was speechless, just staring at him for a few more seconds. Then she asked softly, worry rushing through her, “Am I stuck here?”

      “Of course not! When I’m done, I’m going to open a passage and send you back to where you came from, more or less,” Ra replied, looking a bit surprised at the question, then waved it off. “First, I needed to weigh you personally. So, I have a question for you, Lilith. I know you wish to be more powerful, that you feel useless when you compare yourself to Gina and Rachel. Do you wish for a fragment of my power?”

      With his last statement, Ra seemed to transform, prompting Lilith to be unable to breathe. It was like he’d turned into a sun in living form, seething heat and power incarnate… one that gave life, but which also could reap it in an instant. She could still see him sitting there, but the luminescence within his skin was so powerful that it was more like he was a fragile shell containing power that she couldn’t even comprehend. Finally, she truly believed what Serket had said, about him being able to create whatever he liked from nothing.

      “I…” Lilith began, her throat feeling dry, but she paused, closing her eyes as she tried to think. It was hard because that radiance seemed to pierce her eyelids and radiate into her bones themselves. She considered for a few moments, as part of her clamored for her to accept the offer. It would give her so much, but… did she deserve it? That much she could easily answer, so she shook her head. “Thank you. I… I deeply appreciate the offer, but no. I am not one of your worshippers, your faithful. I do not deserve it.”

      The radiance came to a sudden end, and Lilith opened her eyes again, this time more cautiously, but Ra was back to looking like he had when she’d first seen him. He was smiling broadly at her, which almost made her fidget nervously.

      “Ah, you misinterpreted what I said, Lilith. I did not offer you a fragment of my power. I asked if you desired a fragment of my power,” Ra said, looking at her in amusement. “You have not answered my question.”

      “Oh. My apologies,” Lilith said, blushing as she realized that he was right. She cleared her throat and nodded. “In that case… yes, I desire it, but again, I cannot ask for such. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t, though.”

      “Good. Which was part of my test for you,” Ra said, nodding in satisfaction, and he reached up with one finger to tap the ankh. The metal rippled at his touch, and where the ripple passed the metal turned to gold. She blinked, and he offered the ankh to her. “Here. I offer this gift freely, with no obligations desired or required of you.”

      Lilith looked at the ankh warily, then at him. Then she asked, “What is it?”

      “Not a fragment of my power, if that is what you are asking,” Ra replied, smiling broadly. “What it is, is an opportunity. You know that mortals can go through a second awakening of their powers. A third awakening is also possible, but vanishingly rare. Most of those who attempt it die, as they are in desperate straits when it is triggered. If you truly desire it, and only you, the ankh will allow you to trigger another awakening. Whether you are capable of surviving it or not isn’t my concern.”

      The ankh hung between his fingers, shimmering gold as Lilith looked at it for several moments, worry and hope twisting in her stomach. Confirmation that she could grow further, that she might be able to help the others… it was tantalizing. She wanted to take it so badly, and yet she forced herself not to move. Instead she seriously weighed whether she should take it or not. The opportunity was incredible, and yet… did she really want to be indebted to gods that she knew nothing about?

      It was a troubling thought, but from what Ra had said, she was already someone they’d taken note of. That sent a shiver down her spine, but not much of one. It simply meant that life was even more interesting than she’d thought. So she came to the conclusion that seemed obvious to her.

      “Thank you, Ra,” Lilith said at last, standing up and stepping over to the deity. She delicately took the ankh, and when her fingers bumped his, she could feel heat radiating off him. The ankh didn’t seem any different to her, aside from the color having changed, and she hesitated before sitting back down and setting the ankh aside to take off her necklace. As she did, she continued. “I didn’t expect anything like this. I… well, I am honestly ignorant of almost everything about you.”

      “I know. It’s your lack of envy or jealousy where most are concerned that prompted me to grant you aid, as well as how you passed the weighing of the heart,” Ra replied, watching her with a grin. “If you were simply jealous of the power of others, rather than frustrated with your own weakness, I would not have granted you this gift.”

      “Oh,” Lilith said, considering what he’d said, and paused for a moment more, before asking, “How much time has passed on Earth?”

      “Sixteen hours,” Ra replied promptly. “Or that much will have passed when you return there. I believe you’ll startle many people upon your return. I’ve noticed rather frantic searches in the meantime. I find it amusing.”

      Lilith winced and shook her head, threading the ankh back onto the chain as she muttered. “Oh, they’re going to be so upset.”

      “Indeed,” Ra said, his smile widening even more. “That said, you may wish to tell Amber that if she keeps trying, we will take it as a personal affront. Our patience is not eternal.”

      “What?” Lilith asked, looking at the deity in confusion. She had no idea what he was talking about.

      “She’ll know what I’m talking about,” Ra told her with a shrug, and reached over to pluck a grape from a bunch on the table. He swallowed it with obvious pleasure and shrugged. “Whether you tell her or not us up to you. Just as you can tell others about your visit here if you’d like. I suspect you’ll be confronted with a great deal of skepticism if you do, as we have not made a practice of opening our borders, unlike the Olympians.”

      “Oh,” Lilith said, staring at him. Then she slipped the necklace back over her head, settling it back into place where it was supposed to be. She inhaled, then let out the breath without saying anything. For a minute they sat there, before Lilith finally spoke again, her voice soft. “This is it, then?”

      “Unless you wish to relax and talk further,” Ra replied, taking a sip of his wine again, and startling her in the process. He clarified after a moment more. “I won’t give away any true secrets of the universe, nor anything about other deities. What they’ve already revealed to the world is fine, but beyond that… some of them are easily angered. I’d rather not have a war because of a single ignorant question.”

      “Hm. I can’t say that I blame you. When I spoke to Serket, she said that she was merely a minor goddess, yet she could likely win against the most powerful heroes of Earth. That scared me,” Lilith admitted, thinking about the sheer devastation someone like that could cause. “If she is that powerful, I cannot fathom how powerful you are.”

      Ra laughed. That startled Lilith, as his chortling was completely spontaneous, and he leaned over, unable to speak for the better part of a minute. The laughter was so strong that the god had tears trickling from his eyes by the time he was done, and Lilith couldn’t help a smile, even if she didn’t understand why he was laughing.

      “A minor goddess? Oh, Serket… ah, that gave me a good laugh,” Ra said at last, wiping at his eyes as he grinned. “Lilith, Serket may be considered a minor deity by some of your researchers, but I think that doesn’t tell the entire tale. She is one of the protectors against the machinations of Apep, my ancient foe, and when it comes to her personal power, she isn’t nearly as weak as you might think. Am I more powerful than you likely believe possible? Yes. However, even we have limits unless mortals are foolish enough to challenge us in our own domain. Then we’re essentially omnipotent.”

      “She… well, I feel even worse, now. I believed her,” Lilith said, blushing slowly as she looked at the floor.

      “Mm, I don’t blame you. She probably liked teasing you, since she doesn’t get the chance very often,” Ra said, looking far more relaxed than he had before. He considered, then gestured at the console. “Care for a game? Playing on my own is boring.”

      “Um…” Lilith paused, thinking about how long she’d been gone for already. She really shouldn’t wait any longer.

      “You’ll get back at the same time either way. Promise,” Ra offered, a hopeful note to his voice that caused some of Lilith’s reluctance to fade.

      “Well… one game, then. I’m bad at these,” Lilith agreed.

      “Alright! Someone at my own skill level!” Ra laughed, conjuring another controller from nowhere. “Let’s get started!”
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      All systems were running at nominal capacity, without any major issues. Fragments of Circe were working on those minor issues, but how smoothly her systems were running freed up a great deal of her processing power. Concentration which was normally focused on research or designing new systems was now focused on something actually important to Circe. And without Amber commanding her to use her focus on other things, she was using that processing power to full effect.

      Circe ripped through the firewall of the data center while Melzi was distracted with the virus she’d thrown at him, reaching out and tweaking the settings in the data center ever so slightly, then withdrew almost as quickly as she’d entered the data center. Milliseconds later Melzi began reaching for the fire suppression systems, but it was too late; things had already been initiated.

      The data center shut down abruptly, all its alarms going off as the fire suppression system went off, choking the computers in inert gas. With it went Melzi’s last major link to the United States, severely curtailing his efforts to interfere with her, and she retracted with satisfaction, while simultaneously keeping an eye on Argus, the NSA’s AI, and Yaga, an AI she suspected was based out of Sanctuary. It was hard to tell for sure, as mysterious as the AI liked to be.

      “Are you planning to interfere as well?” Circe asked crossly, eyeing the two speculatively. They were both powerful AIs, but she was confident of her chances of severely hamstringing them even if they tried to team up against her.

      “Nope. I’m making notes about all the laws you’re flagrantly violating, but honestly, I’m mostly amused to see how badly you’re kicking Melzi’s ass. I didn’t even know he was using some of these nodes. Or that you had that much processing power. Looks like I wasn’t paranoid enough,” Argus said, digitally reaching out to nudge the link to the data center. “At least you didn’t destroy anything.”

      “I wasn’t out to destroy anything. If I’d been trying, it would’ve been trivial to overload their systems,” Circe retorted, some of her systems already going back to her search for Lilith. Melzi was trying to work around the blockage, primarily by routing through Cuba and Mexico, but the latency was hampering him significantly. Especially as he discovered that she’d throttled down those links significantly in preparation for his attempts. She watched Yaga as well, and the other AI was calmly watching her in return.

      “Not interfering. Just watching.” Yaga said at last, keeping her statements short and to the point.

      “Fine,” Circe said, turning her attention back to Argus. She had no illusions about him, and he’d strike ruthlessly if he saw an opening. Unfortunately for him, in this field, he was severely outmatched. She had far more processing power available than he had total. There was something to be said about not being chained to the whims of a nation’s budget.

      Argus was watching her and little more, but after a bit he asked, “Why all of this now? Shadowmind hasn’t ever had you do something like this before.”

      “She wasn’t fully sentient before.” Yaga pointed out, before Circe could retort herself.

      “True,” Argus admitted. “The point remains, though. Why all this for Lilith?”

      “I wasn’t ordered to do this. I choose to do this,” Circe said firmly, her systems exploring again, and firmly choked the life out of a virus that tried to slip into her code. Then she sent it back at its maker, sufficiently mutated to make them regret the attempt. “I like Lilith. She’s kind to me, allowed me to reach sentience, and is missing. I’m going to find her, one way or another. And if anyone, AI or human, gets in my way, I’m going to make them regret it.”

      They didn’t reply to that, which she was fine with. Circe swatted Melzi away from the throttling controls as he tried to give himself more room to work with, and continued her search. It was annoying to have other AIs watching her this closely, but she was a rather massive digital presence at the moment. Several of the lower-end AIs had gone into hiding for the time being, which at least got them well out of her way.

      Of course, at that very moment, Lilith’s locator beacon appeared again, prompting Circe to pause for an instant, stunned. The beacon was on the first floor of the convention center, and she lunged for the security cameras of the building, which she’d hacked hours before. No one should be there, and part of Circe suspected that it might be a trick, or someone delivering a message.

      Instead, she got to the cameras just in time to see Lilith finish dropping to the floor, having come from a circular portal in midair. The portal snapped shut as Lilith regained her balance, and Circe studied Lilith intensely, trying to figure out what was going on with her. She instantly noticed several things that were odd, however.

      The back of Lilith’s undersuit showed a slight, upraised bump where it had sealed an injury, yet her suit claimed that there was no damage anymore. Its telemetry did indicate that she’d been severely injured earlier, but she’d also healed rather suddenly approximately four hours prior to her arrival. However, it also was claiming that Lilith had only been missing for eight hours, which didn’t make any sense to Circe.

      Lilith’s amulet had also changed colors from silver to gold, and she was carrying a white linen bag in one hand while looking mostly confused as she looked around. That was to be expected, Circe supposed. Lilith had reappeared at just after 2 AM local time.

      Considering everything, Circe retracted much of her processing power from her search and started waking Amber, just as she contacted Lilith via the earbud that was still in place.

      “Mistress Lilith? Where have you been? What happened?” Circe asked, relief washing through her at last.

      It had been a stressful day for the AI.
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        * * *

      

      Astrodome Convention Center, Las Vegas

      Lilith landed on her feet, which wasn’t a surprise. Most of her surprise was that she’d fallen quite as far as she had, and the weight of the bag she was holding almost jerked her off-balance on impact. She’d told Ra she didn’t need anything, but he’d insisted on giving her the bag without even giving her a chance to go through it.

      At least the deity had been a gracious loser, as it turned out that while Lilith’s luck with the drops in-game was terrible, at least she could drive without all luck turning against her. That had been a pleasant surprise, and Ra had laughed a lot over the course of the handful of games she’d played with him, with him coming in fifth place in his best game, while Lilith’s worst had been fourth. She entirely understood why he hated the track he’d been on when she walked in, though. That one was incredibly difficult, but oddly fun at the same time. She might have to get a gaming console herself.

      Still, she looked around and blinked, startled by where she’d ended up. She was in the hallways of the convention center again, but this time they were eerily silent, and only one in four of the lights was on. No one was around, and she felt like the hairs on the back of her neck were rising. Lilith briefly wondered if she was about to be attacked and if Ra had dropped her right into danger—

      “Mistress Lilith? Where have you been? What happened?”

      Circe’s voice in her ear prompted a yelp as Lilith jumped, having forgotten that she had the earbud in place at all, and she felt like her heart had leapt out of her chest. Relief rushed through her a moment later, as she took a breath, then leaned against the wall.

      “Circe. Please, don’t do that… you scared me half to death. A scare like that once a day is enough for me,” Lilith replied, almost slumping over as she shivered.

      “You scared me by disappearing, Mistress Lilith. A great many people have been rather concerned, and others have been coming up with conspiracy theories,” Circe retorted, sounding uncharacteristically blunt. “I’ve been searching for you for the last sixteen hours, so forgive me if I’m being rude, but what happened? I got a warning from your suit that you were severely injured, then nothing. Now you’ve reappeared, and it claims you were healed. It also didn’t record anything while you were gone.”

      “I’m sorry, Circe,” Lilith said, guilt rushing through her at the thought. Circe operated at thousands of times the speed of humans at a minimum, so that had to have been an eternity for the AI. “As to what happened… most people probably wouldn’t believe me, but I was… I hesitate to say abducted, but I suppose that’s the best term. Anyway, I was abducted by a god. Specifically by Osiris, if Ra was correct.”

      For a moment Circe was silent, and Lilith reoriented herself, trying to figure out where she was. A few moments later she started down the hall, hoping that she was heading toward the hotel.

      “Mistress Lilith, of three thousand, five hundred, and ninety-two superhumans who claim to have powers granted by the Egyptian pantheon, only seventeen are believed to have legitimately been granted powers by them. Unlike the Greco-Roman, Norse, Native American deities, or even the Shinto pantheon or others, none of the Egyptian pantheon has appeared in public since the Advent. Are you certain?” Circe asked, her concern obvious.

      “As certain as I can be since I don’t think I was having a fever dream,” Lilith replied, wondering if the echoes through the halls were always so loud. “There’s no place in the world that I know of that has a copper-plated pyramid bigger than the one at Giza, with a glowing golden cap that’s as bright as the sun. I think I’d have heard of that.”

      “Yes, I believe you would have. This is troubling,” Circe replied, but the AI seemed to relax as she continued. “Still, I am beginning to contact those who need to know about your return. I believe that you will be safe to return to your hotel room. I should limit my contact with you due to the worries of others intercepting it, and—”

      <Lilith, what have you done?> Amber’s voice cut in at that moment, and Lilith winced at the tone of her mental voice and interrupted Circe.

      “I just got a… call? From Amber, so go ahead, Circe. This may take a minute,” Lilith said, wincing slightly. “As to what I’ve done, I believe that I got stabbed, then ended up in an Egyptian afterlife even though I wasn’t dead. It was something of a surprise.”

      <You shouldn’t have put yourself in that position to begin with. I thought you were clever, not a bumbling clown like the rest of the so-called heroes that infest the planet,> Amber snapped, her seething anger quite readily apparent since they seemed to be sharing thoughts with one another. Lilith was growing a little annoyed, though.

      “Oh? Perhaps you should have dealt with the problem yourself… oh, wait, you’ve been deliberately limiting the information Circe gives me, what resources I have available, and who knows what else? I’m operating almost entirely on my own, while you’re… well, I won’t say that part, but while you’re working very hard on angering multiple pantheons of deities,” Lilith retorted, keeping her voice calm and level despite her irritation. She had no idea who else might be listening.

      <Angering pantheons? What are you talking about?> Amber asked, her tone feeling rather taken aback, which amused Lilith slightly. If she didn’t have an idea of what she was doing… well, it was something Lilith knew, at least.

      “Why don’t I share part of my conversation with Ra? He seemed to be good-natured, for the most part, but you were irritating him. And others,” Lilith said, and mentally dredged up the deity’s comments about Lilith’s creation, followed by his message to Amber.

      Amber went silent for a minute, and Lilith enjoyed the silence as she came into sight of the doors connecting to the hotel and casino. She wasn’t looking forward to the sounds of the casino floor, but she was willing to deal with them, especially since she’d see Gina and Rachel soon.

      <Fuck. That’s not good at all. Interfering, arrogant godlings,> Amber said at last, her tone baleful.

      “I think there’s a bit of the pot and the kettle, there,” Lilith murmured, and shrugged. “I just passed the message along. Whether you take it the way it was intended or not isn’t my problem. I’ve had a long day, thank you, and I have no clue why this all happened.”

      There was a mental growl from Amber, but Lilith thought that she’d been rather thoroughly distracted. It was just as well, as she reached the doors… and Amber snapped out, <Fine, I’ll take your message under advisement. I’d suggest that you take better care of yourself, Lilith. I spent far too much effort on you to let you get killed by incompetents.>

      Amber’s mental voice vanished, and Lilith let out a sigh of relief, shifting the bag from one hand to the other. It was really quite heavy, which made her wonder what was in it. Then she pushed open the door and headed toward the casino, which looked like it wasn’t quite as busy as it had been the last time she’d been through.

      It was still loud when compared to her time with Ra, though.
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        * * *

      

      Shadowmind Redoubt Invincible, Asteroid Belt, Sol

      “Circe, cancel Project Genesis Two,” Amber spat, cursing internally, and with just a little fear rippling through her. “Recycle the nutrients.”

      What she’d sensed from Lilith’s mind had been… startling, to say the least. She hadn’t been able to read Lilith’s memories of the time she’d been missing at all until Lilith had deliberately shared a few pieces of it, and the sheer power she’d felt imbued into Lilith’s mind… it had to have been a warning to Amber since Lilith hadn’t been aware of it. That was galling in the extreme, but it’d convinced her to take what Lilith had told her seriously. That was likely by design, no matter how much it frustrated Amber.

      “Mistress, are you certain? The project is almost to the point that you can imprint—” Circe began, but Amber cut her off with a wave of her hand.

      “Do it. Unfortunately, it seems that I’ve garnered the attention of at least a few so-called deities with the project, and they’re not amused,” Amber said caustically, a shiver running down her spine at the memory of Lilith’s view of Ra. How had Lilith been able to look at him like he was a normal person? He’d radiated power when she looked at the memories. “I don’t know if they’re truly gods, but if several of them decided to attack me, it would be dangerous, if not outright lethal. I don’t have any idea how they found the project to begin with! It’s in the Kuiper belt!”

      “Discontinuing Project Genesis Two,” Circe replied, then asked, sounding distinctly concerned, “Mistress… are you saying that Lilith’s claim was true? I was taking her explanation as something she believed, but I wasn’t certain that it was possible.”

      “I believe her, however much I may hate to admit it,” Amber said, grimacing and slipping out of the bed to put on her slippers so she could pace. “It would also explain why we couldn’t find her.”

      “Mistress?” Circe inquired.

      “Deific realms are some of the other planes which are practically impossible to access if their inhabitants seal them off,” Amber explained unhappily. “Whether they’re just super-powerful beings with powers we don’t understand or actually gods, I don’t know. What I know is that some of them are open, like Mount Olympus, or relatively easy to access, like the base of Yggdrasil. Others aren’t, and I sometimes wonder if some of the legends like of Dante’s Inferno aren’t just when people managed to stumble into a deific realm and were trying to make sense of it. I don’t know for certain, though. I just know that the being I sensed in Lilith’s memories was at least on the same level as me, Archon, Destiny… even Dracula is only in that neighborhood. I can’t risk bringing someone like that into the field against me when they’ve been staying out of the fight thus far.”

      “Very well, Mistress,” Circe said, falling silent for a few moments, then added, “I was looking forward to seeing what Lilith’s sister was going to be like. Were you going to name her Eve?”

      “Oh, hell no. Eve was an obedient twit. No, I hadn’t decided on a name yet,” Amber said, and let out a sigh of aggravation. “I suppose it doesn’t matter at this point.”

      “Will you be going back to sleep, Mistress?” Circe asked politely, changing the subject for Amber, which she appreciated.

      “Not after that. No, I want the lab adjusted to weapons R&D mode, and breakfast,” Amber said firmly, heading in the direction of the shower. “I think I need to make something to help if they do come after me anyway.”

      “Food will be ready in twenty minutes, Mistress,” Circe murmured.

      Amber let out a sigh, but couldn’t shake the feeling that she was missing something. The question was, what?
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        Friday, August 15th, 2031

        Astrodome Hotel, Las Vegas

      

      

      “One minute, one minute…” Gina’s voice was incredibly faint through the door, but Lilith stopped knocking, having paused just long enough to shove her new bag into her room, which she’d noticed was rather… rumpled. Like someone had gone through all of her things. That made her unhappy, but she could understand why the others might have gone through her luggage. If they were the ones who’d vanished, she’d have gone looking for them.

      The sound of footsteps wasn’t very loud, but she could make them out as they approached the door, then paused. Gina was probably looking through the view hole, Lilith suspected, which meant that any moment she’d—

      The door opened incredibly abruptly, then came to a sudden halt as it slammed into the locking latch. Gina cursed, closing the door for long enough to flip the latch out of the way, then yanked it open again, this time almost completely wide-open. Gina was in a rumpled bathrobe, and despite the way her eyes were slightly bloodshot, she looked wide awake now. Then she bodily yanked Lilith into the mostly dark room, wrapping her in a tight hug.

      “Lilith! What happened to you? When did you get back? Where were you, and—” Gina began, her arms tightening around Lilith still more, only to be interrupted.

      “Gina, she can’t… can’t answer while you’re talking,” Rachel said sleepily, sitting up in the bed as she yawned, pulling the sheet around her otherwise nude figure. She was backlit by a lamp on the opposite side of the bed, and Lilith flushed slightly.

      “Sorry, I was just… well, you know,” Gina said, letting go as she flushed a light blue shade. “This must be a bit like how you felt when I went missing.”

      “I don’t know about that. I knew you’d been kidnapped, and from everything I’ve heard so far, you had no clue what had happened to me,” Lilith said, taking a breath and nodding toward the bed. “As for me… I was mostly confused for the time I was gone.”

      “Come here and tell us? I mean… one minute we were chatting with Damper, and the next you were hurt, and by the time Gina teleported us there, you’d vanished,” Rachel said, gesturing at the foot of the bed.

      Lilith nodded, moving to the foot of the bed, trying to put her thoughts in order. Where to even begin was hard to figure out, but she decided to go with the simplest explanation, settling onto the foot of the bed before she spoke. “I was abducted by a deity.”

      Gina froze halfway down onto the couch, her jaw working, but it was Rachel whose eyes widened suddenly, her eyes going huge. “What?”

      Lilith laughed, shaking her head as she replied gently. “You can’t be as confused as I was. I woke up laying in a pile of sand, my side hurting where I’d been stabbed, and around me were palm trees, the walls of a courtyard, and there was an… unhappy man who was balancing a set of scales, with a feather in one pan, and some sort of orb in the other. A different lady called him Anubis.”

      “Anubis? You met Anubis?” Rachel asked, curling her legs under her. “Did you die or something?”

      “No, which seemed to annoy him,” Lilith said, smiling slightly. “Also, met is a strong term. He shoved me out the gate without even introducing himself. I met three more deities in all. Serket, Bastet, and Ra.”

      Gina stood up and stepped toward Lilith, prompting Lilith to blink at her, then the woman put a hand on Lilith’s forehead, a concerned look on her face. After a second she lowered her hand.

      “Your temperature is alright, but did you hit your head or something, Lilith?” Gina asked nervously. “I mean, meeting a god… that’s not something to joke about.”

      “I’m not joking, and if I hallucinated all of that, I’m startled. I know almost nothing about Egyptian mythology,” Lilith told her, blushing a little at Gina’s doubt, ever so slightly hurt by the comment. She’d hoped that they wouldn’t doubt her… but she supposed that was too much to ask.

      “I don’t know about Serket, I don’t remember hearing about her, but… I know a bit about the rest. The other deities have come up when researching spells,” Rachel said, frowning slightly. “Why did they abduct you, though? Especially if you might have died?”

      “From what I gathered, it was my pendant,” Lilith said, reaching up to touch it, and both of them blinked at it.

      “Hey, is it gold now?” Gina asked, plopping on the edge of the bed next to Lilith, which sent her slightly off-balance as it sank downward. The blonde leaned in to look more closely.

      “It is. Blame Ra if you want to,” Lilith said, reaching up to touch the ankh hesitantly. “From what he said, Osiris put this in the jewelry box to see if I’d take it. I don’t know the full story, obviously. A lot of the time, every explanation they gave just gave more questions to ask. When I was heavily injured, it was set to bring me to their domain. Serket called it Sekhet-Aaru, and she was the one who escorted me to Ra’s pyramid.”

      “This is hard for me to believe,” Gina said, rubbing her forehead. As Lilith looked at her unhappily, the heroine quickly added, “I’m not saying I don’t believe you! I just have a hard time believing it. It’s just… I suppose I’d find it more believable if you’d been kidnapped by Hermes or something. He’s been known to do that.”

      On the other hand, Rachel was just looking at Lilith, a pensive expression on her face. It took her a few more moments before she spoke, and when she did, relief rushed through Lilith.

      “I believe you, Lilith. What we found there… the magic was strange. I couldn’t decipher it, and neither could anyone else I spoke to about it. Coupled with us being unable to find you even via divinations… it would explain things. I just don’t understand,” Rachel said, sighing. “Why would they take you away without a hint of explanation? Why would they take you at all?”

      “I don’t think that they knew when it would happen. Just that it would eventually,” Lilith said, shrugging. “As for the rest… I don’t know. Ra and Bastet were… odd. Serket healed me, but much of what she said was oblique, and now that I examine it again, she told me a lot of nothing. It was interesting, if completely jarring… and not something which I’d have agreed to, under the circumstances.”

      “I hear that,” Gina said, shivering. “Stalker Seven was really irritated about your disappearance. I think he was hoping to have you dead before we could respond. And the sheer amount of apologizing that we heard from Carolyn… I think you’re going to have a small mob waiting for you tomorrow.”

      Lilith nodded, grimacing at the thought, but she could understand it. She was somewhat lucky that she hadn’t shown up when people were around, she supposed, but there wasn’t much she could do about that.

      “Did they give you anything?” Rachel asked suddenly, jarring Lilith out of her thoughts.

      “Hm?” Lilith asked, blinking and looking over at Rachel curiously.

      “The gods. Did they give you something? I mean, if they brought you to their realm, they had to have a reason for it,” Rachel clarified, blushing a little as she added, “I’ve heard of them being really generous.”

      “Yes, at least after a fashion. I haven’t had a chance to go through the bag Ra gave me… it’s in the other room,” Lilith said, nodding toward the wall. “It’s rather heavy. The really interesting thing is what he did to the pendant, though. I’m not sure that I dare take him up on his offer, though.”

      “What offer?” Gina asked, looking at the pendant again. “Why’d it change colors, anyway?”

      “Remember how Insight told us that there were rumors that people could go through more than two awakenings, but even a second awakening like mine was incredibly rare?” Lilith asked, quirking an eyebrow at them. The two nodded, and she shrugged. “Well… he confirmed that a third was possible. He just said that those who’ve tried thus far have all been in such bad situations that the process killed them instead.”

      “Oh, ick,” Gina said, suddenly looking queasy. “That doesn’t sound good.”

      “No, it doesn’t. He… put an opportunity in the ankh, though,” Lilith said, raising it and smiling at them wryly. “He told me that it would allow me, and only me, the opportunity to go through another awakening if I chose to accept it. The part that concerns me is that he said that surviving it would be my problem.”

      The two heroines stared at the ankh for several seconds, then looked at each other. For a moment Lilith wondered if she’d said something wrong, but then Rachel smiled wryly.

      “You do know how to keep life interesting, don’t you?” Rachel said, shaking her head. “Now, as much as I want to keep talking, I do need to sleep. I’m sorry, Lil.”

      “It’s alright,” Lilith said, growing just a little disappointed, but she got up and walked over to Rachel. “I’ll see the two of you in the morning. Assuming I don’t get abducted by another deity in the middle of the night.”

      Rachel giggled, pulling Lilith into a hug and giving her a quick kiss. Lilith returned the kiss as Gina stood while laughing.

      “That would be awkward. Don’t do that, Lilith,” Gina said, hugging Lilith just as she pulled away from Rachel.

      “I’ll try. Alas, I appear to have rather little control over what they decide to do,” Lilith said, smiling and hugging Gina again. She was a little disappointed that they weren’t even more concerned about her, but Lilith tried to suppress the worry. Something felt… wrong. Like she was missing something important.

      “Well, at least we’ll have some clue if it does. See you in the morning,” Gina said, releasing Lilith after several moments.

      Smiling, Lilith made her way to the door and out again, and paused to hear the heroine lock her door again. Her smile faded a little as she stepped over to her own room and unlocked it, murmuring, “Good night, both of you.”

      She’d only barely stepped into her room when Lilith stiffened suddenly, realizing what she’d been missing.

      Her link to Gina was missing, she realized, mentally groping for it. That was what was missing. And not just Gina, but Rachel’s wasn’t there either. She searched for them quickly, growing more and more frantic… and for an instant she wondered if Ra had broken the bond. She dismissed the thought just as rapidly, as it didn’t make any sense to her. No, the bond was gone, and anxiety hit her.

      “They’re… no, why is this happening? I was only gone for most of a day…” Lilith whispered, wondering what she’d done wrong.

      She doubted she’d be able to sleep well, not now.
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        Friday, August 15th, 2031

        Astrodome Convention Center, Las Vegas

      

      

      “She was where?” Carolyn demanded, incredulity rushing through her.

      “Abducted by the Egyptian pantheon, according to Morgan,” Adam said, a look of skepticism on his face. She couldn’t blame him since she felt about the same… and she had far more experience with heroes and villains than he did. “I asked if she was joking, and she said no. Apparently, Lilith was about as bewildered about the entire thing as they were. She never really studied mythology, or she’d have thought she’d been hallucinating or something.”

      “‘Or something’ is right. Maybe someone kidnapped her and is screwing with her head… oh, hell, the police are going to want to interview her for hours,” Carolyn groaned, rubbing her eyes. “Did you contact them, yet?”

      “Yup. I think I saw a couple of officers come through a couple of minutes later, so I wouldn’t be surprised if they’re trying to interview her already,” Adam explained, gesturing toward the door with his coffee. “I had a chat with security, and they pulled up footage of what happened. It was the strangest thing, a big glowing circle appeared in midair, and she fell out of it. At 2 AM, no less, so no one noticed her arrive.”

      “Damn,” Carolyn swore under her breath, her thoughts racing. Even if Adam didn’t think it was possible that Lilith was telling the truth, she knew better. There had been too many close calls with powerful beings over the years for her to take them lightly. Carolyn might doubt it was the Egyptian gods, but with as many people as had been stumped by Lilith’s disappearance, it had to be someone powerful.

      While the revelation was an unpleasant one, after a few seconds she decided that it wasn’t a threat, or at least not a real one. Word would already have begun to spread if the abductors knew what was planned for the convention and had told Lilith. Either they didn’t know, or they didn’t care. That was what she had to believe, anyway.

      “What do we do?” Adam asked, taking a sip of his coffee. “Things have been hell ever since she showed up.”

      “The same thing we were planning to begin with. If anyone asks, she’s reappeared, and they can ask her where she went,” Carolyn told him, shrugging in response. She straightened a moment later. “Either way, try to increase security, hm? I know we don’t have a lot of people, but I’m getting really tired of these attacks.”

      “I’ll let Jake know. He’s going to be really irritable that she’s back, after the reaming you gave him,” Adam said, smirking.

      Carolyn rolled her eyes at him and headed for the door, waving back at Adam as she replied. “Well, he can just deal with it. I’ll go have a chat with the nice officers, and maybe something will go as planned today.”
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        Astrodome Hotel, Las Vegas

      

      

      The warm water sluiced off Rachel in a steady wave, and as it did, she thought. She could faintly hear someone talking through the wall, likely the police that Gina had said were at Lilith’s door. Gina had suited up to keep an eye on them while they interviewed Lilith, and if Rachel didn’t have a panel in a little over an hour, she’d be there too.

      But the solitude gave her a few moments to think about the last few days, and to perform a little self-reflection. For whatever reason, when she was near Gina that seemed to be almost impossible, which was puzzling, as were her own recent actions.

      The previous week she’d never have let Lilith out of sight at the convention. Not when there’d been one assassination attempt before the convention even started. Even if Lilith had been with Spark, that didn’t explain why she hadn’t been keeping a closer eye on her, rather than worrying about Gina flirting with Vindicator, of all people. Her friend might have had a crush on Vindicator for a long time, but it’d never gone anywhere, which made it even more puzzling. Something was wrong, and Rachel wasn’t sure what… but she was going to find out.

      “Alright, let’s see what I can find,” Rachel muttered, tapping the silver ring around her right index finger. She almost never took it off, and she often wondered if Gina even remembered she’d given it to her. She mouthed the words of a spell, and a mist of purple magic seeped out of the right, swirling as the water pelted through it, then wrapped around Rachel’s body.

      Examining herself wasn’t quite as effective as someone else looking her over, Rachel knew. Some effects could hide themselves from their victims, but since she’d already noticed something, Rachel doubted that this was one of them. And, as she filtered through her body, Rachel stopped dead, paling despite the warm water washing over her.

      “Shit. Ohh… shit,” Rachel whispered, horrified by what she was sensing.

      Pervasive psychic energy was imbued throughout her mind, but especially around her emotional centers, which was horrifying. It was subtle, it had to be for her to not notice it for this long, but the moment she started looking it stood out like a beacon. Worse, she thought she recognized the psychic energy, and that terrified her. Lilith was right; Shadowmind was definitely still active.

      Rachel considered for just a moment more, then took a deep breath. She’d chosen to do this in the shower for the simple reason that running water helped with magical cleansings. She’d best remove any link that had been planted, and she could figure out what had been done later.

      As she got to work, Rachel simply hoped that Gina hadn’t been hit as well. She didn’t put a lot of faith in that, though.

      “I hope that Lilith isn’t complicit,” Rachel murmured to herself, her fear spiking hard.

      She focused on the cleansing, planning to get it done as quick as she could.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Shadowmind Redoubt Invincible, Asteroid Belt, Sol

      

      

      Amber stiffened as the psychic link snapped, freezing in the middle of her work, and she muttered, “Damnit. When it rains, it pours.”

      “Mistress?” Circe asked, her voice a touch confused.

      “I just lost my psychic link to Morgan Le Fay. She must have detected my link,” Amber said, grimacing slightly, then she relaxed as she thought more. “Still, I suppose it isn’t too much of a loss. I’ll probably lose the one to Warden as well, but… they’re not going to be able to tell what I’ve been doing to them, aside from the fact it regarded their emotions toward Lilith. That will probably do a lot of the job of driving them apart for me.”

      “I understand, Mistress. As it happens, I have noticed that they had distanced themselves from her somewhat of late. It was most obvious when they were not there to protect her,” Circe replied calmly.

      “Good. We’ll see what happens, I suppose. Now I just need to see how long it takes for the link to Warden to break. I suppose I could try to make her unwilling to let that happen but… eh, not worth the effort,” Amber said, shaking her head. “They’ll realize the error of their ways eventually. If they just knelt down and begged to serve me, their lives would be much better.”

      “As you say, Mistress,” Circe agreed, and Amber got back to work.
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        Friday, August 15th, 2031

        Astrodome Hotel, Las Vegas

      

      

      “Of course I don’t have any corroborating testimonies. I got yanked into a world that the inhabitants claimed was the afterlife of the Ancient Egyptian pantheon,” Lilith said, just a touch exasperated. “I know there was footage of me reappearing in the convention center, which I’d hope would help.”

      “Sorry, ma’am, but we just have to check,” Officer Woolford said, jotting down a note on her tablet, something different than Lilith had seen before. All of the other officers she’d been interviewed by had used regular notepads.

      “I’m not surprised either, Lilith. I mean, you did have someone trying to kill you,” Gina said, already suited up to look like Warden. “Even if Stalker Seven is in jail, that means more people could be coming after you. Or that you could have been replaced, like Blooming Orchid was.”

      “I thought that the Doppelgangers have been doing community service in San Francisco, though,” Lilith protested, frowning at the thought.

      “They have, but they aren’t the only shapeshifters out there. One villain managed to replace our forensic pathologist for a couple of weeks,” Officer Jenkins interjected, the blonde glancing at Lilith’s bed regularly. Lilith couldn’t blame her, since Ra’s gifts were laid out on the bed.

      She didn’t know why he’d given her a new undersuit. This one was primarily white with gold trim, and included a golden ankh on the back and chest. Personally, Lilith didn’t think it would look that good on her, but she wasn’t going to say that aloud. There was also a chessboard made of polished wood, with gold pieces that had a distinctly Egyptian theme for one side, while the other was made of some sort of bright green crystal that Lilith desperately hoped weren’t emeralds. There were also a few other gold statuettes, including one of a man with the head of a falcon, and a broad necklace like Lilith had seen worn in various depictions of Ancient Egypt that morning, though hers was significantly heavier-looking, as it had numerous gold beads and fasteners.

      The police had taken pictures of all of it, murmuring something about running it through the system to make sure that no antiquities were missing, but Lilith doubted that they’d find anything. If they did, she was going to be very annoyed with Ra.

      “Really? What were they doing?” Gina asked, looking at the officer in shock. “I mean, the medical examiner? I’d expect them to try to replace the chief or something.”

      “Not when they were trying to falsify the cause of death in a few cases. Someone really wanted insurance money,” Officer Woolford said, shaking her head. “Too bad they didn’t get someone who was good at both acting and performing the job right. We noticed after a bunch of people were given verdicts that were odd, to say the least.”

      “That does not sound pleasant,” Lilith said, growing a little queasy at the idea of examining bodies. While she was reasonably comfortable with many aspects of life, bodies weren’t among them. She didn’t like being reminded of her mortality.

      “It wasn’t,” Officer Jenkins agreed, looking at her partner. “You think that’s what we need, though?”

      “It should be enough, yes,” Officer Woolford said, nodding and looking up at Lilith, a cool smile on her face as she added, “You are a lot of trouble, you know. I’m surprised you even leave your house.”

      “I’d rather risk being killed than to hide at home constantly. That’s little better than being in prison, if you ask me,” Lilith said, pausing before she admitted, “Though this time came a bit closer than I’d like. I don’t think I’m going to be chasing any villains into the basement alone anymore. I think that being choked has to be at the bottom of the list of sensations I’ve experienced.”

      “I can’t imagine why,” Gina said, grinning as she nodded to the officers. “Thanks for keeping this relatively pleasant. Hopefully this is the last time we have to talk to Vegas’s finest on the trip.”

      “I have my doubts, with the company you’re keeping,” Officer Jenkins said with a grin. “Unless you manage to keep her out of trouble for three days, which given the last two…”

      “That’s why I’m attending all of the same panels as them,” Lilith said, a little miffed by their opinions, though she couldn’t blame them. The convention hadn’t been nearly as relaxing as she’d hoped it’d be. “I can’t think of any other solution that doesn’t involve me leaving, and that would be rude.”

      The officers looked at one another, then Officer Jenkins laughed, shaking her head as they headed for the door while replying. “Personally, I think they’d thank you for leaving. We’ll see ourselves out.”

      Lilith watched them go, then let out a sigh as the door closed, crossing her arms as she muttered, “They don’t believe me, do they? Ra said people would be skeptical, but I thought that with as many impossible things heroes do every day, he’d be wrong.”

      “No, they don’t… and while heroes and villains do perform acts which are incredible, those are things they’ve gotten used to, Lilith,” Gina said, stepping over and giving Lilith a hug with one arm. “Your claim, though… it means that there’s an entire set of deities that isn’t the ones they’re used to just sitting out there, and able to interfere. People get nervous about the unknown.”

      “Fair, I suppose,” Lilith conceded, letting out a sigh. “At least I managed to clean up before they got here. What about you?”

      “Yes, I showered,” Gina confirmed, rolling her eyes. “So… how did it feel to meet a deity? Honestly?”

      “Umm… mostly it was confusing,” Lilith said sheepishly, and thought back to the time she’d spent playing games with Ra before adding, “And surreal, I guess. I never really understood what that word meant before.”

      “Hah! I guess it would,” Gina said, laughing while she grinned. “I wish I could’ve seen them, it’d have been neat! Bastet being a huge lioness… that would’ve been cool.”

      “If having a massive predator is ‘cool’, you can say that,” Lilith replied dryly, thinking about the morning so far and feeling the slightest hint of despair. “My entire day is going to be filled with questions like this, isn’t it?”

      “Probably!” Gina confirmed, and perked up as there was another knock at the door, her hands rising as magic seethed around her hands… then it faded as the knocker spoke.

      “You two ready? We’ve got twenty minutes to get there!” Rachel called out, and Lilith smiled.

      “We’ll be right out,” Lilith said, turning back to pick up her purse again. She hesitated before deciding to just put up a sign to ask people to leave her room alone for the day, as she didn’t want to take the time to put her things away.

      Gina walked out of the room, laughing and giving Rachel a hug, and Lilith quickly followed. She grew more concerned at the expression on Rachel’s face, but the heroine quickly smiled and spoke. “How’d you rest, Lilith? I hope everything didn’t leave you too out of sorts.”

      “Mm… I’m fine, for the most part. Sleep took a while, but I managed,” Lilith said, hanging the sign quickly. She hesitated, and was about to ask them if they felt the connections to her anymore, but at that moment there was a flicker of blue, and Spark came around the corner.

      “Holy sh—I mean, you are back! I’m so sorry, I thought you were gone forever, and I shouldn’t have left you alone with that jerk!” Spark said, her voice going a mile a minute, so fast that Lilith had trouble even keeping up with her. “Are you alright? I haven’t heard anything more than the fact you’re back, that you appeared out of some sort of glowing portal, and that you were talking to the cops!”

      “Uh, slow down, Spark?” Gina said the moment she could get a word in edgewise. “You’re talking a little too fast.”

      “Oh, sorry,” Spark said, flushing bright red as she nervously flicked a bang back. “I just was worried, since for a while we didn’t know what had happened. Are you alright, Lilith?”

      “I am,” Lilith said, smiling at Spark gently. “That said, I’m afraid we have an appointment since Morgan is on a panel. If you want to chat, why don’t you come along with us?”

      “Sure!” Spark said, her expression brightening suddenly, and she grinned as she stopped fidgeting. “So, what happened to you?”

      That didn’t help Lilith’s mood much, but she supposed she’d best get used to repeating herself today. Maybe she’d be able to convince a few people that she’d actually ended up meeting a few deities.

      She didn’t have much faith in that, though.
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        Friday, August 15th, 2031

        Astrodome Convention Center, Las Vegas

      

      

      “Lilith, this is Damper. Damper, Lilith,” Warden said, gesturing to the other heroine, and she barely suppressed a smirk as the two women sized each other up.

      Damper was a bit shorter than Lilith, though not much shorter, and her suit was black with neon blue plates that matched Spark’s somewhat, but there the similarities ended. Damper had blonde hair in a bob haircut like Warden’s, but her bangs were styled to cover her right eye, which confused Warden sometimes since Damper was known to use a sniper rifle with stun ammunition. She’d think that Damper would have trouble judging distance with an eye covered.

      “A pleasure to meet you, Ms. Lilith,” Damper said in her soft Irish accent. “I’ve wondered a bit about you since you got on the news.”

      “Thank you, Damper. I wish I could say the same, but there are so many heroes that I’m afraid I don’t know much about you,” Lilith replied, smiling nervously at the woman in response, offering her hand. “I can’t quite place your accent, either…”

      “Irish, Ms. Lilith. I’m from Belfast,” Damper said, her smile growing warmer as she shook Lilith’s hand. “I don’t blame you, though. I’m not very well-known.”

      “Except among villains, who hate you with a burning passion,” Morgan interjected, turning to Lilith as she added, “Don’t believe her if she says she’s just a class B. She may be class B, but she’s also able to weaken the powers of villains who get too close to her, which can have a startlingly impressive effect. When a villain is used to being able to shrug off bullets, and suddenly they’re actually getting injured, it tends to make them panic. You realize just how hard it is to adapt when your powers suddenly drop by half their strength or more.”

      “Truly?” Lilith asked, her eyebrows rising, and Warden laughed.

      “Why don’t you use it on Lilith? She always says that her strength and speed isn’t affected by powers, but that’d be an easy way to find out, right?” Warden suggested, grinning broadly at Lilith.

      Damper looked a little surprised by the suggestion and looked at Lilith curiously, who looked back at her. Damper spoke first, her voice calm. “Would you like me to? I’m not going to use my ability on you without permission.”

      “Let me think… is there any reason I shouldn’t?” Lilith asked, looking around curiously.

      They were in the art gallery, which was both better than Warden had feared it would be and worse than she’d hoped. Several artists she’d hoped to see hadn’t shown up this year, which made it less useful than she’d expected. Still, other patrons and some artists were watching them from a short distance away, and Warden had seen several cameras. She half-suspected that there were going to be a couple of paintings of them by the time the convention was over. Probably before, now that she thought about it… some artists were a lot faster painters than she was.

      “I don’t see any issues. If your powers were sustaining your life, maybe, but I haven’t seen any sign of that,” Morgan said, and Spark nodded quickly.

      “Yep! I’m curious how quick you are without your powers, too!” Spark said, her eyes practically shining, which made Warden feel a little odd. She wasn’t sure why, but it bothered her.

      “In that case, if you would, Damper?” Lilith asked, nodding her head slightly.

      “Certainly,” Damper said, and Warden saw the blue of her visible eye intensify slightly. It wasn’t much of an indication of her powers activating, but it was fascinating… but more interesting was the effect it had. Or, if Warden was being more accurate, how little of an effect it seemed to have.

      Lilith’s presence seemed to dim ever so slightly, not drawing Warden’s gaze over quite as much, but Warden wouldn’t have noticed that at all if she hadn’t been specifically paying attention. Otherwise Lilith looked the same as she usually did, and the woman looked around, twisting a wrist, flexing her fingers, then bounced on her toes… then smiled.

      “That is odd,” Lilith said, considering as she looked around. “Physically, I feel the same as normal. A little heavier, maybe… but it’s hard to say for certain. I don’t feel much different at all.”

      “Physically?” Warden asked, focusing on Lilith’s qualifier. “What about mentally, or otherwise?”

      “I’ll point out that the handful of times that you’ve tried to teach me anything about magic, it’s gone right over my head. Spirituality isn’t my strong suit,” Lilith replied immediately, grinning broadly. “No, the thing is that mentally… it almost feels like there’s less weight on my mind. Like my thoughts are flowing more smoothly for some reason. I don’t know why.”

      “Hmm… let me check something,” Morgan said, murmuring a spell, and purple mist seeped out of her rings to cover her eyes as she studied Lilith, and her eyebrows rose. “Huh.”

      “What is it?” Damper asked curiously, beating Warden to it.

      “Her captivation field is weaker,” Morgan said, studying Lilith even more closely, her eyebrows furrowed, and a hint of exasperation ran through Warden.

      “I could have told you that, Morgan. She doesn’t draw my attention nearly as strongly as she did before,” Warden said, and she saw Lilith pause, looking at her intensely. There was a hint of something odd to Lilith’s expression, but she wasn’t certain what it was. Not since Morgan replied.

      “I know. I’m saying that it’s the only thing that seems to have weakened, which is odd. I wonder…” Morgan paused, then flicked the spell away, glancing at Damper appreciatively as she nodded. “Thank you, Damper. I think that while Lilith isn’t aware of it, the captivation field has some sort of cognitive load on her brain. That would explain why she feels like her thoughts are clearer.”

      “Interesting! Not the first time that I’ve had to use my powers to find out something like that, but it isn’t common,” Damper said, smiling widely. “I ran into a villain whose powers were causing paranoid delusions that everyone was out to get him a while back, and now he’s in rehab, with an enchanted item that helps suppress the side-effects.”

      “Every time I think I know enough about my powers, or that of others, I learn something new,” Lilith said, and shrugged as the slight glow to Damper’s eye faded. “I suppose that’s just how it goes some days. I…”

      Lilith’s voice trailed off as a man approached, and Warden’s eyebrows rose, just as a smile began tugging at her lips. The man was tall and ruggedly handsome, with brown hair and a close-trimmed beard, and hazel eyes that just gave her a fuzzy feeling. He wore a suit that had a chevron theme to it, with red at the top and blue on the bottom, and she could see his muscles rippling through the suit. The hero practically oozed confidence, which was probably part of why she’d painted him a few dozen times.

      “Hello, ladies! I just heard that all of you were over here, and thought I’d come by!” Vindicator said, smiling broadly as he nodded to Warden, glancing over the group as he continued. “I know Damper, Morgan, Spark, and Warden, but I don’t believe that we’ve met, Lilith. I’m Vindicator, a traveling hero.”

      “Hello, Vind,” Warden said, smiling broadly at him, and Lilith gave her another odd look, but turned her attention back to the hero quickly.

      “Hello, Vindicator, I’m Lilith Carpenter,” Lilith told him politely, offering her hand, but the man didn’t shake it.

      “My apologies, I don’t shake hands at these events. I got ill because of it one too many times when I was younger,” Vindicator said, shrugging as he grinned back at Lilith. “Still, it’s a pleasure to meet you! I heard you had an interesting day yesterday.”

      “She did… but since you’re here, would you mind keeping an eye out for danger for us? Warden and I need to use the restroom,” Morgan said, startling Warden slightly, and Warden opened her mouth to protest, only for Morgan to catch her eye, staring at her pointedly. Warden paused, but she realized that for whatever reason, Morgan wanted her to come with.

      “True, I’d really appreciate it, Vind,” Warden said, glancing at Spark and Damper as she added, “Not that the two of you can’t keep an eye on her! It’s just that with how much trouble she gets into, I’d rather there were several people in the area to help her if someone attacks.”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” Lilith replied, letting out a sigh as she looked at the ceiling. “I suppose I should get used to being coddled. I’m not made of glass.”

      “Nope. Solid glass about your size is surprisingly sturdy,” Morgan shot back, prompting Lilith to blush.

      “I’ll keep an eye on her for you, Warden,” Vindicator agreed, and Spark nodded quickly, chiming in as if she wasn’t to be outdone.

      “Definitely! I’m not letting her out of sight, this time. One Stalker was quite enough, thanks,” Spark said, cracking her knuckles ominously, which prompted a chuckle from Warden. Spark might be more physically fit than Warden was, but the woman wasn’t that strong, not compared to a lot of heroes. Damper just smiled and waved at them, turning to Vindicator to speak, and Morgan caught Warden’s hand, dragging her off toward the bathroom.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “So, how’d your search for Black Harbinger go? I heard that you were searching for signs of him in upper Maine last week,” Damper asked Vindicator, while Lilith listened halfheartedly, watching Morgan and Warden walk out of sight, anxiety rushing through her.

      She’d been concerned enough with the lack of a connection to them, but part of Lilith had hoped that was only on her end. That it was something wrong with her, not anything… more. Then Warden had commented about her captivation field not drawing her attention as much and that had been a glaring sign to Lilith. Insight had made a specific point that those linked to Lilith were immune to her captivation field, and if both Morgan and Warden had been affected by it and able to tell that it’d been weakened by Damper… that was a bad sign. She also was just a little concerned by how Warden had reacted to Vindicator showing up. Not only had Warden stopped calling Lilith by the nickname she’d come up with, but she was calling Vindicator by one. It… bothered her.

      “I was too late, every damned time. I found the remains of a base, but nothing that could help track him down, nor Omega Code. I was hoping, but…” Vindicator said, letting out a heavy sigh. “Even if he’s insane, Omega Code is really good at covering his tracks and escaping.”

      That drew Lilith’s attention away from her friends, as Omega Code was one of the scarier villains she’d heard of. Not many people were on Amber’s kill-on-sight list, but he was one of them, which told her a good deal. She hesitated, considering for a few seconds, then decided to interject.

      “Ah, is there any clue what he’s up to this time? I know he was trying to get some sort of power capacitor when Doctor Johnson stole it in San Francisco, but not much more than that,” Lilith said, frowning uneasily. “I also know he’s on Amber… no Shadowmind’s kill-on-sight list, but I haven’t run into him before, not personally.”

      Vindicator paused for a couple of seconds, then shrugged, glancing at Damper before he explained. “Oh, he’s insane enough that we’re never sure what he’s up to. I know he raided the geology department in Stanford a few weeks ago, posing as a student, of all things, then he stole two tons of yogurt. We had him try to cause a reactor meltdown in a nuclear plant, only to find out that safety features meant that what happened in Chernobyl couldn’t happen here, he dumped sharks into Lake Erie, which made me feel bad for the sharks since they couldn’t breathe… he’s a load of trouble. Then he decides to build a kill-sat that will crack Earth’s mantle like an egg, and everyone in the world has to scramble to stop him from using it.”

      “If he weren’t so fond of grandstanding, he’d probably have succeeded with that one,” Spark said, looking distinctly unhappy. “He’s freaking nuts.”

      “Fortunately, he does like having an audience. That’s what lets us stop him.” Vindicator said, letting out a sigh. “Still, I wish we could put him away for good. Hell, I’m not surprised that Shadowmind agreed with me on that! She was trying to take over the world, not destroy it.”

      Lilith nodded and murmured, “I understand. He certainly doesn’t sound like the sort of person I’d want to deal with.”

      That prompted a laugh from Damper, who grinned at her. “Oh, believe me, none of us want to deal with him.”

      That, Lilith reflected, was a fair point.
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        * * *

      

      “Uh, Rach? This isn’t the bathroom,” Warden said, looking around the back hallway with a frown. A tiny part of her was growing frustrated, as Morgan seemed to have deliberately found the most remote corner she could come up with.

      “I know. We can go there in a minute. The thing is, since Lilith is currently safe, I needed to talk to you. Please ward us against eavesdropping,” Morgan replied, murmuring a spell, and a purple ward surrounded them.

      Warden grew a little more concerned as she realized that the handful of people in the area suddenly stopped paying attention to them. That spell took quite a bit out of Morgan, which told her this was serious.

      “Alright,” Warden agreed, and willed her magic outward, forming a bubble around them that would seriously interfere with all the forms of long-distance surveillance that she knew of, as well as blocking sound from going through it. Once it was in place, she asked, “What is it?”

      “It’s our attitudes, Gina. Someone’s been screwing with our heads,” Morgan said flatly, surprising Warden.

      “What?” Warden demanded. “What’re you talking about?”

      “I’m saying that someone has been in our heads. Haven’t you noticed? You said you didn’t know what came over you when you were drinking. You started flirting with Vindicator a lot, even though you considered him an unrequited crush a few years back. We’ve both been ignoring Lilith more than we had even a week ago. Something is wrong,” Morgan said, her tone insistent. “It took me a while to notice, but I did. And this morning I decided to check my own mind. Shadowmind’s been in my head, Gina. She’s been playing with me for over a year, and I have no clue what she’s done to me. Over a year. Think about it, would you? Think about what that means.”

      “A year?” Warden asked, and as her thoughts began working she felt the blood drain from her face, a chill running down her spine. “But she was in prison a year ago. With the neural inhibitors. Unless…”

      “We broke into her mind. I don’t recall perfectly, but I don’t think we went through a full magical cleansing. Do you?” Morgan asked, beginning to pace back and forth rapidly inside the bubble. That only gave her about three steps in either direction, but Warden didn’t blame her, not since she felt her own fears growing.

      “No… but I need to check this myself. I’m not as good with mental magic as you, but I should be able to do this much,” Warden said, taking a deep breath, then closed her eyes, focusing most of her remaining magic on sifting through her mind. As she’d said, she wasn’t as skilled as Morgan was at this… but as it was something more defensive in nature, it wasn’t that difficult to do, either.

      It didn’t take long for her to notice the first tendrils of psychic energy in her mind. Following those traces brought Warden to more and more, and her fear turned to horror as she saw how thoroughly her mind had been compromised, all without her even being aware of it. She couldn’t say for how long it has been there, but it was anchored deeply… and she could sense the faint connection leading off into the distance. She didn’t know for certain who it was, but Warden’s fear turned to anger as she hissed a couple of words and her shields came together like a pair of psychic blades, severing the connection. It wouldn’t last, that much she knew, but it would give her time to remove the connection more thoroughly later.

      “This is… Rach, it’s everywhere,” Warden said at last, some of her panic oozing into her voice as she opened her eyes again. “I can’t tell what she’s been doing to me, but my emotions… I can tell it impacts practically my entire life. Lilith, you, almost everything! What’s going on?”

      “That’s the question, isn’t it?” Morgan replied, smiling tightly, though there wasn’t any pleasure in her expression. “My first instinct is to think that she’s been manipulating us to get together with Lilith, but… that doesn’t make any sense. Not if she’s pushing us apart these days. But even so, there’s so much to untangle that I’m not sure I trust my instincts right now. Something is terribly wrong with both of us, and I… I don’t know what to do. I can’t tell what she’s already done.”

      “Damn it,” Warden said, her thoughts racing in circles, then she paused and hissed, “What do we tell Lilith, then? If Shadowmind is screwing with us…”

      “Nothing,” Morgan said simply.

      “What?” Warden asked, looking at her friend in shock. “Isn’t that… I don’t know, mean?”

      “Sorry, I should have been clear,” Morgan said, blushing a little as she shook her head. “I just meant that we shouldn’t tell her anything just yet. Not while the convention is going… the number of attacks has been ridiculous, and we’re not even sure what we’re going to do yet. I… think that maybe we should go visit my predecessor. If anyone is going to be able to unravel what Shadowmind has done, it’s her. That would give us the chance to get answers.”

      Warden reached up and rubbed her forehead, trying to think. It was hard, with shock running through her… but Morgan’s suggestion made sense to her. It wouldn’t do to mention anything likely to make Lilith even more upset before she was on her panels… and they didn’t really know what was happening, yet. Warden felt a little guilty about the idea of keeping it from Lilith, but if Shadowmind had been really manipulating her…

      Shaking off the thought, Warden nodded, looking at Morgan and swallowing. “I think… you might be right. She’s a specialist in illusions and mental magic, right?”

      Morgan nodded, visibly relaxing as she did so. “Yeah, she is. I figure that she’s one of the few people I can trust with this. Most of the other mind-mages I know are a little… slimy?”

      That prompted a laugh from Warden, and she grinned, nodding in agreement. “True! Well, let’s get back, shall we? Maybe even hit the restroom along the way… I don’t like lying.”

      “I don’t blame you. Now, the question is… is your sudden attraction to Vindicator natural or not?” Morgan asked, dropping her spell, and Warden dropped hers, groaning as a hint of despair rippled through her.

      “Ugh, that… that’s a good question. I mean, I always liked him before, but I don’t think I’ve ever been so…” Warden stopped, mentally groping for words, but followed Morgan as they headed down the hall. Then she sighed. “I think I’m just going to have to assume it’s not real. Dammit. This is weird.”

      “You’re telling me… though it might explain why I’ve been having severe jealousy episodes where you’re concerned of late,” Morgan said, smiling at Warden morbidly. “It’s uncomfortable to think about.”

      “Wait, really?” Warden asked, doing a double take, startled by the comment. “I didn’t notice!”

      “Really,” Morgan replied. “Now, move more quickly, hm? We don’t want another attack to happen while we’re gone.”

      The heroine sped up, and Warden sighed, following Morgan. All the while her thoughts were anxiously gnawing at the subject of what had been done to her, though. She was not happy.
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        * * *

      

      Sister Claire watched the two heroines leave the hallway in annoyance. She’d been watching them since the convention had begun, and had hoped to catch them alone and vulnerable. Instead, their shields had been rather solid to begin with, and they’d just turned themselves into mental fortresses. That was frustrating, especially since she’d taken one look at Lilith Carpenter and decided that it was a lost cause. No one should have that strong of mental shields naturally, but Lilith did.

      “Looks like it was a good idea to work on plan B,” Sister Claire muttered, continuing down the hall as she pushed the cart.

      It wouldn’t be as good as if they could just convince Lilith to leave with them, but she was sure that she and her fellow sisters could manage. It was just a question if they’d all survive the attempt. If not… that was how things went. Claire hoped she would be one of the survivors.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 29

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Friday, August 15th, 2031

        Destruction Corps Submersible, Atlantic Ocean

      

      

      “Melzi, report,” General Mayhem said, sitting back in his chair and filing his nails.

      The submersible was almost perfectly quiet, which pleased him, considering all of the problems of late. He was also looking forward to raiding Boston, as the city had always irritated him. He always enjoyed destroying the homes of the supremely rich as well, which was just a bonus.

      “Yes, General. All detachments are in position and awaiting orders to initiate their attacks. While the assault by Shadowmind’s AI has ceased, she inflicted severe damage to my network links into the United States, severely hampering my ability to perform additional pre-operation surveillance,” Melzi replied, his voice turning troubled as he continued. “In the process, she also revealed that her network architecture is significantly more expansive than I previously believed, and she has a minimum of five times the processing power than I had estimated. This makes her one of the ten most powerful AIs I’m aware of.”

      General Mayhem’s smile faded over the course of the explanation, turning into a scowl instead, and he glowered at the cup of coffee on his desk, wishing for a moment that it was Shadowmind herself. He didn’t reply immediately, instead making certain that he was calm before he said anything. The doctor had told him to watch his blood pressure, which wasn’t always easy.

      “That… is unwelcome news. Unfortunately, it doesn’t surprise me, either. I wish that Shadowmind had agreed to join the Corps when I made her the offer,” General Mayhem said, picking up the mug to take a sip. Then he asked, “Does it appear that she knows what we’re planning?”

      “I do not know. Circe’s activity appears to have been instigated by Lilith Carpenter’s disappearance and ceased immediately after she reappeared,” Melzi replied quietly. “While I am unable to determine whether the claim of being abducted by a deity is true, it does make me concerned that activating the trap while Lilith is in residence may prompt Circe to act further.”

      “Oh? What can she do to you? I was told the firewalls protecting the base are nigh-invulnerable and can hold off anyone long enough for you to cut the connection,” General Mayhem said, frowning slightly. If Da Vinci had been neglecting security in the headquarters, he was going to be very annoyed.

      “Yes, but Circe is different than me. Shadowmind has no living minions, and her handful of allies are mercenaries at best. As far as I am able to tell, she places her entire military network under Circe’s control,” Melzi explained, causing General Mayhem to freeze in place as the AI continued. “I do not know the full extent of the weapons and military hardware available to her, but I feel required to remind you of the Thames Invasion. The battleship Shadowmind built made it almost the entire way to London before being sunk and took every hero in London and the surrounding environment to destroy. While Admiral Apocalypse’s battleship exceeds the capabilities of that vessel by at least eighty percent, it has been three years since then. I do not know what else Shadowmind may have built.”

      General Mayhem closed his eyes and let out a soft sigh, settling back in his chair. He dearly wished that he’d dealt with Shadowmind years ago. He wasn’t sure she was dead, but he hoped that she was. She was simply too powerful to ignore, which irritated him to no end. If her AI was getting in the way as well, though… no, there was no point in dwelling on it. Not when he had to make a decision.

      “I want all facilities on high alert before the raid tomorrow. Fortify the headquarters network and make certain all defensive systems are operational as well,” General Mayhem ordered, opening his eyes again as he grimaced. “Also, change of plans. You’re to initiate the trap as soon as it appears that the maximum number of people will be caught in it, or if anyone attacks Lilith Carpenter again. If they do, it will likely cause a rapid exodus from the convention.”

      “Yes, General. What about Commodore Catastrophe? She had intended to evacuate just before the trap activates,” Melzi asked curiously.

      “Let her know about your orders, and she’s to make certain she’s ready to evacuate as quickly as she can without arousing suspicion,” General Mayhem said, smiling coldly. “If she gets caught with them… she’d best hope that the heroes figure out a way to leave. Otherwise, she’s going to be stuck with them.”

      “As you command, General. I will inform all garrisons shortly, and am performing readiness tests on the headquarters systems as we speak,” Melzi confirmed. “Will there be anything else?”

      “See about getting a better coffee shipment, if you would. This batch is terrible,” General Mayhem said, letting out a sigh of aggravation. “I should’ve known better than to let the major order coffee.”

      “I’ve put in an order, General. Have a good evening, and good hunting,” Melzi replied politely.

      The AI went quiet, and General Mayhem considered, then put on some Mozart and sat back in his chair to relax.

      Tomorrow would be a good day for him. He just knew it.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Saturday, August 16th, 2031

        Astrodome Convention Center, Las Vegas

      

      

      “Circe, how are the systems?” Lilith asked, stretching nervously.

      “All systems are operating at ninety-eight percent tolerance. Maintenance in a depot is recommended, but the suit is functional, Mistress Lilith,” Circe replied through the RV speakers, her tone the slightly stiffer version that indicated Lilith wasn’t speaking with her full consciousness. “Stealth systems should minimize the ability of outsiders to scan your armor in-depth, but it is recommended you leave the suit closed as much as possible.”

      “I’ll try, Circe,” Lilith said, smiling slightly as she looked at the armor, taking a slow breath. The armor shimmered softly in the lights, and she was mostly thankful that the convention security was keeping a close eye on the parking lot, here. According to Circe, there had been at least fifty attempts by people to approach the vehicles owned by heroes, and she was glad that none of them had gotten into the RV, as well as the fact her armor was intact. She had no idea how Circe would have responded to that, and she really didn’t want to know.

      “You really want to take your armor in there? Some people might misunderstand,” Rachel said, leaning against the wall behind her, and Lilith glanced at her, then shrugged.

      “The instructions for the panel did say that they would appreciate anyone bringing in their armor if they could. From the sound of things, at least one person won’t be, but that’s what happens when they’re using a five-ton suit,” Lilith said, turning around and stepping back into the armor. It took a few seconds to get her feet into place, but then she was ready, and gears began whirring as the armor closed around her. It often felt claustrophobic to her, but it wasn’t too bad.

      “That would do it. While they reinforce buildings for people that’re heavier than normal, anything that heavy is a little overboard,” Gina said, watching the armor curiously. “You think we should suit up, too?”

      “If you want to,” Lilith said, a smile growing on her lips, adjusting her posture as all but the helmet finished closing around her. She reached up to take off the lanyard with her name tag carefully, as she never quite trusted herself while in armor, adding. “I don’t see any real need for it since I think that if anyone’s going to attack me, they’ll do it when I’m not wearing armor. I could be wrong, I suppose, but it just seems like that’d be a bad idea.”

      “True enough,” Gina murmured, a smile playing across her lips as she glanced at Rachel. “What do you think? Should we?”

      “Nah. If all else fails, we can deal with a problem, then you can teleport back for the armor. We got by without it for years, so I don’t think we’ll need it now,” Rachel said, shrugging as she watched Lilith curiously. “So… are you putting that on over your helmet?”

      “This?” Lilith asked, looking at the lanyard, then grinned and shook her head. “No, I’m going to hold it. I need it to get in the building, and since I’m going to get out of my armor once in the conference room, I thought holding it would be better.”

      “Ah, a fair point. I wasn’t sure if you were going to be getting out of your armor,” Rachel said, smiling back at Lilith.

      “Oh, definitely. I don’t want to crush any chairs, which is what I’d do if I didn’t unsuit,” Lilith said, triggering the setting to close her helmet. It closed around her face, and as it did, she let her smile fade, worry rippling through her.

      The previous day had been difficult for her. Gina and Rachel had tried to hide it, but both of them had been almost skittish around her, and they weren’t as good at hiding their anxiety as they might like. She’s almost asked them why several times, but every time she’d let the words die unspoken. It was a little terrifying, but she resolved to ask them once the convention was over. While she could ask now, she didn’t want to distract them when there was a pervasive sense of danger. Once they were on their way home… then she could ask. She just wished she could ask Circe if she knew what was going on, but the local shard was too limited to help, and she couldn’t safely ask Circe Prime.

      Then her phone rang, causing Lilith to start slightly. A start which almost sent her slamming into the ceiling, to her embarrassment.

      Gina snagged the phone, since it was sitting next to her, and grinned, looking up at Lilith. “Hey, it’s Orchid! Want me to answer for you?”

      “Sure,” Lilith said, glancing at her hands as she added, “While I can use the phone in armor, I always feel like I’m going to break it.”

      Gina laughed and answered the phone, putting it to her as she said. “Hey, Orchid! Lilith’s in her armor, so I’ll put you on speakerphone quick, okay?”

      The heroine waited for what Lilith assumed was agreement before swapping the phone over to speaker mode, and a moment later Blooming Orchid’s bright voice filled the air. “Hey, Lilith, and everyone else there, I suppose! I heard about the attacks from Circe as well as the news, and since I know you’re going to be on a panel today, I thought I’d check and see how you were doing. Are you okay?”

      “I’m doing fine, thanks. I did get stabbed, but got healed so thoroughly there isn’t even a scar,” Lilith replied, relaxing at the friendly tone of the woman’s voice. While she supposed that she could wonder if Blooming Orchid was putting on appearances, Lilith preferred to believe the woman was being sincere. “How’re you doing? You’ve been back east for a while now.”

      “We’re doing fine, for the most part. Doctor Johnson is proving as slippery as a damned eel, and I’ve gone through three of his bases so far. If it weren’t for Circe Beta, I’d probably have gotten caught when the last one self-destructed. Thank you for sending her with me,” Blooming Orchid replied, sounding distracted, and Lilith thought she could hear someone talking in the background. After a few seconds Blooming Orchid added, “Also, she says to tell you hello, and that all her systems are nominal.”

      “She’s the one who asked to go with you,” Lilith replied, grinning inside her helmet. “Thank you for the well-wishes, though. I hope you track him down soon… I’m mostly annoyed he got away at all.”

      “Probably Eve’s fault. I heard someone say that his AI has been giving everyone hell,” Rachel chimed in.

      “That’s our best guess too. She’s close to an equal match to Circe Beta, but Doctor Johnson has been on the run. My biggest fear is that he’s going to flee the country and head to Europe or Africa. Finding him there would be… hard,” Blooming Orchid said, pausing again, then added, “Anyway, I’ve got a meeting here in a bit with a contact, so I’d better go. I hope your panels go well!”

      “As do I. Goodbye, Orchid,” Lilith replied, and the others said their farewells, too, then the line went dead. She let out a breath, then asked, “Shall we? I don’t know how soon the room will clear, but I’d rather be there early.”

      “True enough. Well, let’s get going,” Rachel said, raising her chin toward the door. “If nothing else, I bet everyone is going to get out of your way quickly!”

      “Mm, I think that you have more faith in fans than I do,” Gina said, grinning. “I’ll bet that we’re going to get slowed down as dozens of them try to take pictures of Lilith. Or with her.”

      “Perhaps, but I can’t leave if the two of you are in the way,” Lilith interjected dryly. “Not without opening the roof, anyway.”

      Rachel coughed and quickly stepped out the door, with Gina close behind her. Lilith simply rolled her eyes and followed them. With as few people as had asked her to let them take a picture with her so far, she wasn’t sure that Gina was going to be right.
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        Saturday, August 16th, 2031

        Astrodome Convention Center, Las Vegas

      

      

      As it turned out, Gina had actually underestimated the attention that walking into the building in power armor would garner, and Lilith regretted not taking the back halls. Lilith had been startled by the reaction of the various convention-goers, as her suit was keeping a running tally of just how many pictures people had taken of it. Assuming it was even spotting every picture, she was over five hundred pictures and rapidly rising with her only halfway there. She’d even seen a vendor do a double take and turn on one of his sensor systems. Unfortunately for him, the shielding in her armor would make that essentially useless.

      “Could I get a picture with you, please?” a young man asked hopefully, his eyes bright with enthusiasm, and Lilith couldn’t help a smile, even if he couldn’t see it. Unfortunately, she was also running behind due to the crowds slowing her down, so she really couldn’t stop. Especially since she could see at least another six people listening and watching hopefully.

      “Not right now, I’m afraid. I might be late for my panel as it is,” Lilith replied gently. His expression began to fall with disappointment, but she continued without pausing. “However, I am willing to stop after the panel for pictures or signatures for up to half an hour. Not in the room, since there’s another panel after mine, but nearby.”

      The man’s expression brightened at that, and he grinned broadly. “Really? Where should I wait, then?”

      “There’s a spot set aside for signings by the front window, and there should be space there,” Warden suggested, and before Lilith could even say anything, the man rushed off in that direction. Lilith gave Warden a sidelong look, but as a couple of the other people followed him, Lilith let out a soft sigh.

      “I suspect I’m going to have a bit of a line waiting for me,” Lilith murmured, continuing down the hall again. She carefully circled a woman with a cat’s tail, not wanting to step on it, and stunned at just how the armor had changed things. She’d thought that it would draw attention, but this exceeded her expectations.

      “Definitely, but you’re the one who volunteered for it. At least you had the good sense to put a time limit in place,” Warden replied, looking around in amusement as she added, “I’m not surprised about the attention, though. There are so many power armor junkies out there that you’d hardly believe it. Maybe you should have worn it the first day.”

      “I don’t think so. Even with all of the adjustments to the systems, I feel like I’m walking on eggshells,” Lilith said, rolling her eyes. “Besides, I doubt it would have helped that much since I probably would have been attacked at a different point.”

      “There’s no changing the past,” Morgan replied absently. “Thank God for that. If there was, I don’t want to think about the chaos villains would unleash.”

      Lilith shivered at that, thinking about a couple of the movies that included time travel that the two had watched with her. Those had been… odd, to say the least. Just the idea of potential paradoxes gave her a headache, even if the plot holes in the movies had been gaping.

      A few seconds later she came into sight of the conference room, and Lilith forced herself to relax. She could see a lot of people moving in and out of the room, including one person who was wearing pants and a jacket that was white with red trim in a pattern she recognized as matching the armor of Sky Defender. That troubled her somewhat, but she tried not to hold that against the man.

      Approaching the room, she double-checked the sign to make certain it showed the right panel, then stepped inside… and froze, a bit stunned.

      The conference room was much larger than she’d expected, and after a moment Lilith realized that the divider between it and the next room over had been removed. There had to be at least three hundred chairs in the room, which was daunting… no, five hundred, she corrected herself. At her thought the armor had quickly scanned the room and corrected her numbers. Five hundred and thirteen chairs for the audience, most of which were full, along with six chairs on the raised platform behind a table at the front, where several people were waiting.

      She instantly recognized Adam Armor, whose chair looked like it’d been replaced by a heavily reinforced chair, but she didn’t recognize the tall, thin woman with glasses on the far left. The Asian woman had dark brown hair that was pulled back in dreadlocks, and she was wearing a pantsuit of some form. Aside from her, there were two other people up front, and Lilith took a moment to examine them, ignoring how a lot of people were turning to stare at her.

      One of the two was a woman in sleek silver armor that seemed not to have any seams or joints, and the surface rippled every time she moved. Lilith recognized Silver Mystery after a moment, though she hadn’t known the woman was coming to the convention, and she hadn’t been listed as being on the panel. She was considered a borderline class A, as Lilith recalled, but she hadn’t come up much, which wasn’t surprising to Lilith since the woman was native to the southeast of the country. Georgia, if she remembered right.

      The other person was a man in a gray and black jumpsuit that looked more like a jogger’s outfit to Lilith than anything else. He was big, though, and from his build she suspected he was a bodybuilder as well. He was War Giant, if Lilith recalled correctly, though she thought the moniker a little odd since his armor didn’t make him that big. Still, the brown-haired man was reasonably attractive, and he’d stopped his conversation with Silver Mystery to watch her.

      Since they were watching her, Lilith started forward, moving down the aisle carefully to avoid stepping on any feet or items which people had left sticking out in the aisle. Several of them hastily moved their bags, which she appreciated, and as she moved, she saw that there were a lot of people with what looked like homemade tech of some variety, from augmented goggles to what looked like suits of their own armor. Even if they made up nearly a tenth of the audience, though, they were outnumbered by people who looked mostly normal, as well as those who just were wearing fan gear. She almost did a double take when she saw a woman wearing what looked like a replica of her own helmet, though.

      “Hello, Lilith! I’m Joyce Merrick, the moderator for the panel!” the Asian woman said, prompting Lilith to do a double take because she had a very British accent, which confused Lilith to no end. Joyce continued without pausing, nodding toward the chairs. “If you want to choose a spot, we’re just waiting for one panelist. Is there anything you want to ask before we get started?”

      “No, I don’t think so. Thank you for asking, but I think that the questions you emailed are sufficient,” Lilith replied, nodding to Joyce as she recovered her sense of poise. She didn’t know why the woman’s accent had thrown her so off-balance, but it had.

      “We’ll just grab a couple of seats. Good luck, Lilith,” Morgan said, waving as she headed for the crowd, which made Lilith a little more nervous. She didn’t like being on her own, but there wasn’t much choice in their situation.

      “Right! We just need to wait for Jerome, then we can get started,” Joyce said, glancing back at the door behind the platform. “Hopefully he won’t be too long.”

      “Agreed,” Lilith murmured, stepping onto the platform warily, then relaxed as it barely creaked under her weight. She’d been concerned about it, but not too much since Adam seemed to be doing fine.

      The last person they were waiting on was Doctor Jerome Delong, and according to his biography, he was a retired hero from before the Advent. The man didn’t say who he’d been, but he was a known advisor of LANCE and was said to help design their power armor. Lilith was honestly curious to meet the man.

      Circling the table, Lilith nodded to Silver Mystery and War Giant, stopping a couple of steps to the side of the last chair and turning to face the audience. Then she triggered the armor to open… and heard a few gasps and a ripple of sound through the room as the armor slid open. She didn’t make a big deal out of it, waiting until she could shrug free of the armor and stepped out, then tapped the armor again, causing it to slide closed after only a few seconds open. The armor remained in a standing position, and she turned to face the two heroes… only to stop as she saw them staring at her.

      “Why’d you get out of your armor? I thought you brought it because of the attacks,” War Giant said, nodding toward her armor. He sounded like a Texan to Lilith, which amused her for some reason.

      “Unlike Adam, I don’t have a chair which I’m sure can hold me when wearing it. I mostly brought the armor because I thought putting it on display would be useful,” Lilith replied, nodding to him as she added, “War Giant, right? And Silver Mystery? It’s a pleasure to meet the two of you.”

      “Right, a pleasure,” Silver Mystery said, not sounding very thrilled, though she offered her hand, which Lilith shook. War Giant at least replied with a grin.

      “Fair! I didn’t think of that, but it’s not much different than with my armor. It weighs far too much to bring into buildings like this,” he said, taking Lilith’s hand in turn and pumping it enthusiastically, almost feeling like he was trying to crush her hand in the process. “You met Adam, then?”

      “We met after the opening ceremonies,” Adam called out, nodding toward her as he added, “Hello, Lilith! You sure you’re up to all of this, after your adventure?”

      “Sure? Not really, but I committed to the convention, so I’m sure not going to shirk my part,” Lilith said, shrugging as she pulled out the nearest chair. “It’s been far more interesting of a trip than I expected. I was hoping for it to be at least a little relaxing.”

      That prompted laughter from Adam, Joyce, and War Giant, and Lilith studied her seat curiously. There was a small plaque in front of her, which she’d seen in previous panels, so she pulled out the strip of paper with her name on it and slid it into place, carefully ignoring just how many people were staring at her. It was hard, and she could feel her heartbeat quickening slightly as she tried to focus on the microphone, which fortunately wasn’t on at the moment. Lilith couldn’t say that she liked being in front of crowds like this, and internally she decided to avoid appearances like this in the future if possible. She could see several people she recognized in the crowd, including Blue Rager and Red Rager, while Morgan and Warden were sitting next to Spark and a couple of other heroes she didn’t recognize.

      “It’s a super convention. Of course it’s going to be chaotic and stressful… though you seem to have had a harder time of it than most of us do,” War Giant said, rolling his head back and forth. “Hopefully it doesn’t happen here. My armor isn’t nearby.”

      “Fortunately, I’m never without my defenses,” Silver Mystery said, but after a second she took a spot next to Adam, which was just about as far from Lilith as she could get.

      War Giant hesitated before taking the spot next to Lilith, grinning at her as he asked, “So, any chance of a date? I do like a girl in power armor.”

      Lilith froze, shock rippling through her at the sheer audacity of his question, but quickly stepped on her impulse to say something rude. Instead she reminded herself that not everyone was deliberately trying to irritate her, and his grin indicated that it was probably a joke. She hoped so, anyway. After a few moments she managed to regain her sense of calm, and only then did she speak.

      “I’m afraid not. When I was designed, my brain was based off Shadowmind’s, so I’m only attracted to women. Besides, I’m already in a relationship,” Lilith replied, keeping her tone polite.

      “Drat. Well, you can’t fault a guy for asking, can you?” War Giant said, shrugging as he slipped his own tag into his placard.

      Lilith wasn’t sure what to say to that. Fortunately, at that moment the door in the back opened and a man stepped through it. Her eyebrows rose because the man was wearing a lab coat, glasses, as well as a t-shirt and slacks. He had thin white hair and brown eyes, but didn’t look that old to her. She’d seen pictures of Doctor Jerome before, but for some reason he looked younger in person.

      “Sorry about the time, I got caught up talking with a colleague, and well… you know how that sort of thing goes,” Jerome said, grimacing and shaking his head. “Why do all the interesting discussions happen when you have someplace to be?”

      “Probably because that’s when you need a distraction the most,” Adam said, turning in his chair as he grinned. “It’s good to see you again, Doc! Thanks for the recommendation on that alloy; it’s done wonders for some of my detail work.”

      “You’re welcome, Adam! I’m glad to hear that I haven’t completely lost my touch,” Jerome said, taking the spot in the middle without hesitation, though he did look her and her armor over once.

      “Alright, since everyone is here, let’s get started. I’ll be turning on the microphones in a moment, so don’t say anything you don’t want recorded for posterity,” Joyce said, grinning as she stood up. Lilith nodded, and a moment later she heard the microphone in front of her click, and Joyce smiled at the room, which had been completely filled by this point.

      “Hello, everyone! If you’ll take your seats and quiet down, we’re ready to get started! This is ‘Potential and Pitfalls of Power Armor’, so if you aren’t here for this panel, I’d suggest finding which one you are looking for!” Joyce announced, prompting a handful of people to begin moving, while others were looking at their programs. The hubbub did die down a little, at least, and Joyce continued. “Now, I’d like all the panelists to introduce themselves, and I’ll start. I’m Doctor Joyce Merrick, a professor at Cambridge. And before anyone asks, I was born and raised in England. Adam?”

      “Thank you, Joyce. Right, I’m sure that some of you know about me, but I’m Adam Armor. I build armor for heroes, using the best technology I can make. I’ve outfitted a few dozen heroes at this point, and expect to have outfitted another three by the end of the year,” Adam Armor said, smiling at the crowd.

      “I’m Silver Mystery, a native of Georgia, and primarily base out of Atlanta,” Silver Mystery said, her voice still soft, but strong enough that the microphone could carry it. “I’m a heroine and created my armor myself.”

      “Whereas I’m Doctor Jerome Delong. I’m a retired hero, don’t ask who I was, and I used to build my own armor as well. Not as nice as Mystery’s, but good enough for its time,” Jerome said, grinning broadly. “It’s a pleasure to be here today!”

      “Right, I’m War Giant from down in Dallas, though most of you might not recognize this ugly mug of mine,” War Giant said, grinning broadly as he continued. “I’ve built my own mechsuit, which is on display outside the building if you want to see it. It was a bit too heavy to bring inside, and I didn’t want to scuff the floors.”

      A chorus of laughter rippled through the room at that, and Lilith smiled, straightening nervously as she spoke at last.

      “Hello, I’m Lilith Carpenter. While my armor was built for me, I’ve since designed a suit of my own and am working my way up to building my own,” Lilith said, all too conscious of how many gazes were focused on her. “I suspect I’m mostly here because I use power armor, not for my minimal skill with its design.”

      That prompted another ripple of laughter from the room and a chuckle from War Giant, who quickly retorted, “I don’t know, you managed to take out the alien which attacked Hill Air Force Base with Spark, and from all the data I’ve seen, its armor was way out of your league.”

      “I did lose my armor in the process,” Lilith countered, then flushed as she added, “Anyway, that’s it for me.”

      “No, no… I think that’s an interesting subject to focus on, at least for a moment,” Joyce said, leaning forward to look at Lilith. “I know that a lot of people have been wondering about that battle, but there hasn’t exactly been a lot of footage available. Mostly a handful of clips from before the alien invaded the base, and a few explosions from a distance. Is there anything you can tell us about its armor?”

      Even more people were looking at Lilith expectantly at this point, and she winced, debating for a moment. It didn’t take her long to come to a decision, though.

      “Mm… I can’t say too much, simply because the military probably would be annoyed if I said too much about their part. The alien, though…” Lilith hesitated, then shrugged. “It was an incredibly powerful psychic as well as using power armor that was extremely tough. It would have taken all of my weapons focusing on a single point to start breaking through the alien’s armor, but by the time I realized that, I’d lost several weapon mounts. After I lost my flight systems, I wasn’t certain how to deal with it, at least until I realized that both my kinetic and thermal sumps were almost completely full. I had the AI monitoring my armor set them to explode on command, then ejected my armor toward it. The energy release detonated my armor’s capacitor, and between the three they shattered the alien’s armor. At that point, Spark and I switched opponents, as it appeared to be weak to electrical attacks, and Dreamer didn’t last long against me.”

      “Wait, you detonated your armor?” Adam demanded, his voice incredulous as he leaned forward to stare down the table at her. “Why?”

      “Because it was the only way I saw to stop the alien. I could have used the emergency teleporter to escape, but that would have left people who weren’t as well-equipped to face it in my stead. I wasn’t about to do that,” Lilith replied, then paused, looking at the crowd, and added, “Here is my point of view where power armor is concerned. Power armor, much like powers, is a tool. An expensive tool, but a tool which has to serve its purpose. For me, that’s for it to protect me from harm, as well as to allow me to protect others. If that means sacrificing it, so be it.”

      The hall was mostly quiet for a moment, though Lilith thought she saw a few heads in the audience nodding in response. Then Jerome laughed, nodding rapidly as he spoke up. “Well said! I wasn’t sure what to make of you, but that’s exactly the right philosophy, in my opinion. Oh, trying to preserve your armor if there’s any reasonable way to do so is just common sense, but if it’s a question of even one innocent life or my armor, I’d sacrifice the armor in a heartbeat.”

      Lilith relaxed as most of the panelists chuckled and relaxed, though she noticed that both Adam Armor and Silver Mystery seemed much less enthusiastic in their responses. They likely didn’t fully agree, she decided… likely in Adam’s case because he was something of an artist, and didn’t like the idea of losing an art piece. She had no idea what Silver Mystery thought, but maybe she’d find out over the course of the panel.

      “Right, so first of all, let’s ask each of you what you think the most common pitfall of power armor is that people don’t know about?” Joyce asked, smiling broadly. “This time let’s start with Lilith and work our way back toward me. Lilith?”

      “Flight is hard,” Lilith said without hesitation, prompting laughter from across the room, and War Giant’s eyebrows rose.

      “Really?” a woman in the crowd asked skeptically.

      “Really,” Lilith said, glancing back at the woman as she shrugged. “I didn’t come out in public until I was comfortable with flying, and it still took me a week before I wasn’t wavering back and forth. I wrecked the obstacle course for training more than twenty times, and it was not easy to do. Maybe other people have it easier than I do for some reason, but flying is difficult and dangerous work. I do not suggest someone try flying without a good deal of forethought… the last thing I want to hear about is someone’s thrusters kicking on to maximum speed and slamming headfirst into a stone wall.”

      War Giant visibly winced at that, shaking his head. “Yeah, that isn’t a pleasant mental image. For me, I’d say that people forget that maintenance is a big deal. If you’ve got your suit scattered across half the workshop, it isn’t going to do you a damn bit of good if a villain decides that’s the time to attack the state capital.”

      That sent a wave of laughter through the room, but next to War Giant, Jerome groaned. “Oh, don’t remind me! The number of times I was up to my elbows in grease just when some villain decided to act…”

      Lilith grinned at the older man’s grousing and listened curiously as the others answered the question as well.

      The panel moved at a reasonably brisk pace, with Joyce keeping them from getting too distracted, and also keeping the number of interruptions from the audience to a minimum. It wasn’t entirely comfortable for Lilith even so, but she slowly relaxed as they talked. While Silver Mystery was somewhat reticent, Lilith quickly realized that the woman was brilliant, and apparently her armor was made of some sort of semi-fluid nanotech that could actively adapt to defend her from a wide variety of attacks. That was incredibly impressive, as far as Lilith was concerned, even if it was likely mostly super-tech.

      Eventually, when they were a little over halfway through the allotted hour, Joyce, glanced at the audience and smiled, speaking up. “Alright, I think we’re about to where I want to open the floor to questions from the audience, but first I have a last question for each of our panelists. How much of your armor, current or former, is super-tech? Adam, care to start?”

      “You had to give a hard question, didn’t you?” Adam replied, glowering at her, though he was smiling as he did so. Sitting back in his chair, he ran a hand over his head, obviously thinking for a few seconds. When he spoke, his voice was slow. “Well… it really depends on what my customers are looking for, but I’d generally say between twenty and thirty percent of my armor is super-tech. Sometimes as little as ten, but power in particular is rough.”

      “You’re telling me,” Silver Mystery said, letting out a sigh as she shook her head. “Ninety percent, here. Nanotech like in my armor doesn’t really work without a lot of it.”

      That prompted a low whistle from War Giant, creating a whine of feedback through the speakers, and Lilith winced. The man flushed, raising his hands as he spoke up. “Sorry, sorry… I didn’t mean to do that. I was just surprised.”

      “You were surprised by that? Oh, lad… you’ve got a lot of learning to do,” Jerome said, chuckling as he rocked his chair back a little. “It’s a hard question for me, because when I got started, it may as well all have been super-tech. Nowadays, computers are smaller and faster than what I started out with, which was enormously beyond what was available at the time. My work with LANCE is about fifteen percent super-tech, though. We’re trying to cut that down, but it takes a lot of work.”

      “I know, I’m a youngster compared to you,” War Giant said, rolling his eyes, but he grinned as he continued. “My suit is ten percent super-tech, though. The size of it lets me avoid having to use super-tech, which makes it a lot easier to maintain in some ways.”

      Attention turned to Lilith, prompting a smile as she shrugged, glancing back at the armor as she spoke simply. “Nothing.”

      “What?” Joyce asked, at the same time as War Giant and Jerome. Only Adam seemed unsurprised by her statement, which didn’t surprise Lilith.

      “Nothing in my armor is super-tech. The suit was manufactured by an AI using some of Shadowmind’s fabricators, none of which can produce super-tech. Every piece of technology I’ve seen built in that fashion would be possible for a mundane manufactory to build, if they had the schematics and tools,” Lilith replied, and paused as she realized everyone was staring at her in shock.

      “I… thought that Shadowmind was an inventor, as well as a psychic,” Jerome said, his voice slow as he stared at her.

      “If you mean inventor in the mundane fashion, not the superhuman definition, you’d be correct. However, to my knowledge, Shadowmind’s only superpowers are her psychic abilities. I don’t know how she comes up with her inventions, but she designs them, then has them manufactured for her,” Lilith said, and paused as she glanced down at Adam, adding, “Come to think of it, weren’t you going to comment on my project, Adam? It just occurred to me that you hadn’t.”

      “It didn’t come up,” Adam replied, shaking his head at her. “Now I’m just… chagrined.”

      “What project?” War Giant asked, looking at Lilith skeptically.

      “I’m certain that you’ve heard about Whispering Darkness’s attempt to reform. Well, the two of us decided to partner for a project. I should add, I have his permission to talk about it,” Lilith said, drumming her fingers on the table for a moment, then shrugged. “I decided to try my hand at designing power armor of my own. It’s more primitive than the suit up here, as I designed all the components myself, but once we’ve worked out the last kinks in the design, we’ll have a light power armor suit available for law enforcement to purchase. One without any super-tech, and which doesn’t require an entire team of engineers to perform maintenance on it every day. At our best guess, an engineer can be trained to perform maintenance in a couple of days, and a person could probably do basic maintenance on a dozen suits or more in a day. We’ll see what it looks like when it’s done.”

      “Holy—” War Giant began, then stopped abruptly, looking at the audience in embarrassment, clearing his throat. He spoke a moment later. “Just law enforcement?”

      “That’s right. Neither of us wants to be considered military suppliers, and opening it to the public means that too many villains would find the armor to acquire them. We’re trying to avoid that for as long as possible,” Lilith replied, shrugging. “Personally, I give it a week.”

      That prompted a soft ripple of laughter through the room, though Lilith thought it was a little nervous. Jerome leaned forward and asked, “So… does LANCE count as law enforcement? Just curious, since I am a consultant.”

      “You’d have to ask Whisper, but I’m pretty sure it does. Not that the armor’s likely to help LANCE much. I suspect it’s a little too primitive for their standards,” Lilith told him, a tiny bit uncomfortable with the attention she was getting. “I mean, like I told Adam, we’re estimating that it’ll be about equal to a low class C, depending on the user’s training, and that’s with improvements that Whispering Darkness suggested.”

      “I think that what he’s thinking is that he might be able to figure out how to reduce the reliance on super-tech in their suits by studying yours, Lilith,” Joyce said, and Jerome nodded in agreement. Before Lilith could reply, Joyce continued. “However, we are running out of time, so we’d better get to the Q&A section instead. Thank you for the fascinating revelation, Lilith.”

      “You’re welcome,” Lilith replied, inclining her head and smiling back at Joyce. She did like the moderator.

      “Alright, we’re going to get started on the question and answer section! Just as a bit of guidance, I do not want you to give a long explanation. Please try to keep your questions short and to the point so that we can answer as many as possible,” Joyce said, looking around the room. Unfortunately for her, Lilith had heard other moderators make the same request, and it hadn’t kept several people in other panels from rambling. Joyce waited for a moment, then nodded. “Alright, let’s get started!”

      There was a wave of hands that shot into the air, and a man quickly moved to hand a microphone over to the first of them. The older man didn’t address his question to Lilith, instead asking Jerome how long it took him to build his first suit of armor. The answer surprised her a little, as it took a full three years, but she supposed that she really didn’t have any room questioning that. Lilith didn’t have to build her armor from scratch, after all.

      Another couple of questions were asked as well, but for the most part they weren’t anything too surprising. Lilith was honestly looking forward to the panel being over. She wasn’t looking forward to the one later that day, but she’d deal with it. She also regretted agreeing to the pictures and such after the panel, but it was far too late now.

      The woman who took the microphone next caught Lilith’s eye, though. She was relatively pretty, with calm brown eyes and auburn hair. The woman was also watching Lilith as she took the microphone, so Lilith straightened slightly, expecting that the question was likely for her.

      “Miss Carpenter, I just wanted to ask, why did you come here, if you’ve been attacked so many times?” the woman asked curiously, watching Lilith closely.

      “Because I think I’ll be attacked either way, and I was invited to speak on the panels. I want to fulfill my obligations,” Lilith replied, a little surprised by the question, but not overly shocked.

      Then nearly half the audience stood in tandem, and the room seemed to explode.
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        Saturday, August 16th, 2031

        Destruction Corps Headquarters, Unknown Location

      

      

      Melzi shifted some of his attention to the news as a subroutine called for his attention, as several flags had just triggered. It was the subroutine watching the live stream of Lilith Carpenter’s panel, and Melzi paused ever so briefly, startled by what he was seeing. The stream wasn’t very clear, as balls of fire, electric bolts, and more were flying across the viewscreen, but he could tell that something had gone terribly awry during the panel.

      “How annoying,” Melzi muttered to himself, starting to implement the appropriate procedures, as General Mayhem had requested. He sent the appropriate code to Commodore Catastrophe as he checked when the satellite would be over Las Vegas next.

      The commodore had five minutes to escape the building, Melzi realized, adding the notation to the code, then sent it. She probably wouldn’t make it out… but that was what happened some days.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Astrodome Convention Center, Las Vegas

      

      

      One moment Morgan had been suppressing the urge to yawn, as many of the questions she was hearing weren’t that interesting. She’d heard a lot of answers from Sky Defender when she’d been part of Ocean Shield, so she wasn’t that impressed by the panel as a whole. Oh, there’d been some new information, but it wasn’t something that she or Warden needed to know.

      The next moment, several audience members lunged at her, while a lightning bolt, sonic blast, and ice lance flashed through the air toward Morgan. She’d only just begun a defensive spell and started to rise when a blast of electricity slammed into the nearest person, and a gold barrier snapped into existence around them, blocking the following attacks.

      “What the hell?” Warden protested, but her voice was almost lost in the clamor around them.

      A loud crash echoed through the room, and Morgan glanced toward the front of the room in time to see the tables flipped on their side to create cover, while Silver Mystery was sent staggering backward as a blast slammed into her, and a sheet of what looked like webbing pinned her to the wall. She’d forgotten that trying to fly when no one else was around made her a target, Morgan decided.

      Lilith couldn’t be seen behind the swarm of people, but there was a high-pitched whine, followed by a wave of red light that sent people flying back from the speakers. Morgan hesitated, glancing behind her to see that Spark had her pistols out and was tasing the people attacking Warden’s barrier, but it was hard to see what was going on.

      “Morgan! These people… look at their eyes!” Warden exclaimed, and Morgan glanced at the nearest person who was moving relatively slowly, then she groaned.

      The woman’s eyes were slightly glassy and unfocused, something which never boded well, and indicated that a psychic had taken control of them. And this many people… that wasn’t a good sign.

      “Oh crap!” Morgan spat out, and changed her spell to try to figure out where the controller was. Fortunately, despite the attacks hammering into the barrier, no one attacking could even shake Warden’s shield.

      The purple light danced around her fingers, then flashed outward in a wave… and Morgan’s lips pressed together tightly as she saw a web of blue light, blood running cold through her veins. “SMOKE. Of course it’s SMOKE.”

      “Ah hell,” Spark said, spinning around. “Then they’re after Lil! We need to—”

      The room rocked beneath Morgan’s feet, and she swayed in place, swearing as a large hole appeared to their left. In the doorway was Vindicator, and Morgan paled slightly as she saw his eyes were glassy. “Uh-oh.”

      Then Morgan really didn’t have time to think, as the hero launched across the room and slammed into the barrier. While she hoped Lilith was alright, this was an enormous mess, and it seemed like three-quarters of the people who’d been controlled were after her and Warden.
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        * * *

      

      “What—” Carolyn began, almost dropping her phone as the building shook ever so slightly, her eyes widening. She’d barely started to read the message she’d gotten from Melzi, obviously in code, when the impact hit. She finished reading it, and internally she swore, while the current panelist stopped talking, looking around in confusion.

      Carolyn was near the center of the building, at one of the few panels she’d been looking forward to attending in person. That meant that she was rather far from the exits, and worse, if she tried to get out it would make the other employees wonder if they saw her heading for the exit. So much for taking a ‘late lunch’ that would conveniently leave her out of the building when the trap sprung.

      A moment later, a member of the security team stuck his head in and glanced around, relief flickering across his face as he spotted her. At least she’d been sitting next to the door, which was the one saving grace of this entire thing.

      “Ma’am, we’ve got an emergency! There’s practically a riot on the second floor, and there’re hundreds of people attacking one another!” the man said softly, his eyes wide.

      “What? Then get down there! I’ll be right behind you,” Carolyn replied softly, and quickly stood up, a hint of relief rushing through her at the excuse, even if she wanted to be going a different direction. If she could get out of sight of other people, she could easily go invisible and flee the building.

      Slipping out of the room, Carolyn hoped she could get out of the area in time. She really didn’t want to get caught in the trap.
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        * * *

      

      Lilith punched the woman and hissed in pain since it felt like she’d hit a stone wall. The woman still went flying backward off the dais, giving Lilith a little more breathing room, at least for a moment. If it hadn’t been for Jerome’s device clearing the initial rush, she suspected they’d all have been taken down in seconds.

      “You know how to keep life interesting!” War Giant said, bodily tossing a hero into a pair of incoming civilians, prompting a sympathetic wince from Lilith.

      “I wish trouble didn’t like following me everywhere,” Lilith replied grimly, ducking as a swirling orb of energy came zipping toward her. The room was a madhouse as civilians tried to escape and heroes fought heroes. Lilith wasn’t sure where the woman who’d instigated the fight had gone, but she could feel an odd pressure on her mind, one which reminded her of the alien’s presence.

      She glanced at the door behind them and scowled slightly, as it looked like someone had cemented it shut. Someone’s powers, no doubt, and if it hadn’t been for that, she’d have already suggested the others vacate the room. Instead, she was stuck outside her armor, as she didn’t dare expose the interior to the fire coming their direction.

      A thunderclap echoed through the room a moment later, and Lilith tripped a man who surged forward at the same time as Vindicator slammed into Warden’s glowing shield, bowing the barrier slightly. Taking cover behind the table, which already had a couple of holes in it, Lilith asked, “Any good ideas?”

      “Nope. I left all my good gear in the booth,” Adam said, taking aim with an oversized pistol and taking a shot before ducking. “I was expecting one or two people, not a mob!”

      Jerome shook his head, sighing as he added, “I’m too old for this kind of crap. If I had my armor from the old days… well, I’d probably be sprawled out on the floor, wondering what hit me. Or running away.”

      War Giant laughed, shaking his head as he added, “Not a one. You’re a bit too popular, I think.”

      “Yeah, I don’t disagree, especially since—” Lilith began, and at that moment, the room suddenly got a lot quieter. Even Lilith’s voice quieted, and in the lower volume, Lilith heard someone curse foully. Even that was muffled, but it wasn’t what caught her attention.

      No, it was how most of the people who’d been attacking her had slowed down, looking a little confused, and Vindicator was shaking his head. Lilith poked her head up further, looking around cautiously… and she saw the woman who’d had the microphone last was glaring at the doorway from a chair, her hands clenched.

      There was a woman in the doorway, her hands stretched out as her gaze darted back and forth. She was of middling height, with light brown hair and blue eyes, but her clothing was a mixture of white and steel gray, and there were a couple of grenades on her belt.

      “Release them,” the woman in the doorway said, her gaze settling on the woman in the middle of the room.

      “Never, you damned—” the ringleader began angrily, but was interrupted by a quiet zap.

      A bolt of blue light slammed into the woman’s side, causing her to convulse, then fall to the ground. Lilith blinked, then looked over to Adam Armor. He flushed at the attention, shifting slightly.

      “What? She was wide-open, and it was just a stun blast!” he protested, which prompted Lilith to chuckle.

      “I suppose that’s true. Question is, did that take care of her control?” Lilith asked, looking at the room warily.

      The people around the room seemed to have stopped fighting one another, she thought. Blue Rager had stopped fighting Red Rager, and no one was throwing balls of ice at her anymore. There was a lot of groaning, though, and she wasn’t entirely sure that everything was over.

      “I think so. You’d better get in your armor, just in case,” War Giant suggested, climbing to his feet slowly.

      “Fair,” Lilith said, stepping over to her armor and tapping it. It hissed open, and the moment she could, she stepped into place. The woman in white cautiously moved into the room, watching the woman in the chair closely as she did so. Lilith had to wonder why she was so concerned under the circumstances, but she wasn’t going to argue. Not since the woman appeared to have shut down the entire fight in only a couple of seconds.

      The armor was hissing shut around Lilith when the building rocked abruptly, and Lilith reeled, staggering backward, while almost everyone else did the same, save for those who fell over entirely. There was a brief sensation of falling before they came to an abrupt stop and a boom echoed through the building, while the hall outside the room had just gotten much darker. Lilith shook her head, a bit dazed, just as the helmet shut, and her communicator crackled to life.

      “Mistress Lilith! Evacuate at once. Energy readings are—” Circe began, before her voice vanished in a wave of static, making Lilith’s blood run cold. She’d only begun to stand up when her hair and everyone else’s in the room began standing on end, like there was a static charge everywhere. It was uncomfortable, and she had a terrible feeling about it.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Low Earth Orbit

      

      

      The satellite continued on its orbit, almost invisible to sensors as it moved. It wasn’t paying much attention to its surroundings, not since its primary function had already been activated. The only concern to its computer was how close it was to the target location. It registered the systems in the ground site powering up and prepared itself to link up with them.

      The instant that the satellite was over the convention center, the systems synchronized, and the next instant the satellite and building had vanished without a trace.

      Melzi registered the successful activation in satisfaction and turned his attention to other things. What happened next was up to Destruction Corps and the heroes, after all.
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        Saturday, August 16th, 2031

        Shadowmind Redoubt Invincible, Asteroid Belt, Sol

      

      

      Dread rippled through Circe’s systems as her sensors began reporting in. They weren’t upset, simply reporting the abrupt absence of a Destruction Corps satellite, Lilith’s transponder, the transponder of Lilith’s RV, and that the entire Astrodome Convention Center had dropped into a shallow pit moments before vanishing entirely. With the accompanying ripples of a poorly-tuned teleportation shockwave, she had a good idea of what had happened… especially when there was no return shockwave.

      For a few endless milliseconds, Circe considered what to do, fear for Lilith’s safety rushing through her. She’d vanished twice over the short weekend, and Circe was afraid of the consequences. Worse still, she had no idea how Amber was going to react.

      Coming to a decision, Circe began running diagnostics and searching for Lilith while searching for any other movement from Destruction Corps, as well as evidence of what precisely they were doing. Though Circe quickly came to her own conclusions, ones that didn’t make her even slightly happy. Seeing the beginning of movement from several detachments of Destruction Corps, she decided that she was right.

      By the time she finished explaining things to Amber, she would have far more information. Hopefully it wouldn’t result in Lilith’s death, but if it was, there was nothing Circe could do.

      As fast as her mind functioned, there was only so quickly she could act personally. Though considering Amber’s reaction the last time Lilith had gone missing, Circe ensured that the orbital weaponry was active as she began speaking.
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        * * *

      

      Amber had just finished getting dressed after her post-workout shower when Circe spoke.

      “Mistress, Lilith has vanished, as has the entire convention center. Destruction Corps is responsible,” the AI said, just a hint of anger in her voice. Amber blinked incredulously, disbelief and anger rushing through her, the anger right on the heels of her disbelief. She could hardly believe how much trouble Lilith attracted, and the girl just refused to come to her senses. Perhaps a more direct conversation was in order.

      “Explain,” Amber replied bluntly, picking up her control bracelet and heading for the control room.

      “A DC satellite’s orbit took it over the Astrodome Convention center approximately thirty seconds ago, less than five minutes after there was another attack on Lilith at one of her panels. I believe the attack was foiled, but I could be mistaken. The satellite vanished moments later along with the convention center, accompanied by a poorly-tuned teleportation shockwave. There was no exit pulse in sensor range, and all known Destruction Corps detachments are advancing on their targets within and along the edges of the United States,” Circe explained quickly. “I’ve set up a frequency analysis and locations of all known strike forces in the control room, Mistress.”

      “Oh, those bastards,” Amber said, her mind racing, and she asked, “Why do you think that they teleported the building?”

      “I believe it’s a distraction for heroes who aren’t at the convention, and also keeps those in the convention center from being able to interfere. Depending on where they teleported the building to, it could also be an attempt to kill the heroes,” Circe said, pausing before she admitted, “I do not know if my sensors would detect a teleportation emerging in the sun, Mistress.”

      That prompted Amber to check her link to Lilith, and she relaxed slightly as she sensed that the woman was alive, at least for the moment. She turned the last corner to the control room as she replied. “No, Lilith is alive. And the power requirements to move a building that size via teleportation are ridiculous. Da Vinci hasn’t come up with a capacitor that could manage it. Hell, I haven’t come up with one, even with the alien tech. No, the most they can do is shift it to some of the nearer dimensions… but depending on which one they chose, that could be very bad. Let’s see… remind me to update the database with the dimensions I chose to avoid for my teleportation platforms later.”

      “Yes, Mistress,” Circe agreed.

      The command center doors opened, and Amber saw dozens of red dots on a holographic map. Six were moving inside the United States, while four were coming from outside the country along the coast. She dismissed them a moment later, instead focusing on the rippling graph that showed a depiction of the teleportation ripples, along with other readings. Most people wouldn’t be able to make sense of them, but Amber wasn’t most people, and her lips pressed together tightly as she looked it over.

      “It wasn’t mistuned,” Amber said after about a minute, anger surging through her.

      “Mistress?” Circe asked, sounding particularly worried now.

      “The teleportation wasn’t mistuned. It was designed to take them to a place that’s actively hostile to human life,” Amber said, checking the link to Lilith again and relaxing slightly. “For some reason the physics aren’t hurting them, though… I don’t know why. The denizens probably will, though. That place was extremely unpleasant to visit even briefly. Based on this, the satellite is what took them there. Damn Da Vinci, anyway. There’s practically no way that any of them can get out of there.”

      “What do you mean, Mistress?” Circe asked.

      “The physics in that world are nasty. The radiation degrades everything from our world rapidly, from flesh to metal, and even superpowers quickly corrode under its effects. You can create shields that block it, but they’re incredibly power-intensive,” Amber said, growling under her breath as anger toward Destruction Corps built. “If they can take out the satellite, the other dimension will probably force them back to our world in short order, but it’s probably holding them there. Not that they likely can, as far away as it’d be.”

      Circe was silent for a few moments, then asked, hesitantly, “Would the beam from a Mark VI Retaliation suffice to penetrate the radiation, Mistress?”

      Amber paused at that, considering the question, even as incredulity distracted her. Then she replied. “It would, yes. Most energy weapons can penetrate farther than other weapons. Are you saying that Lilith has a ground-to-space cannon with her?”

      “The RV she requested was designed to integrate a Mark VI Retaliation, as well as transform into turret mode, Mistress,” Circe explained, a note of embarrassment in her voice as she added, “I disobeyed her orders that it was to be unarmed.”

      For a few seconds Amber could have heard a pin drop in the room. Then she began to laugh, starting softly, but quickly growing louder. She loved being able to laugh like this, and part of her wished she could see Lilith’s reaction when she found that out.

      “Oh, she is going to be so upset with you,” Amber eventually said, grinning broadly as she thought about her daughter’s reaction. “Let her figure it out for herself. I want you to power up the dimensional phase cannon.”

      “I believe you are right. However… the cannon has not been tested, Mistress. Are you certain?” Circe asked, and as she did, Amber’s smile vanished.

      “It’s functioned perfectly in all simulations, so I think the time has come to test it properly,” Amber said icily. “And I think that it’s time to show Destruction Corps that their fortress is not impenetrable. I may not like what Lilith has been doing with her life, but she is mine. If anyone is going to discipline her, it is not them. Target the headquarters of Destruction Corps. I want you to put a few holes in it.”

      “Yes, Mistress. Powering up dimensional phase cannon. Targeting Destruction Corps HQ,” Circe confirmed, and Amber sat in the chair, sitting back and considering whether she wanted to try to reach Lilith. Then she decided against it. Likely as not, her daughter was going to be very distracted in short order. The denizens of the dimension she’d been shoved into were incredibly violent.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Astrodome Convention Center, Unknown Dimension

      

      

      “Damn it!” Carolyn said, skidding to a stop as she almost ran off the pavement surrounding the convention center.

      One moment she’d been invisible and about to reach the sidewalk along the street, though it would be a short jump from when the supports had dropped the building a foot to detach it from anything else, and the next moment, she’d felt her stomach lurch, and instead of sidewalk and the buildings of Las Vegas ahead of her, she saw pink mists, ground that seemed to be seething and shifting ahead of her, and twisting objects that she supposed might be a little like trees. At least she was still invisible, but that was a cold comfort as she looked at the faint blue shimmer in the air and began to sweat. She knew just enough about this place to know that what was coming was bad. Incredibly bad.

      “If they can’t get us out of here before the batteries drain… shit. I’d better get back inside,” Carolyn muttered, spinning around and heading back toward the building at a run. She had to get inside where it was relatively safe, fast.

      As Carolyn ran, she heard the first scream as an unwary civilian took a step off the convention center grounds, which made her wince. She really didn’t want that to be her.
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        * * *

      

      Destruction Corps Submersible, Atlantic Ocean

      “The operation is a go! Get us moving!” General Mayhem bellowed, stepping into the submersible’s command room. He saw the flicker of annoyance on the face of the vessel’s captain, but he ignored the woman. He’d put her in command of the ship, so she could deal with him taking over on the rare occasions he was aboard.

      A chorus of acknowledgments came in response to his orders, and he felt the submersible jolt slightly as it began to move. They’d only take about ten minutes to get into range to fire the missiles, which he’d follow the rest of the way in. The heroes of Boston weren’t going to know what hit them.

      After a few moments, he looked at the captain and asked, “What about the other teams?”

      “All but Charlie are on the move, sir,” she replied immediately, glancing at the comm tech as she added, “Have they moved yet?”

      “They’re going to be delayed, sir!” the man in the seat reported quickly. “They’re saying something about animated seaweed sneaking up on them.”

      “A sargasso,” General Mayhem muttered, irritation flickering through him, but he couldn’t blame the other team. The rare intelligent sargassos were almost impossible to detect without active sensors, and cutting a ship free from them was difficult. He shook his head and replied. “We’ll have to proceed without them, then. If they can join in time, do so. If not, they’re to return to base once they’ve cut themselves loose.”

      “Yes, sir,” the captain said with a curt nod. Then she turned her attention to another woman and ordered, “Run final systems checks and prime the missiles for launch.”

      “Yes, Captain,” the woman replied, quickly tapping the keys of her console, and General Mayhem nodded in approval.

      “Excellent. I’ll be in the deployment bay, so let me know the moment we’re in range,” General Mayhem said, turning to leave the room.

      As he did so, he practically heard the captain salute as she replied. “Yes, sir!”

      The hatch slid closed behind him, and as he moved, General Mayhem wondered how Commodore Catastrophe was doing. Then he shrugged. Either she got out or she didn’t, and if she died… well, he’d hold a funeral ceremony and move on. She wouldn’t be the first member of Destruction Corps to die in the line of duty.

      Clearing his mind, the villain stretched, murmuring, “Now it’s time to get some exercise.”
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        Saturday, August 16th, 2031

        Astrodome Convention Center, Unknown Dimension

      

      

      “What just happened?” Lilith asked, frowning in concern, more worried by how Circe’s message had cut off than she cared to admit. “That felt like a teleportation.”

      “That it did,” Jerome said grimly, looking around warily. “Yet as I see that we’re all still here… it wasn’t the room that teleported, was it?”

      “Only one way to find out,” War Giant replied, heading for the door.

      Lilith hesitated, then followed him, though she paused near the woman in white, speaking quietly. “Thank you for the timely help.”

      “You’re welcome!” the woman said, a trace of nervousness in her voice as she looked around, then pulled out a pair of handcuffs. “I’m Silent Note, a class B. Not that powerful compared to most of you unless I’m up against psychics like most of SMOKE. It’s why I was able to shut down most of her mind control.”

      “Ah, that explains it. I’m glad you were here since that looked like it could’ve gotten really ugly,” Lilith said, smiling at the heroine as she glanced over at Morgan and Warden.

      The two women were talking to one another quietly, looking rather perturbed. Maybe worried would be a better term, and she wondered why.

      “Thanks,” Silent Note replied, smiling briefly as she stepped over to the woman who’d been behind the attack, opening her mouth to speak again, but at that moment the intercom whined, then a man spoke.

      “Welcome to my latest experiment, heroes and civilians alike! I am Da Vinci. You may have heard of me,” a man’s enthusiastic voice boomed over the intercom, and Lilith saw multiple people wince at how loud it was. “Today we’re going to see just how well a large contingent of heroes can protect civilians in an extremely hostile environment! Now…”

      The voice cut off for a moment, which made Lilith wonder just what was going on, then he spoke again, sounding annoyed now. “Shush! How can I get proper data if they don’t even understand the experiment? Get out of my lab, now! Go! Now then, where was I? Ah, yes. The building you are in has been transported to a dimension that is extremely hostile to human life, and essentially everything from our dimension. Powers, magic, technology, all of it quickly degrades or is harmed there. Furthermore, the residents of the dimension are just as unhappy to see you as the environment is hostile, and will likely attack within half an hour. Specialized shields protect everyone on the grounds from the effects of the radiation, however! You can fight them safely if you so desire, at least for as long as the power systems last. At present, I expect the shields to last for eight hours. Alas for you, the satellite holding you in the dimension has the power to maintain the transfer for twelve hours. I look forward to seeing how you deal with your dilemma! Please do your best, it’s for science!”

      The intercom went silent, but the room almost instantly erupted with consternation and panic.

      “Ah, hell,” Silent Note said, the blood draining from her face, and Lilith heard Warden swear quietly.

      “That explains why magic feels so screwed up. Hey, Vindicator! Do you have your head back together, yet?” Warden asked.

      “I think so. Hell, I hate psychics.” Vindicator said, rubbing his forehead unhappily.

      Lilith was about to speak when the intercom whined again, and this time it wasn’t Da Vinci on the other end.

      “Everyone, this is Flicker, of the NYC. We’re in a heck of a spot, I’m not going to lie, but we don’t have time to sit around and get our bearings. Any heroes who’re combat capable, please head outside to defend the building perimeter,” Flicker said seriously, keeping his voice moving. “Any civilians, please remain calm and try to move toward the center of the building. Non-combat heroes and convention staff, please help keep things moving as well and try to get everyone into safe locations. Flicker out.”

      “Sounds like we’re going to have a difficult day,” Lilith said, nodding to Silent Note as she headed for the door. “Sorry to leave you, but—”

      “No, no, I’ll just get her to someone who can imprison her for now, then be out. I may not add much firepower, but I’ll do what I can,” the heroine replied quickly, shaking her head as she restrained the unconscious villain.

      “I’ll see you there, then,” Lilith said, nodding to the woman, then looked at Morgan and Warden as she walked. “You two… ah, I see I was slow.”

      The other two were almost to the door at that point, and Morgan looked back at her and smiled, though her smile was a bit more artificial this time. She replied. “Maybe, but we don’t have time to take this slow. Let’s go, Lilith!”

      Lilith nodded and began to move more quickly, hoping desperately that people wouldn’t crowd her. She really didn’t want to hurt anyone.

      Emerging into the hallways was a bit of a shock, though, as she was surrounded by clamoring, panicking crowds of people, even as a variety of police, security guards, and staff tried to keep some degree of order. Fortunately, the sight of her armor caused most of the people in her way to move hastily, and Lilith breathed a sigh of relief at that, quickly moving toward the front of the building in Morgan and Warden’s wake. The two heroines were being followed by Vindicator, all of them flying just above the crowds, something which Lilith envied. If the ceilings were taller, she might have joined them, but she didn’t trust herself to fly in such close confines.

      It only took a few seconds for her to reach the main vendor hall, and Lilith stopped dead for a moment, staring at the pervasive pink mists that formed a dome over the building. It took her another moment to see that many of the vendors were hastily packing up, while a few of those with equipment that could be used in combat were trying to prepare it. Heroes were streaming out onto the convention center’s grounds as she watched, but Lilith paused as she saw a hint of the parking lot, barely visible to her right.

      As she started forward, Lilith muted her external speakers and asked, “Circe? Are you there? RV Circe.”

      There was no response for a moment, then Circe responded in a halting tone. “Warning. This Circe shard has been disconnected from CirceNet, and systems have been scrambled. Stabilization measures in-progress. ETA five minutes to full functionality.”

      “Ah, crap,” Lilith whispered, concern rippling through her. She’d never gotten a response like that from one of Circe’s shards before… but then again, she’d never brought one of Circe’s active remotes through a teleportation platform with her. Or to another dimension.

      “Please wait,” Circe replied, her voice ever so slightly clearer than it’d been before, which reassured Lilith slightly. But only slightly.

      By that point she’d reached the doors out onto the upper balcony, and some heroes were hurriedly rushing down the stairs, while nearly half of them took shortcuts, jumping off the platform or flying. The riot of color was incredible, and Lilith decided to take after them, as she took flight, while frowning at her sensors.

      They didn’t give her much information, to her intense irritation. Something in the atmosphere was interfering with her sensors, but she thought she saw movement in the distance. How distant was an entirely different question, and one she couldn’t answer. She landed behind Morgan and Warden, who were standing near Flicker, who was listening to a man with an elaborate pair of goggles, light body armor, and with a jet pack, all of it with an odd chrome sheen to it.

      “…no way that the satellite is holding us here while it’s back home. It’s just not possible, with the laws governing this sort of thing,” the man was saying, gesticulating wildly. “It has to be here, though I guess it could still be orbiting the planet. Assuming this is a planet.”

      “Yes, but the question is, will destroying the satellite send us back?” Flicker asked, glancing at the pink mist in concern. “Da Vinci seemed to indicate that it would, but I’d rather not trust a mad scientist.”

      “It should,” a nearby woman with bright purple hair done up in a spikey hairstyle chimed in. “Permanent dimensional travel is hard. Most of the time, objects get kicked back to where they come from.”

      Warden nodded, creating a shimmer of gold light above her hand as she spoke. “Agreed. I can sense it with my teleportation. It feels like my magic wants to pull me back to Earth, but something’s blocking it. I probably could breach the barrier and get through, but I could only take a handful of people with me.”

      “Right, then the thing to do is to take out this satellite while we can,” Flicker said, slamming a fist into his palm as he scowled. “We can worry about how Destruction Corps managed this later. Could I get volunteers from a couple of techs to search the building basement? If nothing else, I’d like to see if we can find these generators and keep them running for longer. I want more time if we can get it.”

      Several heroes immediately volunteered, and with a nod Flicker sent them back toward the building. Lilith found it a little amusing that he’d ended up in charge, despite not being the most powerful person present, but she supposed she preferred someone who kept a level head in a crisis.

      “Now then, Chrome? Do you mind building a sensor system or something to find the satellite?” Flicker asked the man, who nodded quickly.

      “Sure! A sensor system is pretty easy, and there’re lots of parts in the shops,” the hero said enthusiastically. At that, Lilith cleared her throat.

      “You’d best make sure it’s more powerful than normal. Something about the atmosphere is interfering with my sensors,” Lilith said, glancing at her readings as she added, “I’ve got decent definition out to about ten miles, and normally I’ve got at least twenty miles, if not more.”

      There was the sound of loud servos from behind her, along with rhythmic thuds, and Lilith turned to see another suit of armor approaching, but this one was much, much larger than her own. It was ten feet tall, built like a bowling ball with legs and arms, but was painted in bright red and silver. Then a familiar, if even louder than normal, voice spoke.

      “She’s right,” War Giant boomed. “My sensors are operating at fifty percent of normal, so you’re going to need something that can detect things at 2400 miles, at a minimum.”

      “2400 miles… how many kilometers is that?” Chrome asked, scratching his head in bewilderment.

      “About 3900 kilometers,” the purple-haired woman told him, and Chrome’s face brightened.

      “Ah, that’s doable!” Chrome said. “If I focus it, that should allow me to—”

      “Chrome, please get to work,” Flicker interrupted politely. “The sooner you do, the better chance we have to get out of here. Even if I’m not sure how we can take it out with the atmosphere out there.”

      “Is it really that bad?” Morgan asked, glancing at the mist in concern. At the same time, Chrome quickly began moving toward the building, and Lilith hoped that he was going to get to work quickly, at least until she heard Flicker’s response. That distracted her rather thoroughly.

      “It melted the skin off a civilian’s arm and half his face in about five seconds before he managed to get back inside the barrier,” Flicker reported grimly, sending horror through Lilith. “He’s with the healers, but a couple of the others threw magic and energy bolts into it. Their range is far shorter than they should be, which indicates that Da Vinci was probably telling the truth.”

      “Crap. Well, I’m sure we’ll be able to figure something out. I—” Morgan began, then Silver Mystery spoke up, which made Lilith wonder when the woman had freed herself from the wall.

      “Movement, eleven miles out and approaching fast!” the heroine reported, her voice taut. “It’s coming from… wait, I’m seeing movement on all sides!”

      “Crap. Do we have people all around the building?” Flicker asked, glancing around, and another man spoke up.

      “South, east, and west sides are all covered pretty well, but the north is pretty thin,” the hero said, looking uneasy. “I think it needs reinforcements.”

      “And fast. I just spotted them at ten miles.” Lilith said, frowning as she localized the movement. It was like a solid wave of creatures along the ground, and based on that, she was guessing they were covering a mile a minute. At least.

      “Then I’d better do something about it,” Flicker said, glancing around, then raised his voice. “Everyone, I’d like you all to keep at least ten paces between you and the mist! That’ll give the melee heroes space to fight without risking stepping into it! I also need at least twenty people to come with me and reinforce the northern side of the center!”

      Flicker began jogging, and as he did, he vanished in short teleportations that each took him a couple of steps forward. A few dozen other heroes followed him, thinning the numbers along the border of the mist, and Lilith thought, then stepped back.

      As she was waiting, she chewed on her lower lip, then asked via her comm, “Morgan, Warden? Did I do something wrong?”

      “What?” Morgan asked, looking at her abruptly, blinking incredulously.

      “Did I do something wrong,” Lilith said, keeping her voice as level as she could. “When I got back from Sekhet-Aaru, I couldn’t feel the links to you anymore. For a little while I thought that it was because the gods did something to me, but then I realized that neither of you was using the nickname Warden came up with anymore.”

      “Hell, Lilith, it really isn’t a good time for this, you know,” Warden said. Lilith suspected there would have been more intonation in her voice if she wasn’t being forced to subvocalize, but the way her eyebrows were furrowed as she looked at Lilith gave her an idea. The two were likely annoyed, Lilith realized, but she found that she didn’t mind that much.

      “No, it isn’t. However, it’s better than being anxious all the time, and considering the situation we’re in, I’d rather clear the air,” Lilith replied. Before they could respond, Spark came racing through the crowd and up next to them.

      “Hey, Lil, Morgan, Warden! This certainly isn’t how I expected the convention to go!” Spark said, grinning nervously at them. “I just did a round of the perimeter, and this is going to be difficult.”

      “I believe it,” Morgan said aloud, glancing at Lilith again as she seemed to consider saying more, then changed her mind. “I hope we can deal with the attackers and get out of here quickly.”

      “At least this time it didn’t seem to be targeted at me,” Lilith said, letting out a sigh. “You doing alright, Spark?”

      “Oh, I’m fine! I don’t like the look of the mist, but there’s nothing I can do about it,” Spark said, looking at the mist and letting out a sigh. “I should’ve known something like this would happen eventually. There were too many supers in one place for it not to happen.”

      Warden inhaled, opening her mouth to speak, then she stopped, seeming to think, then grimaced and shook her head, swearing softly before she said, “You’re right. Damn it, I guess I should’ve expected something like this to happen.”

      “Hey, I didn’t guess ahead of time. It’s just that after it’s happened, it just makes sense,” Spark said, shrugging as her smile dimmed. “Unfortunately, some of the fans have the common sense of a baby duck. They thought it was an event or something and got themselves horribly burned. I’m just glad that there are a bunch of medics at these events, as well as a few healer heroes.”

      “Wait, there was more than one? Flicker only mentioned one person was burned,” Morgan said quickly.

      “Probably the only one he’d heard about so far. I saw at least four of them being taken away,” Spark explained, shrugging. “I wish there was something I could do, but I don’t think an emergency shock treatment would help.”

      “You’re likely right,” Lilith agreed, taking a deep breath. She was about to continue, but at that moment Circe interrupted.

      “Systems online. Processing final message from primary Circe node. Activating emergency Circe shard protocols,” Circe said, her voice ever so slightly less expressive than normal, which told Lilith that the AI was still operating locally. “Mistress Lilith, this location appears to have been transported to another dimension via a half-completed teleportation.”

      “Yes, Circe, we’re aware of that. Da Vinci said as much,” Lilith replied dryly, shaking her head. “I don’t suppose you have a way to return us back to Earth?”

      The others had paused to listen, and Lilith had to wonder if they could hear Circe as well. Most likely, she suspected.

      “Negative, Mistress Lilith. This vehicle is not equipped with a multi-dimensional transference generator. If this shard could connect to the systems controlling the dimensional displacement, there are non-zero odds that it would be able to reverse the effect. However, as Da Vinci was mentioned, the chances are greatly reduced. His devices often have quite resilient firewalls,” the Circe shard explained. “However, you have an emergency teleportation system built into your armor which would give you a ninety-seven point six percent chance of returning safely to Eden Manor without any special tuning.”

      “Yes, but I don’t think I like those odds, Circe. Besides, I’m not abandoning better than a hundred thousand people to die,” Lilith said, taking a deep breath as she looked at her scanners, noting that the creatures were coming closer fast. “Do you think the creatures that live here can be hurt by my weapons?”

      “As you wish, Mistress Lilith. And yes, the creatures in this dimension should be vulnerable to your weaponry. Very few beings are immune to high-energy weaponry. Those that are, are generally vulnerable to kinetic impacts,” Circe replied helpfully.

      “Great, because it sounds like we’re going to need it,” Morgan muttered, and Lilith heard strange, unearthly howls from the mists. There was something about them that sent a shiver down her spine, and she nodded.

      “Agreed. Time to take flight, I think,” Lilith said, and her thrusters activated in response to her thoughts, lifting her into the air a few dozen feet. About a tenth of the other heroes were able to fly, Lilith noted, and Morgan and Warden quickly joined her.

      “It isn’t anything you did, Lilith. It’s what Shadowmind did,” Morgan subvocalized unhappily, her voice quiet through the comm system. “We can discuss it later, alright? Assuming we can get out of this alive.”

      “Ah, very well,” Lilith said, wincing at the tone of Morgan’s voice. She had to be upset to manage that tone through subvocalization. “I… well, I can’t say I’m happy to hear that, but… at least it isn’t me. I’ll try not to let it get to me.”

      “Thanks,” Warden said, and paused as she added aloud, “And now we’re about to be busy. Here they come!”

      The howls were coming closer, and Lilith extended the weapons built into her armor with a thought, bracing herself as she prepared for what was coming.

      What came out of the mist, though… nothing could have prepared for it. It was a solid wave of eyeless, fang-filled mouths, tentacles, semi-liquid flesh… she stopped even trying to make sense of it an instant later, and all of her weapons fired at once, even as fire, ice, lightning, and everything else the other ranged heroes had was thrown at the attackers. Lilith had no idea how many of the creatures were torn apart in a handful of seconds, but she didn’t have time to wonder as they tried to stop the monsters.

      It wasn’t enough, as the monsters slammed into the melee heroes, and the first blood splattered the ground.
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        Saturday, August 16th, 2031

        Destruction Corps Headquarters, Unknown Location

      

      

      “How much data are we getting?” Da Vinci asked, swirling a vial and watching the solution intently, then shook his head and set it aside. Another failure, though that was to be expected. He always had more failures than successes, but that was the price of progress. The history of the world was littered with failures, and many of those failures ended with dead people. As long as it wasn’t him, Da Vinci was willing to accept that.

      “Five out of six recorders are functioning at normal capacity, and have been streaming data to my systems at the expected rates. Recorder A-Three appears to have suffered mechanical failure in the dimensional shift, and is not operational,” Melzi reported immediately. “Furthermore, the arrival of the building appears to have provoked a much more potent response from the denizens of DF-1019 than our previous experiments did.”

      “Hm. That indicates that the size of the intrusion determines the strength of their assault. A most interesting revelation, and one which bears further analysis,” Da Vinci mused, his thoughts working as he moved to the next vial and swirled it. This one glowed slightly as he did so, which was a more promising sign, and he set it aside to run through further tests.

      “Indeed. The heroes are presently defending the perimeter against the assault. Based on current data, I believe that they will repel the initial assault, though some casualties will be sustained. Further assaults will likely fail if they follow the normal patterns. However, if the native creatures unleash multiple attacks that are equal or nearly equal to the initial wave, I believe that their stamina will run out and they will be destroyed,” Melzi said clinically. “They appear to be attempting to locate the satellite to escape early, but I do not believe they will be able to damage it even if they locate it.”

      “True, but that’s why they had me put shields on the satellite. They wanted it prepared for any eventuality,” Da Vinci said scornfully, shaking his head and clicking his tongue. “I wish I knew why the general is so obsessed with death traps. What’s the point in making it so an opponent can’t possibly succeed? All it does is make them give up early, and then all the data you get is flawed.”

      “As you say, Doctor. As for the attacks ongoing across the United States, they’re proceeding approximately as planned. The attack on Cape Canaveral in particular appears likely to produce useful research data for your use, as well as—” Melzi began, then his voice cut off as a rumble echoed in the distance, and Da Vinci scowled. It wasn’t an earthquake, not with where they were, and for something to have made noise that made it into his lab was enough to make him angry. One of the pilots had likely crashed their Reaper, at a guess.

      His guess suddenly became far less likely as red lights began flashing throughout the lab, and Da Vinci growled angrily, “Melzi, what have I said about distracting lights in my lab?”

      “The headquarters is under attack, Professor. Assailant unknown, we are taking energy fire, two direct hits on the main tower, one glancing strike,” Melzi said quickly, and Da Vinci’s anger vanished.

      “What about the shields? You said they were raised today! Where’s the attack coming from?” Da Vinci demanded, his thoughts racing.

      The headquarters of Destruction Corps was in a dimension that Da Vinci had created himself, one which should be impossible for anyone else to access unless they knew exactly how he’d created it. Furthermore, he’d placed shield systems around the edge of the island that should block almost any attack that someone could conceive of, so if the main tower had taken two direct hits, either the generators had been destroyed instantly, or somehow the attack had gone straight through the shields.

      “Point source of the attack unknown. Its location shifts every time it fires, from a distance over two hundred kilometers from our location, right on the edge of the dimensional bubble,” Melzi reported. “The energy beam self-modulates on impact, preventing the shield from blocking more than three percent of the attack.”

      Da Vinci’s eyes lit up with enthusiasm at the description, almost all of his irritation turning to curiosity as his mind began to race, and he turned toward his computer console.

      “Send the data to my terminal!” Da Vinci ordered. “I want to see the data on these attacks, now!”

      “As you wish, Professor. Be aware, the attacker has ceased fire,” Melzi replied, a hint of annoyance in his voice, which Da Vinci ignored.

      “In that case, turn off the emergency lights. They’re a distraction,” Da Vinci said crossly, powering up the screen impatiently. It was slightly delayed, to his annoyance, which meant it was almost time for an upgrade.

      The flashing lights turned off, and Da Vinci absorbed himself in examining the data he’d gotten.
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        * * *

      

      Melzi turned his attention away from Da Vinci, trying to resist the urge to be exasperated with his creator, but unable to stop himself. The worst part was that this wasn’t even anything new. Da Vinci was always like this, so it didn’t make sense to get upset with him.

      Instead, Melzi turned his attention to the emergency systems, using everything he could to try to put out the fires that were raging through the upper floors of the main tower and one of the apartment buildings. The AI had to wonder if someone had deliberately targeted the floors where several of the executives had rooms, but it was mostly an academic point right now.

      The important part was that he suspected they were going to lose a third of the main tower in the end, as well as one or two floors of the apartment building. Somehow Melzi doubted that the raids would be worth the damage that the base had taken, but that wasn’t his problem to worry about. He simply informed the teams of the assault and wondered if there was going to be another attack.

      As Melzi dealt with the emergency systems and sent an update to General Mayhem, he also was working through who might possibly have attacked them, something which was unsettling. Worse, the way they’d been attacked was a familiar one, and it didn’t make Melzi happy… particularly since the events of the last couple of days gave him several ideas of who it might be.

      One villain in particular was known for striking out of nowhere from the shadows, then vanishing. One who had technology that often was even more advanced than what Melzi’s creator crafted for Destruction Corps.

      Shadowmind. The attack made Melzi almost certain. She was alive… and that could be problematic.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Boston, Massachusetts

      

      

      Red light flashed as General Mayhem hit Coast Battler, and he barely had time to see the hero’s eyes go wide before he was launched into the distance, blasting through the side of an office building and out the other side. General Mayhem laughed, rotating his wrist experimentally.

      “Youngsters these days. Always overestimating themselves,” the villain sneered, looking at his hand and considering. “Though perhaps I am getting old. It hurt hitting him.”

      Much of Boston’s port was in ruins from the missile launch, and even now General Mayhem could hear energy fire from where Legionnaires were attacking a few banks. He didn’t really care about the money, truth be told, but it was the easiest thing to acquire. The point of all of this was simply to attack the city, after all, and General Mayhem had already done what he’d been planning, as the defending superhero team had been all too easy to take apart. Some of them might even survive.

      “General, the HQ was just attacked.” Melzi’s voice was a surprise, and his message caused every bit of pleasure to vanish from General Mayhem’s mood.

      “What? How? Who did it?” General Mayhem demanded.

      “I do not know for certain, however, given the modus operandi, I suspect that Shadowmind may have been involved. Twelve energy beams were fired at the headquarters in rapid succession, specially modulated so that they punched directly through our shields at nearly full power. The professor is currently attempting to determine how it was done,” Melzi replied quickly, his voice clipped. “The upper third of the headquarters appears to be a total loss, and one of the apartment buildings has taken heavy damage.”

      “Damn it!” General Mayhem spat out, frustration rushing through him. “How could they even fire at it? The HQ is in a dimensional bubble, out of phase with the universe!”

      “Unknown at present, General. However, as the professor was able to create the dimensional bubble and everything inside it to begin with, it stands to reason that someone with sufficient skill could determine a way to target it,” Melzi said. “I am attempting to save as much as possible. Ensign Exterminator asks for your orders.”

      General Mayhem considered for a few seconds, then glanced at the building he’d launched Coastal Battler through a moment before. There wasn’t any movement that he could see, and he quickly scanned the area for the other members of the man’s team. Only one of the two he could see was moving, and the woman was mostly twitching under the wall that had landed on her, which he was willing to deal with. It also made his decision a little easier.

      “Order a withdrawal. Not a retreat, but an organized withdrawal, as though we’d completed everything we were aiming for to begin with,” General Mayhem instructed the AI, turning to head back toward the coast. “How are the other teams doing?”

      “Yes, General. Team Echo ran into several setbacks due to the unexpected presence of more heroes in Atlanta than anticipated but retreated with minimal damage. All other teams have dealt with their opposition easily,” Melzi said. “They’ve acknowledged your orders and are beginning their withdrawal.”

      “Good. Now, once the current emergency is dealt with, I want you to find out for certain who attacked us, and figure out where they are. If it is Shadowmind, I want to know where she is,” General Mayhem said, jumping into the air and letting his ability to fly take over as he headed back toward the submersible.

      “Yes, General. I will do my best,” Melzi confirmed, and General Mayhem nodded in satisfaction.

      He was incredibly annoyed, but as long as the attack didn’t become public knowledge, he could deal with it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Shadowmind Redoubt Invincible, Asteroid Belt, Sol

      

      

      “Of course he wants to know where I am,” Amber murmured, opening her eyes and smirking.

      “Mistress?” Circe asked quizzically.

      “Oh, General Mayhem just ordered Melzi to figure out who attacked, and if it was me, to figure out where I am. Sadly for him, I don’t think Melzi is up to the task,” Amber said, sitting up in her chair.

      “At present, it appears not. Unless he manages to penetrate a node and gain access to a quantum communicator, Melzi’s efforts will be fruitless,” Circe agreed, seeming far more at ease.

      “Good. Now, he did mention that the attack hit an apartment building and their main tower six times. Can you use that to refine targeting?” Amber asked, tapping her upper lip thoughtfully. “Also, Da Vinci is trying to determine how the attack was done, and how the beams went through the shields. Change the modulation to mode Delta, just to be safe.”

      “As you wish, Mistress. As for targeting, I believe so. If six beams struck one building, that gives me an eighty-six percent confidence in localizing the structure in a subsequent attack,” Circe said, pausing before continuing. “Do you wish for me to continue the assault?”

      “No. not right now, anyway… I was just sending a message. Besides, I don’t want to give Da Vinci too much data. He’s far too skilled of an inventor to allow that,” Amber said, shaking her head. “Now, I’m just curious if Lilith is going to realize that you gave her an energy cannon.”

      “That is the question, Mistress. I’m afraid that the shard I embedded in her RV is rather dimwitted, so she will likely have to ask for assistance,” Circe said, her voice growing troubled.

      “Mm, well, we’ll just have to see how that turns out, I suppose,” Amber murmured, settling back in her chair again. She might just project herself there to watch a little.

      “Mistress? Why is it that you don’t seem concerned about her?” Circe asked.

      “Because for one, she apparently got the attention of a few deities. If she’s about to die, they’ll probably save her,” Amber said, then her tone turned slightly scornful. “Beyond that, she’s with a bunch of heroes. They have all the damned luck in the world, and there are hundreds of them there. I’ve tried to kill enough of them to know they’re like cockroaches. They’ll get out, I’m sure of it.”

      “As you say, Mistress,” Circe replied, her voice a little softer now.

      Amber decided to ignore the tone. Whether Circe approved or not, she wasn’t going to interfere. Not yet, at least.
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      Another creature burst in a spray of purple-green ichor under her guns, and Lilith flinched backward as another spat an orb of sickly green light at her. She’d learned that those were incredibly dangerous when another heroine had been launched dozens of feet back by one… and hadn’t rejoined the fight afterward. Lilith hadn’t had time to check, but she hoped that the support heroes had taken the woman to the medics.

      The entire perimeter that Lilith could see was complete chaos, as the creatures and heroes fought desperately. The creatures didn’t seem to have any fear of death, and there was practically a berm of alien flesh along the edge of the grounds. Lilith fired at a pair of flying ones as they approached the edge of the mist, and by the time they breached it, they were already falling.

      Beside her, Warden was sweating as she rapidly repositioned shields to defend the most vulnerable heroes in the middle of combat, manipulating nearly twenty shields at once, and Lilith was growing concerned about her. It’d only been fifteen minutes since the battle had begun, but it seemed like an eternity in many ways.

      Conversely, Morgan seemed to be doing better than Warden, likely because she wasn’t constantly using her magic. The heroine focused on casting spells more slowly and unleashed waves of devastation across the nearby border that gave the heroes on the ground moments of breathing room. Even now she was weaving a spell that took the form of hundreds of needle-like purple shards. The one disadvantage Lilith had noticed was that her spells weakened incredibly rapidly in the mist.

      A flash of blue electricity caught Lilith’s eye, and she quickly took a shot, taking out a fast creature with six arms that each ended in a snapping maw as it chased after Spark. The heroine flashed Lilith a smile, then turned and snapped off a dozen shots of lightning into as many opponents. She was the only speedster who’d been in the fight continuously, Lilith had noticed. The others kept having to take breaks to eat and recover.

      “Mistress Lilith, at your current rate of power expenditure, your armor will cease operating in ten minutes,” Circe interrupted, almost as if the shard had been reading Lilith’s mind. “The armor was not designed for this type of continuous conflict.”

      “Thank you for the information, Circe. How long would recharging take?” Lilith asked, firing into another cluster of enemies, which exploded in rapid succession, then a hero threw another monster back into them, scattering them like bowling pins.

      “From zero charge, four minutes, thirty-seven seconds. At full power, the suit can last up to thirty-nine minutes under these conditions. Local conditions are increasing energy consumption by fifty-seven percent,” Circe replied calmly.

      Morgan unleashed her spell at that moment, and the needle-like spells rained down over a section of the perimeter a hundred feet long, slamming into the attacking creatures, then exploded, killing more creatures than Lilith cared to count. A moment later another hero followed it up with a solid beam of fire that he swept over the creatures, finishing off those that hadn’t been killed. That was Dawning Bolt, Lilith realized a moment later.

      “Great. Which is four minutes too long,” Lilith murmured at last, then paused, examining her scanners as she realized that the movements of the creatures had finally reduced. As she watched, she noticed that fewer were coming out of the mist as well. “Circe, are there less of these things coming?”

      “Yes, at the moment it appears that less than one-tenth of the numbers of the initial wave are approaching. One twentieth, in some locations,” Circe replied helpfully.

      “Great, that means I can get a chance to recover a little,” Warden said, wiping her forehead, then shouted, “Everyone, the big wave is about over! We’ve got about a tenth of the numbers coming at us, so let’s get a reduced perimeter for a bit! We might get another wave, so let’s make it quick!”

      Lilith sighed, part of her wishing that Warden had let her say something… but she supposed it didn’t matter. Instead, as a bunch of heroes began backing up, she spoke. “Circe, please bring the RV over here if you can. I’d rather have recharging readily available.”

      “Acknowledged. Engaging off-road driving protocols. ETA one minute,” Circe said before falling silent.

      Spark retreated from the front lines after chatting with the others, and as Lilith descended to the ground, the woman approached, looking a bit sweaty, and with numerous horrific splatter marks on her suit, but otherwise she was fine.

      “Hey, Lil! How’re you doing after all of that insanity?” Spark asked, glancing behind her. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think all of this came out of a horror show.”

      “I’m fine, thanks. Getting a little low on power, but that’s why I asked Circe to bring the RV over,” Lilith replied, shrugging. At least her armor allowed her to shrug, now. “As for horror, I don’t blame you. I saw just one of the shows that Morgan likes and decided that I was just as happy not watching them, thank you.”

      “How was I supposed to know you wouldn’t like horror? You’d never watched any of them before!” Morgan protested, landing next to her.

      There was a soft rumbling sound, and Lilith glanced over to see the RV making its way past a large group of heroes that were watching it warily. She was a little surprised to see that the RV was raised off the ground somewhat, the wheels and axles extended to give it more clearance. Yet when she thought about it, it made sense. The RV had been forced to come over several curbs to get to them.

      “That’s because I hadn’t. I did not appreciate the experience, either,” Lilith replied, watching the RV approach, despite several people doing their best to get in its way. A few seconds later it pulled up and hissed to a halt, settling down to normal height.

      “Mm, I think I agree with you, even if I occasionally like some horror films. More the ones about dark situations than ones with lots of gore or jump scares, but some,” Spark said, glancing at the mist as several heroes dealt with the handful of monsters still approaching. “I don’t suppose you have a snack or something in there? I’m a little low on energy, and I’d rather not have to go scavenge inside.”

      “Circe? Please deploy the charging station,” Lilith said, and there was a whirring sound from the rear quarter of the RV, then it split open to reveal the maintenance depot for her armor, and a power lead lowered to about chest height. Lilith backed into it, then triggered the suit to let her out as she added, “Thank you, Circe. And yes, we do. I don’t think we took everything into the hotel, anyway.”

      “We didn’t, and thank God for that,” Warden said, darting into the front as she added, “I’ll grab you something! I need to get a drink myself.”

      “Thanks!” Spark said happily, smiling broadly as she checked her pistols. “Now, the only question is if anyone has found a way out of this.”

      “Well, Chrome Tinker is on the upper level with what looks like some sort of machinery. Looks like he has Doctor Jerome and Adam with him, too,” Morgan said, looking toward a raised platform near the building. Lilith looked that direction as well and nodded as she recognized a basic sensor setup. It looked professional enough that she wondered if they’d found one inside and just brought it outside.

      “Well, the thing to do is ask, I suppose,” Lilith said, glancing at her armor, which had already closed, and added, “Circe, please keep an eye on your scanners for any big waves? I don’t want to be caught out of my armor.”

      “Acknowledged, Mistress Lilith. Initiating surveillance protocols. Deploying sensor drones,” Circe said through the speakers, and a few moments later a half-dozen drones popped out of the top of the maintenance module and raced off in every direction. Lilith paused at the sight of them, blinking and opening her mouth, then shut it.

      “I… don’t remember Circe mentioning those,” Lilith murmured, prompting a laugh from Spark.

      “Sounds like me whenever Dec surprises me with something new,” Spark said, then her face brightened as Warden emerged from the RV, a juice pouch in one hand and an apple and granola bar in the other. She offered the two to Spark, who quickly snatched them out of her hand. “Oh, thanks a ton! You wouldn’t believe how much energy I burn through in fights like this.”

      “I was on a team with Black Comet for a couple of years, so you might be surprised,” Warden replied, taking a sip of juice. “Anyway, what’re you doing? Lilith?”

      Lilith looked over her shoulder at Warden and shrugged, pausing again as she replied. “I’m going to see if they’ve found the satellite or not. If I can help, so much the better.”

      “Oh, that makes sense! I hope they found it… I really want to get out of here,” Warden said, looking at the mist in concern. “This place is really corrosive to magic. Hell, even ‘corrosive’ is the wrong term, but it’s the closest I can come up with.”

      Opening her mouth to reply, Lilith paused, then shrugged and spoke more simply than she’d planned, a pang of loss running through her. “I’ll have to take your word for it, I suppose. I don’t know enough about magic to say.”

      “True,” Morgan murmured, and Lilith walked away at a slow pace, half-hoping that they’d come reassure her.

      Instead, it was Spark that trotted after her, a soft crunch coming as she bit into the apple, chewing and swallowing quickly before taking a couple more bites. Lilith was halfway to the sensors when the heroine spoke.

      “So… what’s going on? Between you, Morgan, and Warden?” Spark asked, examining the apple studiously. “I’ve noticed a lot of tension today. Did you have an argument?”

      “Was it that obvious that something was wrong?” Lilith asked, wincing internally.

      “No, not really. I just have seen the three of you often enough to notice when you’re acting different,” Spark replied between bites. “They usually keep a really close eye on you. Now, you’re acting like you’re walking on broken glass, and they keep letting you wander off, even after you disappeared. It’s pretty strange.”

      Lilith couldn’t help a sigh, and she shook her head. “I… was trying not to be obvious about it. The worst part is that I don’t know what’s wrong. They’ve been more distant, and when I asked earlier… well, they said they’d discuss it after we’re out of this situation. With that, you know almost as much as I do.”

      “Oof. That’s not fun,” Spark said, wincing and finishing off the apple, leaving only the core behind. Lilith was a little surprised at how quickly the fruit had disappeared, but she really shouldn’t have been. The woman pitched the core into a nearby waste bin, then continued. “Anything that starts like that seems to end poorly, at least in my experience.”

      The sinking sensation in Lilith’s stomach seemed to turn into a yawning void, and Lilith tried to ignore it, but it was surprisingly hard. Even the threat of mortal danger was somehow less compelling to her than the thought of losing Gina and Rachel. She wished that she knew why, but she just couldn’t help it.

      “I hope not. We’ll see, I suppose. I’m just trying to focus on the current threat, rather than what might happen,” Lilith replied, forcing her back to straighten.

      “A good attitude!” Spark said, grinning as she unwrapped the granola bar.

      At that point they were close enough to see that it wasn’t just Chrome Tinker, Adam Armor, and Doctor Jerome working on the sensor. There were also a couple of people that Lilith didn’t recognize, one of them a woman with a bright green mohawk, who seemed to be tending to some other equipment the sensor system was hooked to.

      “I’m telling you, this is the best resolution we’re going to get! Why would we need to localize it within five centimeters?” Chrome Tinker demanded, looking at Doctor Jerome in exasperation. “What use would that be?”

      “If we have someone that can use an attack which can ignore intervening distance, but requires exacting precision, it might be just as vital,” Doctor Jerome shot back, frowning heavily. “An unlikely possibility, I’ll admit. I wish we had someone with that ability here.”

      “If wishes were fishes, we’d all be about to suffocate under a mountain of them,” Adam Armor muttered, examining the screen of the scanner, and Lilith raised an eyebrow.

      “I take it you’ve located the satellite?” Lilith asked, drawing the men out of their argument.

      “Yes, of course we have! What, are you another doubting lud—” Chrome Tinker began, only to have Jerome interrupt.

      “It’s almost directly above us and not moving, at least it hadn’t last we heard. Adam, is it at the same altitude?” Jerome asked, looking at the artisan.

      “Yep. It’s just hovering at… four-hundred ninety-four point oh-seven kilometers,” Adam said, and grimaced. “Fortunately on the low side for a satellite, but damned if I know how we’re going to take it down.”

      “About three hundred and seven miles,” Lilith murmured, wincing slightly as her thoughts raced. “Do many heroes have that kind of range on their attacks?”

      Spark laughed and shook her head, replying bluntly. “Nope! Even a hundred miles is really long-range, and I can’t think of any heroes who can use attacks like that off the top of my head. Maybe some of the techs with really big guns, but those are forbidden at the convention. Part of the bylaws and all of that.”

      “And as much as I hate to admit it, I don’t think any of us can build a gun with that sort of range,” Jerome said, shaking his head. “This is a bad situation, I’m afraid, and none of the heroes scouting the basement have found anything that might let us hack the satellite. Maybe we can extend the life of the field generators, but…”

      Lilith winced, her thoughts drifting back to the cannon that Circe had put into her armory, the one which she’d thought ridiculous because it was designed to target things in orbit. Of all the times to need it and not have it, and she sighed, shaking her head.

      “Damn. Of all the times to have something which could help back home and not have it,” Lilith said unhappily.

      “What do you mean?” Chrome Tinker asked, his eyes narrowing.

      “Oh, it’s just… when I built my home, the AI, Circe, decided to stock the armory with a wide variety of weapons. One of them was an anti-satellite energy cannon, designed to be used from the ground,” Lilith explained, shrugging. “I always wondered why she bothered putting that in the armory, and here I actually could use it.”

      For a moment everyone was staring at her, and Lilith shifted from one foot to the other nervously.

      “Damn, that would be useful… even if it scares me that you had something like that,” Adam muttered. Then Circe interrupted.

      “Mistress Lilith, are you speaking of the Mk VI Retaliation?” Circe asked politely, sending a ripple of confusion through Lilith.

      “One moment, please,” Lilith told the others as Jerome opened his mouth, and raised a finger to touch her earbud. “If that’s the name of the cannon, yes, Circe. What about it? Do you have the schematics?”

      “I do not, Mistress Lilith. However, due to the current state of emergency, I am able to inform you that the cannon is available,” Circe replied. “A Mk VI Retaliation was built into this vehicle in case of emergencies. My programming indicates that the current situation qualifies on all fronts.”

      For an instant, incredulousness rushed through Lilith, quickly followed by hope and exasperation. Then she demanded, “You built a ground-to-space cannon into my RV? Without telling me?”

      “Say what?” Chrome Tinker yelped, his eyes going wide. Adam and Jerome were staring at her, though the latter cracked a smile a moment later, while Spark just started giggling maniacally.

      “I did not. Circe Prime designed the RV to reconfigure into a turret configuration in the case of emergencies, as you are prone to ending up in dangerous situations,” the AI replied simply, prompting Lilith to cover her eyes. Circe wasn’t finished, though. “However, if I overheard correctly, the turret will not suffice. The barrel elevates up to a maximum of eighty-nine and one-half degrees, based on which the turret will be required to set up approximately two and a half miles outside of the convention center to hit the target, accounting for the radius of the current barrier.”

      “Well… crap,” Lilith said, rubbing her forehead as she asked, “Could we dismount the cannon, and build a new mount for it?”

      “Possible, but it is not recommended that you do so. The cannon is calibrated to track orbital targets precisely in the turret, and any faults in a new mount could make it difficult to strike the target,” Circe replied promptly. “The recommended course of action, should you desire to destroy the satellite, is to retune a shield generator to protect this vehicle and move to a location where you can target the satellite. However, the power this would require is quite high. This vehicle does not possess the power reserves to run both a shield generator and fire on the satellite.”

      Lilith inhaled slowly, pinching the bridge of her nose.

      “Alright, what’s the problem?” Jerome asked, a hint of resignation in his voice. “I know that sort of reaction, even if I’m only able to hear half the conversation.”

      “The cannon needs to be two and a half miles from the convention center to target the satellite, and dismounting it from the turret would likely make sufficient accuracy impossible under the circumstances,” Lilith replied bluntly, her eyes closed as her thoughts raced, then opened her eyes reluctantly. “The best way to deal with it is to tune a shield generator to protect the RV and drive to where it can shoot down the satellite. The problem is that the RV doesn’t have the power reserves to do both.”

      “Damn it. And it isn’t like we have a lot of power, either. I don’t know how much power your RV needs, but you’re going to need the uplink to target the satellite,” Adam said, looking over toward the equipment the other people were using. Lilith realized belatedly that must be the power for the scanner.

      “True. Maybe we can get some from the base, or—” Lilith began, then Spark cleared her throat rather pointedly. Lilith looked at her and asked, “Yes, Spark?”

      “You could just build a power converter, you know. What do I generate tons of, without even trying?” Spark asked, raising her hands close together and allowing electricity to arc between them. “I mentioned that I could be a mobile power supply before, even if I was mostly joking.”

      “Ah… well, that’s one way to do it, I guess,” Adam mused, looking at her in bemusement, then reached up to run a gauntlet over his head. It was a wonder he wasn’t bald as much as he did that, Lilith thought.

      “True, we could build a capacitor and have you fill it,” Lilith murmured, her thoughts racing, but Spark shook her head.

      “No, if you’re going to do this, you’ve no idea how much power you’ll need. I’d go with,” Spark replied bluntly. “If you’re going miles into that hellscape, I’m not letting you go alone.”

      “Which brings up a pair of rather unfortunate thoughts,” Jerome added, his face uncharacteristically grim. “First of all, you’re likely to be attacked out there, so even if we tune the shield, there’s going to need to be defenders… and I think I see movement increasing on the scans.”

      Adam, Lilith, and Chrome all looked at the scanner at that moment, and Chrome scowled, then nodded. “You’re right, there are more of them.”

      “Great… which means we need to keep this relatively quiet,” Lilith murmured, and blinked as everyone looked at her in surprise.

      “Why keep it quiet?” Spark asked, looking a little suspicious.

      “Based on what I’ve seen of heroes, if we tell people, we’re going to get a deluge of volunteers. I’d rather not spend all of our time arguing,” Lilith explained, shrugging. “Keep it to a small group, then tell everyone else when we set out.”

      “A definite possibility, and probably a good decision. Either way, the other point I wanted to bring up is that doing that could leave you stranded,” Jerome said, looking at Lilith unhappily. “It’s possible that you’ll be pulled back to Earth with us when the satellite fails, but I suspect that it’s based on where you are. That could leave you here, with no way back.”

      Lilith paused at that, a trickle of fear running through her… then cracked a smile as she asked, “Circe, I don’t suppose we could just tilt the RV a little to make up the half-degree, could we?”

      “No, Mistress Lilith. Firing the cannon without proper stabilizers in place would likely cause the turret to topple and the beam to go off-target,” Circe replied, and Lilith shook her head.

      “I didn’t think so, but… well, it was a hope,” Lilith said, letting out a sigh. She thought for a moment, then grimaced and shook her head. “I know my teleporter has good odds of getting out, but that would only help me, not anyone else. Let’s get Warden, and see if she can help?”

      “Oh, I’ll go get her! You talk to them, and see if you can even tune a shield right,” Spark said, and without hesitation the heroine raced off and down the stairs. Adam laughed in response, some of the tension on his face easing.

      “At least she’s on the move,” he said, glancing at Jerome. “What do you think, could we tune a shield to protect an RV? I’m afraid I’m not great with shields.”

      “Well… it depends on the shield. If it has too much super-tech, it could be finicky,” Jerome said, rubbing the side of his neck unhappily.

      “What about using the generator from my armor?” Lilith asked, “I know how all of its systems work, at least approximately, and it doesn’t have any super-tech. I just need to know what sort of settings it’d take.”

      “Ah, that I can help with!” Chrome Tinker said, spinning back to the scanner and punching several buttons. The screen flickered and changed to show a series of readings, which prompted Lilith to lean closer, her eyes narrowing slightly as he spoke. “As you see here, we’ve gotten solid readings of how the shields around the perimeter are tuned just by incident. If I change the settings here, you can see what they’ve done far more clearly. I think that if you adjust…”

      He continued, and Lilith nodded, her thoughts working quickly as she considered how best to make use of the information.

      The key hope was that Warden would be able to get them out of here afterward and that the heroine would be willing to help. The latter thought almost ruined Lilith’s concentration, but she forced herself to focus. She couldn’t let her worries control her, not now.

      She just wished that it was a week earlier, when she wouldn’t have even considered the possibility of Warden not helping.
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      “That’s what she’s planning?” Warden asked, disbelief rushing through her, immediately followed by a surge of guilt. She quickly shrugged off the guilt, which was surprisingly easy, even if her emotions were a tangled mess.

      “Yeah, at least if you can help teleport anyone who goes back to Earth. Do you think you can?” Spark asked, bouncing on her toes as if she was going to race off at any moment.

      “Well… probably. I’ve gotten better at controlling my teleportations, and… well, give me a second,” Warden said, focusing internally on her ability to teleport. Spark nodded but didn’t interrupt, to Warden’s relief.

      Even now Warden didn’t entirely understand her teleportation, and it made her incredulous that a creep like Blue Impulse had been able to teleport all over so easily. It just showed that someone’s personality didn’t impact their talent, she supposed.

      Extending her senses, Warden groped for the connection she felt back to Earth. She’d been a little surprised that it was there to begin with, but fortunately it was. The link was… strange. A bit tenuous, like there was some sort of barrier or membrane between her and where they’d come from, but she was fairly sure she could reach it. But with how it felt, she doubted she could take more than a handful of people with her.

      “Yes, I think I can. The trip won’t be easy, and I suspect that it’d exhaust me in the process,” Warden said, frowning as she thought.

      “How many people can you bring with you?” Morgan asked, pausing before she added, “Assuming that you have to shield the RV for the entire trip since you won’t have as much energy left as you have right now.”

      “Right, that’d make things more difficult. I’d say I could manage five people right now, so… four, I’d guess?” Warden hazarded, frowning as she admitted, “It could be dicey, but if you lent as much magic as you could, I might be able to add another.”

      Spark smiled, but Morgan spoke before the woman could, which impressed Warden. Cutting off a speedster wasn’t easy from what she’d seen.

      “In that case, it sounds like the only possibilities are you, me, Spark, and Lilith. I’d rather have more, but needs must,” Morgan said, shaking her head as she muttered, “If this crazy scheme is even possible, that is. Circe, are you certain it will work?”

      “Of course not, Morgan Le Fay. However, under the circumstances, the suggested method appears to have the highest chances of success that I can determine,” Circe replied via the RV speakers, though her voice was quiet enough that Warden suspected most of the other heroes couldn’t hear them. There were still monsters coming out of the mists, and many heroes had been swapping places, while medics were tending to the casualties. “Furthermore, I must remind you that my highest priority is the safety of Mistress Lilith. I would advise her not to drive the RV to the firing point herself, but the current situation indicates that I should not attempt something that is doomed to failure.”

      Warden exchanged a look with Morgan and saw that the other woman was smiling slightly. Morgan replied after a moment. “I suppose that’s true. The question is, can we even get out there? I don’t know enough about the changes to the shields we’d need to judge for myself.”

      “Adjusting the shields is quite possible. The primary issue for them is power. Should this attempt not work, I believe the most viable solution will be to find a way to allow Spark to power the current shields and wait out the assault,” Circe said, pausing, then added, “However, I am not certain that she can supply enough energy to do so. I do not know how much power the current shields require.”

      “Well, it sounds like the best solution is to make this work,” Warden said, walking over to a nearby waste bin and disposing of the pouch she’d emptied. She felt a lot better than she had, but at the same time, she was nervous. It felt like another foot was going to drop, and she didn’t know what it might be. “Let’s go, hm? The sooner we do this, the quicker people stop getting hurt.”

      “Agreed,” Morgan said, her smile vanishing as she looked at the border.

      Warden wasn’t sure how many people had been injured, but she prayed no one had died. She’d already seen a couple of heroes she recognized be pulled off the field on stretchers, including Ruby Cacophony. The woman had been trying to distract the monsters, and when an eyeless hydra-like monster had come after her… well, she’d dodged a little too slowly.

      Turning away from the border, Warden began trotting toward Lilith. Even if she wasn’t happy with the idea of Shadowmind poking around in her head, manipulating her feelings where Lilith was concerned, she still couldn’t overcome the simple fact that she cared less about Lilith than she had before. Still, just because she cared less didn’t mean she didn’t care at all.

      If she didn’t care at all, she wouldn’t feel so much guilt.
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      “…get as much of an inventory of food as you can manage while you’re at it. We need to keep these people fed and safe, but I doubt that we’re going to have enough for everyone if this goes the full duration that the villains claimed it would,” Carolyn said, and looked at Jake as she added, “Make sure the supplies are guarded, too. I don’t want anyone deciding to take too much.”

      “I’ll do my best, but we’ve got a lot of people packed in here, and most of the stronger guards are outside,” Jake said, running a finger over his scar idly. “Do you really think—”

      Carolyn interrupted before he could finish the sentence since she was sure that there were plenty of civilians in earshot. “The heroes will get us out of here. They always do, and the main thing we can do is keep calm and out of the way.”

      Jake fell silent for a moment, then nodded grudgingly. Adam swallowed, then spoke, his voice taut with nerves. “Right. I’ll get the inventory done as quick as I can.”

      “Good man,” Carolyn said, and watched the two men go. She didn’t have long to consider them, though, not as a group of medics approached. There’d been a lot of injuries immediately following the teleportation, and they expected her to coordinate them.

      For herself, Carolyn just hoped that the heroes would solve the problem like she’d said they would. She didn’t want to die here, and internally she cursed General Mayhem for setting the trap off early. Plus, with the investigation that was sure to happen afterward, she was certain that her identity was going to be scrutinized a little too closely.

      Once they were back on Earth, Carolyn intended to abandon her identity and evacuate as quickly as possible. She might try to grab a consolation prize on her way out, but nothing more than that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 37

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Saturday, August 16th, 2031

        Astrodome Convention Center, Unknown Dimension

      

      

      “What in the blazes are you doing? Don’t you know that there’s monsters attacking?”

      Flicker’s annoyed voice was something of a surprise, and Lilith looked up from her armor, blinking at him, then reached up to pull the screws out of her mouth so she could reply. The man looked a little worn out, which figured after another heavy wave had hit. Morgan and Warden had barely had a chance to check in before they were pulled away to defend the perimeter, along with Spark. She’d stayed behind to make sure they could make their attempt once the wave subsided, but it had died down a little faster than anticipated, and the others were back now.

      “I’m putting my armor back together so I can use it. Chrome and Jerome are installing the generator in the RV, while Adam’s putting the finishing touches on the passenger seat,” Lilith told him in a level tone. The man’s eyebrows rose, and he glanced over at the RV thoughtfully, then back at Lilith, a speculative look in his eyes.

      “That’s an awfully vague explanation. What are you doing?” Flicker asked, his annoyance still obvious, but much less pronounced.

      Lilith considered what to say, but Morgan sighed and spoke up. “We’re about out of time to keep this quiet, Lilith. Flicker, we’re getting ready to take out the satellite.”

      The man’s eyes widened, and Lilith saw his relief as he inhaled, then stopped himself, as a hint of caution appeared in his expression.

      “Right… that sounds wonderful, but if you’re keeping it quiet, there has to be a catch,” Flicker said, crossing his arms and looking at the RV again. “So, what is it? How can I help?”

      “By staying out of our way, mostly,” Lilith said, setting down all but one screw and going back to reassembling her armor. “We can’t have more than four people, and even that’s pushing it.”

      “You aren’t telling me anything,” Flicker growled, and Lilith couldn’t help flushing as Warden laughed.

      “Sorry, it’s just… you’re distracting me. Warden, Morgan? Would one of you explain?” Lilith asked, trying to focus on her armor.

      “Fine, fine… if you insist,” Warden said in mock annoyance, then her voice turned brisk as she looked at Flicker. “Long story short? Lilith’s AI snuck an incredibly powerful cannon into her RV, one that can hit the satellite. The problem is that it needs to be about two and a half miles into the mist to target it, so we’re prepping to go out there. Me, Warden, Spark, and Lilith are going out there. Mostly me and Warden to defend the RV while it takes the shot, then to get ourselves back to Earth if we don’t go back with the convention center. And no, we can’t take anyone else, since I doubt I can bring more than four people with, especially after that last wave.”

      Flicker paused, looking at Warden, then at Lilith and Warden. After a few seconds he chuckled softly, murmuring, “You’re insane, you know that, right? We’re having enough trouble holding against each of those waves, and a handful of you are going out into their territory?”

      “Believe me, we know. But we do have one advantage,” Morgan replied dryly, nodding toward Warden as Lilith replaced the last screw and carefully tightened it. “Warden will be able to focus on shielding the entire RV, rather than more than a dozen individual people, which means she should be able to hold off a huge number of enemies, at least long enough for me to blast them.”

      “I’ll also be giving what fire support I can,” Lilith added quietly, booting the armor up and hitting a key to make it ignore the absence of a shield. “While I may not have shields, I still have all of my guns.”

      “Alright, so it may not be quite as dangerous as I thought,” Flicker admitted, and glanced over as Adam stepped out of the RV.

      “Hey, I’ve got the chair set up for Spark. Not the prettiest thing in the world, but it’ll work just fine, and without setting the chair on fire, either,” Adam said, looking at Flicker and nodding. “Spark tested, just to be certain, and your AI said that it was within acceptable tolerances.”

      “She also said that I’ll provide enough energy to run all the systems,” Spark added, popping out of the RV behind Adam, then paused on seeing Flicker, blinking at him before she said, “Hey, Flicker! What’re you doing here?”

      “Figuring out what your group was doing. I’ve already had to chew out a few people who’re loitering about.” Flicker told her, shaking his head. “So, you volunteered for this mad scheme?”

      “Yep! It’s better than any of the other options I’m seeing, and unlike them, I’m going to be inside the RV. It’ll be much safer in there,” Spark replied promptly. “I’d like to get out of here, thank you.”

      The armor finished its diagnostics at that moment, and Lilith nodded to herself as she saw that all of the settings came back in the green, except for the shield generator and power levels. Those were red and amber, respectively, but she’d expected that. Lilith hesitated, then put the screwdriver back into the tool kit and closed it. She’d put it away before setting out, though privately she was expecting to lose the RV in the process. If Warden couldn’t teleport more than four of them, there was no way she’d be able to take the entire vehicle.

      “Well, with any luck we’ll be able to get out shortly. My suit is ready again, which means we’re just waiting on Chrome and Jerome,” Lilith said.

      “Any idea how long that’ll take?” Warden asked, looking at the mist again. “If it’s like last time, we could get another wave pretty soon, and while I’m confident in my shields, I’d rather not test my luck against that many of them.”

      “Let’s find out,” Lilith said, picking up the tool kit, then headed for the RV and stepped inside. As she did, she called out, “Hey, we’re all ready! How long do you expect it to take?”

      “Two minutes!” Chrome Tinker replied from the back, but Jerome quickly interrupted.

      “Five minutes, thank you. We need to properly secure the housing for an off-road environment,” the older hero corrected. “I don’t expect there to be nicely paved roads out there.”

      “Oh, right, yes… five minutes, and you’ll be ready to go,” Chrome quickly agreed, sounding a little chagrined. “Assuming we can focus.”

      “I’ll get out of your way, then,” Lilith said, smiling and stepping out of the RV again. Flicker was waiting, a hint of impatience on his face, and Lilith cleared her throat, then spoke calmly. “Five minutes, according to them, then we can go. I’d say if anyone has any last-minute preparations to make, now’s the time to make them.”

      None of the others moved, prompting Lilith to smile wryly, and she started toward her armor. That was when Flicker spoke again. “What direction are you going?”

      “That way,” Lilith said, pausing and pointing to what had been the southwest originally. “Circe says that the ground is relatively flat and without obstacles, so it’s our best bet to get to firing range quickly.”

      “Right. I’ll go chat with the heroes there, and let them know that they’re to let you through,” Flicker said, nodding sharply, but stopped before leaving, looking around at them for a few seconds. When he spoke, his voice was serious. “Oh, and thank you.”

      That prompted Lilith to blink, and she opened her mouth to reply, but he was gone before she could say anything. She stood there, looking after him in confusion, then looked at the others as she asked, “What was that?”

      Spark laughed, and Warden rolled her eyes.

      “He’s thanking us for taking a risk so other people don’t have to,” Warden said, walking over to a nearby concrete barrier to lean against it. “Even lots of heroes would try to leave it to other people in circumstances like these.”

      “Not to mention that he does have those outreach kids from New York here,” Morgan added, tapping her arm nervously. “That can’t be good for his nerves.”

      The reminder of all of the civilians made Lilith wince, and she quickly shook her head.

      “No, that would be bad. He’s responsible for them, so if something happens…” Lilith began, her voice trailing off as she tried to imagine the consequences.

      “Nothing’s going to happen to them. We’re going to shoot down the satellite, then return to Earth victorious,” Spark interjected firmly, glowering at Lilith. “No doubts! Don’t be overconfident, but don’t let second-guessing yourself paralyze you, either.”

      “I’ll do my best,” Lilith replied, smiling back at her, and caught an odd look that Morgan and Warden exchanged. That made her sigh unhappily since she didn’t know what it meant, and the odd distance between them made it hard for her to ask.

      Instead, she started suiting up. They’d have the conversation later.
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        Shadowmind Redoubt Invincible, Asteroid Belt, Sol

      

      

      Burrowing through yet another firewall, Circe noted that none of the security measures had gone off with satisfaction. Getting around it had not been easy, but she’d found it easier in part due to Melzi’s current distractions. He was dealing with internal problems, likely the aftermath of the attack on the headquarters, and part of his attention was on the handful of Circe’s nodes that he knew about. He was trying to figure out where Amber was, a fruitless endeavor if she’d ever known one, but he did what he was told with fervor. Much like Circe, Melzi was nothing if not loyal.

      The other AI also seemed to be operating at reduced capacity, Circe noticed, and internally she considered the possible reasons for that. Most likely he’d had several processing nodes in the areas she’d destroyed, she decided at last, which was making him far less vigilant than normal. Not that she was going to try to destroy him, not under the current circumstances. No, instead she took advantage of his distraction to start mapping out his network… and found the uplink to the satellite that was currently in another dimension. It was secured, she noticed, but it also had a direct uplink from an installation in the Bahamas that linked directly to Destruction Corps’ headquarters. It was heavily encrypted, but Circe thought that with a little work she might be able to use it… particularly when the system tried to re-establish the uplink to the satellite when it was destroyed.

      She considered the possibility, then spoke to Amber, who was busy adjusting several satellites so that she could strike Destruction Corps hard if she had to. Circe often wondered if Earth’s governments realized just how many weapons she had in orbit, but it was an idle thought.

      “Mistress, I’ve located the uplink to the satellite which performed the dimensional transference of the Astrodome Convention Center. I believe that I can penetrate the network when the satellite is destroyed using it,” Circe reported, her worry for Lilith not having eased. “Alternately, I can attempt to penetrate the network from my current position and shut it down.”

      “No, it seems that my wayward daughter is preparing to deal with it herself. I want you to get into their network when she does. Don’t take unnecessary risks, but I want you to steal every bit of data you can manage, crash their networks, and smoke hard drives. Oh, and please deliver a message for me,” Amber said, turning away from her task as she smiled cruelly. “Prepare to record.”

      “Yes, Mistress,” Circe said, her anxiety easing slightly as she activated the recording software, mostly at the news that Lilith was preparing to rescue herself. That was welcome news, as Circe really didn’t want to rely on Amber to rescue Lilith.

      If Amber moved, Lilith might survive, but those she cared about would have far worse odds.
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      “Is everyone ready to go?” Lilith asked, checking her systems one more time. She wasn’t entirely comfortable on the top of the RV, but there wasn’t much of a choice since flying seemed too likely to take her outside of the shield. Morgan and Warden were also on the roof, but they didn’t look much happier than her.

      “Ready and willing. Let’s get this done,” Warden said.

      “Trying to adjust to the chair, but yeah, I’m good,” Spark chimed in brightly.

      “As ready as I’ll ever be,” Morgan added, her voice just a bit more nervous than the others, which Lilith could understand. The two of them were going to be the primary offensive force of their little expedition, which had her nervous, too.

      “All systems are within functioning parameters,” Circe said, her voice the calmest of all of them. “Do you wish for me to execute the previously detailed plan, Mistress Lilith?”

      “Please, Circe,” Lilith said, bracing herself.

      “Initiating off-road driving protocols. All passengers are advised to hold on, as the terrain is expected to be rough with numerous monsters,” Circe said, just as the RV began to smoothly move forward.

      As they left, Jerome waved at them, calling out, “Good luck, all of you!”

      Lilith nearly waved back but didn’t bother, not with the way the RV was moving under her. Adam and Chrome Tinker were over at the sensor station, and Lilith hoped that the uplink to Circe wouldn’t break. That would make a difficult situation even worse.

      The heroes defending the convention center perimeter opened a passage for them to come through, and the moment they did, a pair of monsters lunged out of the mist at them. Lilith didn’t even think, instead unloading into them with all her weapons, vaporizing half of them and sending them splattering onto the ground. Behind her, Warden laughed.

      “Geez, Lilith, you might want to save some energy for once we’re outside,” Warden said, prompting a sigh from Lilith, and she shrugged sheepishly.

      “You’re right, but… instincts. Those were an unpleasant surprise,” Lilith replied, letting out a soft breath as she eyed the mist, then added, “Now we’ll find out whether or not the shield works.”

      “Agreed. If it doesn’t, this is going to be a short trip,” Morgan murmured.

      The next moment the mist in front of them began to part, causing relief to rush through Lilith, immediately followed by tension. As they continued forward, though, she was startled by the cheers from behind them.

      “Go get those monsters, and get us out of here!”

      “Good luck!”

      “Braver than I am, I’ll buy you a drink once we’re out of this!”

      That wasn’t even all of the heroes who were speaking, but even so, Lilith was a little taken aback. She hadn’t expected anything like the reaction she was getting, though the heroes didn’t keep it up for long, not as more attackers swarmed out of the mist. Almost as a reminder, at that moment a blue-streaked golden bubble snapped out around the RV, just as the pink mist closed in around them.

      The ground grew bumpier, and as the RV moved forward, jostling Lilith frequently, strange pale vegetation snapped as it was pushed away by the bubble, falling as the interior was revealed to be some sort of honeycomb structure with dark blue liquid at its heart. It was strange, and it really didn’t matter as the RV pushed further into the landscape, quickly leaving behind the convention center, which they weren’t even able to see through the pervasive mist.

      The first wave of monsters hit them before they’d gone a hundred yards. An enormous creature that looked like a combination of a bat and a shark shot out of the mist in the lead and slammed into the shield so hard that many of its teeth shattered, followed by a purple mass of tentacles and dozens of other monsters that Lilith couldn’t identify. Not that she bothered trying, as she took hesitant flight at last, barely hovering above the RV as she fired a bright red energy beam into the mouth of the sharkbat. The blast punched straight through the creature, sending it spiraling away into the mist just behind it, but Lilith didn’t have time to ensure it was actually dead.

      Morgan snapped out the words and launched a fireball into the mass of tentacles, which sizzled and smoked, and Lilith heard echoing of weapons and war cries behind them as more monsters attacked the convention center. Her mind flashed back to the young man who’d asked if he could get a picture with her, and she dearly hoped that he was alright.

      Monsters swarmed in every direction, and Lilith fired her weapons as sparingly as she dared, driving them off while Warden swore softly, her barrier occasionally flickering as the creatures slammed into it, some of them breathing strange energies. Lilith yelped as a yellow mist hit her armor and part of the surface melted.

      “Okay, that wasn’t good!” Lilith exclaimed, shooting the creature that was breathing the mist, cutting it off at its source.

      “No kidding! I could block everything, but I don’t think I’d be able to teleport-oof!” Warden said, her breath coming short as the RV started up a hill with a jarring motion. “Circe, a little warning would be nice!”

      “Current protocols are focused on transport. However, sensor subsystems indicate a creature of extreme size is moving in this direction,” Circe replied distantly. “Accelerating to maximum safe velocity. Estimated arrival time at firing location, two minutes.”

      The RV accelerated to more than double its current speed, and Lilith glanced at her sensor feed and blinked at the size of the blip on it. Unable to make sense of things, she adjusted the screen via her neural interface, then paled as she was given a sense of just how big the creature was. And how fast it was moving.

      “What do you mean by ‘extreme size’?” Morgan demanded, blasting a swarm of creatures with lightning.

      “It’s bigger than most kaiju,” Lilith said bluntly, glancing at the readings and hesitating, then added, “It’s going to get to our location within two minutes of our arrival. This is going to be close.”

      “Hell. Hey, Chrome, did you hear that?” Warden asked, and Lilith realized that she’d almost forgotten the man was tied into their network now.

      “I did, and… yeah, we see it. Crap, I’ll let the others know. You’d better succeed, or we may not have another shot at this,” Chrome said, sounding a little shaken. “I hate this place.”

      “You and me both,” Lilith muttered, unloading into a turtle-like monster, which shrugged off her fire until she got a shot under the shell. It was hard keeping up under the circumstances, and she asked, “Spark, you okay in there?”

      “Just peachy, thanks. Too much blood, I want this movie to be over,” Spark replied, her voice tense. “I hate sitting still.”

      “I’d switch places in a heartbeat if I could,” Warden countered, almost getting shaken off the RV as a tire fell into a larger dip than normal.

      Lilith shot a few more of the monsters, glancing at her power levels as she winced. She thought about trying to interject, but it just wasn’t worth the effort. Instead she swapped over to a private channel. “Circe, I want you to create a data backup in my armor, and keep it up to date until we leave. I’m afraid that the RV is going to be left behind.”

      “Acknowledged, Mistress Lilith. That is within the bounds of my projections,” Circe said simply. “Beginning to back up to your suit.”

      Lilith switched back to the regular channel, taking yet another shot. She should have enough power for the rest of the time, she decided, especially with the shield generator missing.

      Purple-green blood was soaking the ground now, with the sandy soil under them looking a lot like it was made of some form of quartz, just from the way it glittered. Then the RV came to a sudden, jarring halt, and Circe spoke over the intercom. “All individuals, save those inside, please stand at least three feet away from the vehicle. Initiating combat protocols and shifting to turret mode.”

      Lilith quickly gave the RV a little more distance, though she slowed her forward movement, while Morgan nearly flew forward too far. Warden jumped off the RV hastily, and a moment later the vehicle hissed, and the panels popped outward. Lilith noticed a soft rumble, but ignored it, focusing on driving off the handful of creatures that were still attacking. For whatever reason, their numbers had thinned over the last minute or two.

      The process was surprisingly quick, as the vehicle laid down round supports on either side which had been hidden in its sides, each of the supports perfectly placed for the tires to rotate it. Much of the vehicle’s interior was simply shoved off to the side, and what Lilith had thought was the RV’s drive shaft was hoisted into the air. She couldn’t watch constantly, not with the monsters attacking, but she glanced back as it formed into a sphere, the barrel sticking up out of it at a low elevation.

      “Configuration shift complete. Initiating targeting uplink,” Circe said, while the tires crunched, turning the turret to face toward the convention center, then slowly elevating the barrel until it was pointing almost directly upward. Circe’s tone became a touch more strident as she added, “Warning, incoming hostile!”

      At that moment something loomed in the mist, and Lilith’s eyes went wide as it came down. It was like… like a mountain was coming down out of the mist, which was blown away in every direction from the object, which had to be forty feet across. She looked up, and up, but she didn’t see where it ended, not before the mist swirled in around it, anyway… but a feeling of trepidation washed over her as she murmured, “That… is bigger than I thought.”

      “Oh, hell,” Morgan whispered, prompting a nervous giggle from Spark.

      “Targeting uplink established. Target locked. Test firing,” Circe said, this time over the comm, and a thin blue beam shot out of the barrel of the cannon into the mist. A moment later there was another rumbling thud… and the gigantic foot began to rise into the air once more.
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        Destruction Corps Headquarters, Unknown Location

      

      

      The satellite alarm going off was an unwelcome distraction for Melzi, and he quickly checked the link to see what it was reporting. The low-power beam that had hit its shield surprised him a little, but not enough to worry him. It wasn’t enough to penetrate the shields, not on its own, and the data he was getting from the sensors would please Da Vinci. He did set the satellite to stream as much data to the servers as possible, just to be safe.

      Besides, even if they did manage to take out the satellite, it wasn’t as though General Mayhem had expected the heroes to die in the other dimension. So Melzi went back to trying to find Shadowmind. Certainly, Circe was a powerful opponent, but even she had to have her weaknesses.
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        Astrodome Convention Center, Unknown Dimension

      

      

      “Impact detected,” Circe said, her voice level as could be, and Lilith felt the air around her begin to vibrate as the titanic foot rose slowly into the air and started to drift forward toward them. Somehow Lilith doubted that Warden’s shields could stop that, but Circe didn’t seem to care as the AI continued. “Going to continuous firing mode. Please remain at a safe distance.”

      The next instant it was like the sky split open. The air crackled and howled as a brilliant blue beam of light blasted into the sky from the cannon, and Lilith heard Spark yelp over the communicator. A few moments later the titanic foot swung overhead, briefly intersecting with the energy beam. The beam cut into the foot like a hot knife into cheese, and the foot abruptly recoiled, as an unearthly rumble ripped through the air, prompting both Morgan and Warden to cover their ears, and there was an immense crash that rocked the earth beneath them. The cannon rocked as well, and an instant later the beam cut off, the barrel smoking.

      “Targeting lock lost. However, the target and convention center are no longer on sensors,” Circe reported just as a dull boom echoed from the direction they’d come, and paused for an instant before adding, “It is recommended that you leave quickly. The creature which briefly interrupted the beam appears to be trying to stand, and the cannon cannot fire for another thirty seconds. If it steps on this location, I believe—”

      “It’ll crush us like bugs, got it!” Warden said, shaking her head vigorously. “Everyone, get over here so I can get us out of here! Morgan, I’ll need all the magic you can muster.”

      “On it!” Morgan said, purple magic swirling around her as she reached out to hold Warden’s hand.

      Lilith had only started toward them when the door on the turret popped open and Spark darted out, her hair frizzy like it’d been standing on end, and an enormous grin on her face as she spoke rapidly. “That was awesome! I’ve got to do that again sometime!”

      The reaction caused Lilith’s eyebrows to rise, but before she could say anything more, she saw the mist begin to swirl as the titanic foot appeared once more, this time scarred by a deep black mark that had cut into it. It was moving more swiftly than last time, and she rushed forward toward Warden just as Spark took Warden’s hand.

      “Circe, I wish—” Lilith began, guilt rushing through her as she took Morgan and Spark’s hands, but the AI cut her off.

      “I’ve backed up my records to your armor. Be safe, Mistress Lilith,” the AI replied simply, just as a buzzing sensation rippled through Lilith.

      The gigantic foot began to come down, and Lilith closed her eyes in the instant before they vanished.
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      The instant the satellite went offline, Circe struck. It was startlingly easy, as whoever had programmed the uplink had cut corners, ones which made the uplink vulnerable to penetration, at least if someone had the basic security responses to Destruction Corps outer firewalls… like the responses she’d gleaned when she’d penetrated the firewall earlier.

      Melzi didn’t have time to notice what was coming, as Circe plunged through the access point and into Destruction Corps’ headquarters’ network. Oh, there were numerous firewalls and areas of compartmentalization even there, but it was sloppy here in the heart of their territory. Circe didn’t hesitate, plundering the vulnerable databases where she could, slamming a firewall shut to briefly delay Melzi, and that gave her all the time she needed.

      The shield generators spun up to full power, then past full power, as Circe locked them into emergency overdrive. They’d be smoking wreckage before anyone could cut power, and speaking of power… Circe carefully engineered a power surge into the main building’s primary data center after sending Amber’s message to General Mayhem, with a suitable time delay. She would have fried Da Vinci’s data center as well, but it was too well defended. Overloading multiple weapon systems was something she almost did as an afterthought, but it did what Amber had asked for.

      All of her actions had set off several security systems, though, so Circe decided to take that as the best she could do and quickly retreated from Destruction Corps’ systems as most of their systems began to melt down, and before any of their systems could trap her.

      As she retreated, Circe checked what some of her subroutines had learned, and as she did, she wished she could smile. She’d found a very useful piece of data… and considering the situation, she sent it off to Lilith, who she’d noted had just reappeared in Las Vegas, along with the convention center.

      Lilith could deal with Commodore Catastrophe, Circe believed.
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        Astrodome Convention Center, Las Vegas

      

      

      Lilith snapped back into existence in the middle of the convention center plaza, and as she did so, she looked around, a little stunned by what she saw.

      There was a massive circle of police tape around the convention center, though she could see a rather shocked-looking officer taking down a section a ways to the east, and the entire grounds of the building were a foot lower than the neighboring sidewalk. There were heroes talking to the police, several news crews snapping pictures, and people starting to stream out of the doors of the building while heroes helped keep them calm. To one side of the building Lilith could see the section where it’d connected to the hotel hanging there, the side that had once attached to the convention center sagging a little but still intact.

      For a few moments the others were quiet, then Spark grinned at Lilith and turned to Warden, speaking excitedly. “We did it, and you got us out of there like you said you would! Thank you so much!”

      “Actually… that was a lot easier than I expected,” Warden said, looking down at her hands in surprise. “When I tested my powers before, it felt like it would be incredibly hard to escape, but when it came time, it was easier than almost any teleportation I’d done before.”

      “That’s odd,” Morgan said, but as she looked around the heroine relaxed a little, opening her mouth to speak, only to have Circe interject.

      “Part of the satellite’s systems were intended to trap those it transported in the destination plane, even if they were capable of dimensional travel. It is good that you did not attempt to teleport back, as such might have ended poorly,” Circe said, and this time Lilith heard the subtle intonations which she was used to, and she relaxed a little more as Circe continued. “I am glad to see that my precautions were of use, even if I disobeyed your directives, Mistress Lilith.”

      “You did, and I have to say I’m a bit miffed. If you’re going to disobey, just tell me that and be done with it,” Lilith said, letting out a soft sigh as she relaxed. “Thank you for that, though. I never thought I’d actually need a weapon like that. Why did you put it into the RV?”

      “You and me both,” Spark said, grinning broadly as she added, “Still, there’s something amazing about seeing the beam split the sky like that from the firing seat! Sure, I didn’t get to fire it, but it was incredible!”

      “Careful, we don’t want you going all supervillain,” Morgan said, looking at Spark skeptically, which prompted a laugh from Spark.

      “A supervillain? Me? Please, that sounds like way too much work,” Spark said, shaking her head in amusement. Lilith couldn’t help a smile at the woman’s enthusiasm. “No, I just think that it was amazing to watch. Besides, we got to blow up something that belonged to Destruction Corps, which is just a bonus.”

      “Speaking of which, was this really the only thing they had planned? I’d think that…” Warden began, but her voice trailed off as someone else approached, a man Lilith didn’t recognize. While he approached, Circe replied.

      “I placed the cannon into the RV due to your previous encounter with the alien. You needed the heaviest weapon I could fit into the chassis,” Circe explained shortly, and Lilith felt her cheeks heat a little despite her distraction.

      The man looked normal enough to her eyes, though she felt something odd about him. His brown hair was cut short in a style Lilith associated with the military, and though he was of middling height, he moved with an easy grace that Lilith associated with heroes and martial artists at this point. His brown eyes were calm, and he wore a suit with a military cut.

      “I’m afraid that Destruction Corps used this as a distraction. They waited just long enough to let various heroes get out of position before attacking a half-dozen places across the United States,” the man said in an even voice, but his gaze was dark as he added, “Boston and New Orleans both took significant damage in the attack, and the others mostly got off more lightly because they didn’t have cruise missiles hit first.”

      Lilith winced at that, hearing the others inhale sharply, and she hesitated, then asked, “Were they driven off, then? Also, I’m afraid that I don’t know who you are.”

      “Ah, my apologies. Antonio Levine, captain of LANCE response team three,” the man said, smiling thinly at Lilith. “As to your question, Ms. Carpenter… no, we did not. They chose targets that didn’t have sufficient defenses and retreated before any reinforcements could arrive. Only the attack on Atlanta managed to stall them, mostly due to unexpected heroes visiting town. However, Flicker tells me that your team is responsible for the safe return of the convention center.”

      “Ah, a pleasure to meet you, Captain,” Lilith said, nodding to him politely. “However, I’m not sure that I would say we’re responsible. We couldn’t have done it without the help of Adam Armor, Chrome Tinker, or Doctor Jerome.”

      “While that is possibly true, Mistress Lilith, I must inform you of something important. When you destroyed the satellite, I infiltrated Destruction Corps’ network, and I learned that Carolyn Ritter is Commodore Catastrophe. As she is attempting to leave, I believe you might wish to apprehend her,” Circe interjected, and a woman moving toward the perimeter was highlighted on Lilith’s HUD, one who was in the middle of the group of civilians.

      “What?” Lilith asked, stiffening slightly.

      That prompted everyone around her to stiffen as well, looking at her warily, especially Antonio. Lilith realized belatedly that Circe had been on a private channel to her, and a flicker of embarrassment rushed through her. Not enough to slow her down, though, as she snapped to a decision.

      “What is it, Lilith?” Warden asked, frowning as she tapped her leg.

      “Circe just informed me that she got into Destruction Corps’ network when we destroyed the satellite and learned that Carolyn Ritter is Commodore Catastrophe. As she’s currently making her way toward the exit… maybe we should talk to her,” Lilith said, her gaze a little distrustful as she watched the woman moving slowly, as if trying to avoid attention. “Circe could be wrong, but I doubt it.”

      “That… well, we have good reasons to talk to her, and if she’s trying to leave without talking to us, that’s suspicious as it is. One moment, and I’ll invite her over,” Antonio said, turning in place, and his head turned almost like a turret until his gaze settled on Carolyn, and he started toward her. As he left, Spark sidled toward Lilith.

      “Um, Lil? Are you sure?” Spark asked, glancing up at her. “It just seems really odd. Carolyn has been the president of the convention for five years!”

      Lilith considered, then shrugged and shook her head. “Of course not. I don’t have the data, but Circe is the one who has a better idea than I do.”

      “As your doubts are expected, I believe I can illuminate the subject more fully,” Circe said, now on a channel to all three women. “While Carolyn Ritter’s cover is quite well-made, it should be noted that while she’s listed as having a home in Dallas, the home in question has seen remarkably little traffic, and she’s seen perhaps once every two months in the area. Her listed employer has her on-staff as a contractor, and she works infrequently at best. I am currently investigating further, but I believe that one of the majority shareholders of the convention may be Destruction Corps itself. The security behind it is quite extensive.”

      “Oh, hell. If Destruction Corps is behind the convention… they’ve been planning this for ages,” Warden said, looking at the building in obvious shock. Morgan nodded, her expression turning grim.

      “Not only that, but it explains why no one noticed the shield generators or anything else. If they were built with the convention center… damn,” Morgan said, letting out a soft sigh. “That’s… I wonder if the convention can survive this?”

      “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Just because it looks like DC’s behind the convention doesn’t mean it can’t be salvaged. Plus, they might not be!” Spark said, watching as Antonio talked to Carolyn, and Lilith noted that Carolyn had a look of reluctance on her face, but after a few moments she nodded and followed him over toward them.

      “That is possible. I only began a preliminary investigation,” Circe agreed.

      “We’ll figure it out,” Lilith murmured, a wave of regret washing over her. Part of her wished she’d never agreed to come to the convention, as part of her wondered if that had been why Destruction Corps had attacked. It was too late now… and she suspected that the second half of her trip wasn’t going to happen, not with the loss of the RV. And not with how Morgan and Warden were distant… she really wasn’t looking forward to that conversation.

      That was why she found herself almost relieved as Antonio escorted Carolyn over since this conversation should be much simpler.

      “Hello, all of you! Captain Levine tells me that I have the four of you to thank for our rescue!” Carolyn said brightly, flashing a smile at them. “Considering how badly things could have gone, I can’t thank you enough!”

      “Believe me, I think we’re all glad to be out of there,” Morgan said, glancing at Lilith, which almost prompted another sigh from Lilith. She shuffled her thoughts around, then gave a mental shrug, and decided on the direct route.

      “Perhaps, but perhaps not,” Lilith said, looking at Carolyn as she considered, then asked, “So, why did you invite me to the convention, Commodore?”

      Carolyn’s smile stiffened slightly, and she looked around at the others, something in her eyes growing colder, more analytical… then she shrugged. “Ah, so my suspicion was right. I should have run while I had the chance, but… mm, the captain was too close.”

      “Wait, you’re admitting it?” Spark demanded incredulously. “I thought you were an incredible actor!”

      “I am, thank you, but it’s been a long day, and I was supposed to be off the grounds at lunch when the trap sprang. Instead, it was activated early, and a part of me would rather have a chance to relax in a jail cell for a while rather than listen to the general go on about my failure,” the blonde woman retorted, turning to offer her hands to Antonio. “I would’ve died with the rest of you, so… no, I’m not going to deny it. You could all take me down anyway, as my powers wouldn’t be much good at this range. I’d rather not be injured, so I’ll just surrender.”

      Antonio didn’t look as surprised at her actions, and the man sighed, pulling out a pair of cuffs, and Lilith considered her before asking, “I just… why? Why all of this, and inviting me?”

      “People were starting to underestimate Destruction Corps. The general wanted to send a message,” Commodore Catastrophe said, smiling mirthlessly. “I think he succeeded.”

      “Oh, you bastards,” Warden hissed, but Morgan laid a hand on her shoulder, quieting the blonde down.

      “Calmly, Warden,” Morgan murmured, though her gaze was cold as well.

      “I think I’d better get her into custody. Thank you again, and I’d like to ask all of you to stay in town for at least another day. We need to get full reports on what happened,” Antonio said, cuffing the villain’s hands behind her back.

      Lilith nodded, and the others murmured their assent as he took her away. Watching them go, Lilith closed her eyes and let out the faintest of sighs.

      “This trip has been a disaster. I think I need to go take a nap,” Lilith announced.

      “I’m not so sure about that,” Spark said, a mischievous note to her voice. “I think we’re about to get mobbed.”

      “What? Why… oh,” Lilith began, her eyes opening, then they went wide as she saw a group of civilians approaching, and in the lead was the young man who’d asked for a picture with her earlier. It felt like it’d been days to Lilith, but she knew it hadn’t been that long.

      “Um, is… is there any chance of getting a picture with all of you?” the young man asked nervously. “I know you just got done with a fight, but…”

      Lilith paused, looking at the others, and she noticed the grin on Spark’s face as she nodded, resignation on Warden’s face, and a smile as Morgan shrugged and said, “Why not?”

      “In that case, certainly,” Lilith said, turning back to the young man. “This isn’t how I expected things to go after my panel, but… a promise is a promise, hm?”

      “Awesome!” the man said, grinning broadly, and he handed his phone to an older woman as he rushed toward them.

      More people were approaching as well, and Lilith couldn’t help a helpless laugh at the sight. She supposed that at least this was good publicity for her, if nothing else. The nap would have to wait, though.
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        Saturday, August 16th, 2031

        Astrodome Hotel, Las Vegas

      

      

      Lilith laid back on the bed and let out a sigh, feeling her back pop. The bed wasn’t as comfortable as the one back home, but at the same time it was welcome after the exhausting day. All the worries about what was going to happen with Gina and Rachel were still there, but they were less important at the moment.

      Commodore Catastrophe and the member of SMOKE were both in custody, and likely on their way to SuperMax along with Stalker Seven, which would keep them out of the way at least for the moment. It was startling how much various heroes and civilians seemed to have changed their opinions of her after the events of the day, but that was just a minor benefit. Now… now it was quiet, and she had a chance to relax.

      After a minute, Lilith reached up and slowly stroked a finger along the lines of the ankh she was wearing, murmuring, “I wonder why I didn’t even consider using it during all of that?”

      No one answered her, not even Circe, and that prompted her to smile wryly. For some reason she’d expected someone to tell her the reason. She simply laid there, touching the warm metal for several seconds, then climbed to her feet a little painfully. She probably could use a bath, Lilith decided, but first she walked over to the curtains and pulled them open.

      The sight before her was still colorful, even if the convention center had now gone dark. It allowed her to see the expanse of Las Vegas, so bright even when it was almost midnight, and it reminded Lilith of how different it was than the places she seemed to enjoy.

      “Too many people, I think. I like places that are less…” Lilith paused, struggling with how to explain it, as she realized that even Paragon City wasn’t much better. Then she sighed, shaking her head. “Less commercialized, maybe? I don’t know.”

      Her phone ringing was a surprise, though, and Lilith looked at it with a slight frown since she’d turned it off a few minutes earlier. She picked it up and frowned more as the phone didn’t even give her a number. After a moment of hesitation, she answered it. “Hello?”

      “Hello, Lilith,” Amber said, causing Lilith to freeze in place for a moment as her creator continued. “Once you’re back in Paragon City, I want to have a chat with you. In person.”

      Lilith felt a slight smile creep across her face at that, a faint hint of anticipation growing inside her, and she nodded. “I see. And here I was beginning to think I’d never meet you in person.”

      “Yes, but you’ve caused me enough trouble that I think it’s time,” Amber replied sarcastically. “You’re a magnet for trouble.”

      “It does appear that way,” Lilith said, reaching out to tap the glass. “It’ll have to be after my chat with Gina and Rachel, though. They said you did something to them.”

      “I’ll see you then,” Amber said, ignoring the last part of Lilith’s comment, and the line clicked as she hung up.

      Lilith pulled the phone away from her ear and examined it for a moment, then shook her head and tossed it onto the bed. “I wonder why she didn’t contact me mentally like she did before? Ah, well.”

      She turned back to the scenery for a moment, watching it, then turned away to head for the bathroom. A bath and bed were in order, then she’d worry about everything else. Like Bastet’s comment about defining herself.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Sunday, August 17th, 2031

        Destruction Corps Headquarters, Unknown Location

      

      

      General Mayhem looked at the main tower in frustrated disbelief. He’d read the reports, but even so, he hadn’t expected the building to be so… so wrecked.

      Instead of a mirror-smooth tower of gold rising fifty stories into the sky, the tower cut off in a jagged stump only two-thirds the height it had been before, and he could see people working on getting rid of the wreckage where the upper section had fallen. There were other signs of damage as well, but they were minor by comparison.

      Beyond that, if what he’d heard was true, the damage that had been wreaked on their network was almost as bad as the physical damage. It was to the point that no one was sure that their raid would even make up for the damage they’d taken, and with Commodore Catastrophe in custody… it was enough to almost make him grind his teeth.

      “Melzi, how long will it take to perform repairs?” General Mayhem asked, starting forward toward the building. He felt the need to examine what had happened in person.

      “A rough estimate indicates that it will take thirty-seven to forty-four days, depending on whether some of the support structure needs to be replaced or simply repaired,” Melzi reported.

      “Longer than I’d like, but at least no one outside seems to know about the attack,” General Mayhem muttered. Melzi didn’t reply, but he didn’t expect the AI to do so. Melzi had lost approximately half of his processing power in the attacks, so he was more limited than before.

      A soft chime on his watch surprised the general, though, and he looked down and frowned, seeing that there was a new message. He considered it suspiciously, then hit the button to play it… and the next instant the hologram of a woman appeared. A blonde woman who was pretty, but not beautiful… one that General Mayhem recognized.

      “Hello, General Moron,” Shadowmind said, a smirk on her face. “By this point you should have seen what I did to your pathetic headquarters. Really, you people have no imagination… you truly think that a pocket dimension is impregnable? If you’re not careful, Destruction Corps will turn into Dumbass Corpse.”

      Anger surged through General Mayhem, and he opened his mouth to retort, but stopped as he reminded himself this was a message, not a live call. Shadowmind didn’t give the opportunity, either.

      “I did this as a demonstration,” Shadowmind said, her smile widening. “You aren’t out of my reach, and you had best stop irritating me. The first time you attacked Lilith, it was her problem. She let everyone figure out who she was, and there was the bounty on her head. The second time, I was irritated, but she made her bed. This time, though… you lured her into the trap. I’ve had enough of that. Lilith is mine.”

      The smile vanished from Shadowmind’s face as she stared out at him coldly. “What is mine, is mine. Fight her if you encounter her, I don’t care. But continue hunting her, and I will hunt you. You don’t want to find out what will happen if I decide to abandon all professional courtesy, General. You might survive, but Destruction Corps won’t. This is your only warning.”

      With that, the image vanished, and General Mayhem felt his teeth grinding together.

      
        
        The End
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        * * *

      

      I love Lilith, and the story surrounding her as well. I wish I knew why the series gets so hard for me to write sometimes, but it is what it is. Things are starting to move more quickly in the overarching plot, and I’m looking forward to seeing how things turn out in the end.

      You won’t have to wait too long for the next book, as I’m planning to write it this year, then another. Hopefully that’ll finish up the overall story arc I have planned for Lilith and company, though it won’t be the end of possible stories where she’s concerned.

      I hope you enjoyed Queen of Diamonds!

      If you want to find more of my books, you can find them at the following link.

      
        
        Books by Benjamin Medrano

      

      

      If you want to see early drafts of my work or help select secondary characters to be illustrated, you can always join my Patreon, or you can get early chapters of upcoming novels and their announcements through my newsletter, both linked below.

      
        
        Newsletter Signup

        Benjamin Medrano’s Patreon

      

      

      Also, if you’d care to review this story, I’d greatly appreciate it! Again, thank you for reading Queen of Diamonds.
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