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      The following characters are major figures from Lilith’s Shadow and are listed to make keeping track of them easier. If a character has a superhero or supervillain identity, it is listed in parentheses, unless this is the only identity known at the start of this story. Minor characters are not listed.

      

      Amber Meadow (Shadowmind) – Supervillain and ‘mother’ of Lilith, Amber is a feared supervillain with advanced technology and psychic powers.

      Blooming Orchid – Of Chinese descent, Blooming Orchid was a member of Ocean Shield and functioned as the team’s doctor.

      Blue Impulse – A villain, Blue Impulse is in custody, but was a mage with teleportation and other movement-based powers. Cocky, arrogant, and short-tempered.

      Circe Prime – An AI created by Shadowmind which controls her various strongholds. She recently became fully sentient.

      Circe Beta – When Circe split off a shard of her personality to pilot a prototype Eve body, Circe Beta was created. Circe Beta has chosen to assist Blooming Orchid and travel with her.

      Doctor Johnson – An elderly villain, Doctor Johnson makes careful plans and has an android assistant in the form of a woman named Eve. He’s a specialist in technology.

      Dreamer – An attractive albino woman, Dreamer is a deadly, sadistic villain with the power to lull others to sleep and to deal damage to their psyche in the process.

      Ebon Dragon – An elderly villain of Chinese descent, Ebon Dragon is a villain and mercenary who appears to know Doctor Johnson well. He’s known to be an incredibly skilled spellcaster.

      Eve – An android AI created by Doctor Johnson as an assistant.

      Galvanic Action – A Hispanic hero, Galvanic Action is a member of Ocean Shield and often functions as their field commander. His powers allow him to rapidly cause corrosion on most nonliving substances, though it requires close proximity to work quickly.

      Gina Fairmont (Warden) – An artist in mundane life, Gina was a member of Ocean Shield and possesses powerful magic that focuses on allowing her to create magical shields.

      Hypergizmo – Building and maintaining most of Ocean Shield’s technology, Hypergizmo is weaker than most superhumans, but is an intelligent, efficient man who does his best to support his allies and friends.

      Lilith Carpenter – Created by Shadowmind, Lilith is an artificial human with abilities far beyond what is natural for normal people. The method of her creation resulted in being declared a bioweapon that was to be destroyed if she’s discovered, though this has been rescinded. Her powers draw the notice of everyone in the area, and she is capable of healing or giving a broad boost to the power of those she trusts.

      Ocean Spirit – Leader of Ocean Shield, Ocean Spirit is a native Hawaiian and she has the power to control water and take on an elemental form that makes her nigh-invulnerable in water. She is one of the two most powerful members of the team.

      Rachel Moore (Morgan Le Fay) – Rachel is a magic teacher at UC Berkeley and was a member of Ocean Shield. Her magic is far more expansive than most other spellcasters but requires her jewelry, and it is slightly slower to respond to her command.

      Sky Defender – Using highly advanced power armor, Sky Defender is one of the two most powerful members of Ocean Shield. He is very secretive about his identity.
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      Lilith has returned at last! I’ve been asked a bunch of times if I was going to continue Lilith’s Shadow, and my answer has always been about the same. As soon as I had the time and energy to continue the series. I can only write so many books at a time, and I have to prioritize somewhere.

      That said, some of you may notice that I skipped a few events between Down with the Queen and Queen’s Move, specifically regarding Blooming Orchid. This is because the events wouldn’t have fit well into either book, and would have felt somewhat disjointed. I have written a short story about what happened, though, and you can find it for free on my website, BenjaminMedrano.com, listed as Lilith’s Shadow Interlude 1. Nothing in the story is necessary to enjoy Queen’s Move, but it’s there if you want to read it!

      In the meantime, I hope you enjoy Queen’s Move. I have a bunch more stories planned!
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      Lilith Carpenter was created by the supervillain Shadowmind, an insane psychic who was attempting to create a new body for herself. None could possibly be as surprised as the villainess herself when she chose to see what sort of person she was creating rather than taking the body herself, and her devotion was so great that she allowed herself to be captured rather than allowing the heroes to capture Lilith’s still-unconscious body.

      When she woke at last, Lilith was without biases for or against heroes or villains, and she found herself being educated by Circe, the AI Shadowmind had created to manage her lairs. Lilith took half a year training before venturing out into the world at last, moving to San Francisco despite knowing that there was an enormous bounty for her death.

      There she met two heroines of the superhero team Ocean Shield, the same team which had captured Shadowmind. Morgan Le Fay and Warden met Lilith and began growing close to her in their civilian identities. Due to the machinations of Blue Impulse and Ebon Dragon, with the background influence of Doctor Johnson, Warden was magically altered and almost enslaved, only to be rescued by Lilith, while Morgan was nearly killed. These events helped draw the three together, and they began exploring a hesitant, three-way relationship.

      Doctor Johnson didn’t give up his plans, and the villain kidnapped Blooming Orchid with the intent to use her as a test subject for some of his technology, replacing her with a villain infiltrator, while he intended to eventually brainwash her into a servant. At the same time, Sky Defender learned that Lilith was Shadowmind’s creation, and the man panicked. When he attempted to kill Lilith, she barely escaped and Morgan and Warden went into hiding with her.

      The intervention of Dracula kept Ocean Shield from shattering, as he warned them that they had made a mistake. They chose to change their plans, but the damage was done as a massive manhunt for Lilith was underway. At almost the same time, Shadowmind apparently died in custody by her own design.

      Determined to show that she wasn’t like Shadowmind, Lilith decided to hunt down Megawatt, a mercenary in Doctor Johnson’s employ, and ended up in a three-way battle with Destruction Corps, Ebon Dragon, and Ocean Shield before fleeing, having learned where the villain’s base was located. It was only after infiltrating the base that they learned that Doctor Johnson had kidnapped Blooming Orchid, and it changed into a rescue operation as well.

      The villain had used a device to alter Blooming Orchid’s body, almost crippling her and changing her appearance, but its primary purpose had been to reverse his aging, and he’d used it to heal Dreamer of a chronic disease, as well as granting youth to Ebon Dragon. A violent battle ensued, with Morgan barely defeating Dreamer, whose powers were greater than anyone had known, Warden defeating Ebon Dragon, and Lilith defeating Eve, Doctor Johnson’s android assistant. Circe activated a spare body for Eve, creating Circe Beta, who captured Doctor Johnson with Blooming Orchid’s assistance.

      Ocean Shield showed up as the battle concluded, and took the villains into custody, all but Dreamer, who had vanished almost without a trace. After clearing up the misunderstandings, Lilith went back into hiding, waiting for a pardon or legal changes to come about, something which occurred soon thereafter due to Dracula’s political pressure.

      While in hiding, Blooming Orchid accepted an offer from Lilith and used some of Shadowmind’s technology to return almost perfectly to her normal body, while Circe became fully sentient.

      And now our story continues.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Thursday, April 17th, 2031

        Earth Orbit, Sol

      

      

      The satellite wasn’t anything special as far as satellites went. A simple communications satellite, its primary use was retransmitting television signals, though there were enough other functions to keep it constantly in use. It was expected to last another three years, unless its owner paid for a refit. Unfortunately for the owner, it lasted only about ten more seconds.

      The mass of metal that hit the satellite took it offline instantly, likely causing a great deal of consternation among the technicians, and the debris also created a much larger blip on the military sensors than the escape pod had generated so far.

      As it hit the atmosphere, the escape pod’s sides shuddered and it split into five separate sections, each going a different direction as they plunged into Earth’s gravity well at an angle that would incinerate most human craft.

      Before anyone had a chance to react, the five objects landed across the southwestern United States, each of them slowing extremely rapidly before impact, yet still plowing craters into the countryside.

      No movement came from four of the pods, and while they opened to give the appearance that someone might have left, it was the fifth one that held an occupant. It took several moments before the figure moved, and then only slowly dragging itself free of the crash webbing. The figure was sheathed in chitinous orange plates that faded toward a dull red at the edges, and it was approximately humanoid in form, with long, cable-like braids extending from the back of its head.

      The figure paused, looking around the pod before gathering several pieces of equipment, along with a large crate in one hand before inputting a combination into the console on the wall. Only then did the figure take flight, flickering into near-invisibility as light bent around it as it flew to the north.

      Less than a minute after the figure’s departure, the pod and all the copies surged with power, then detonated in a hail of metal that destroyed everything inside them, including two other figures like the one which departed in each of them.

      By the time the first reconnaissance plane passed overhead, there was nothing for the military to find but a deep crater in the ground and shattered metal and biological remnants over the countryside.
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        Monday, April 21st, 2031

        Glendale, Utah

      

      

      “Hello, inspector,” Lilith said, calmly offering her hand to the man as she studiously ignored the cameras she could see from the roadside. She was unfortunately used to the attention at this point, even if this was more pronounced than it had been before she’d gone into hiding.

      Her guest was a man of middling height, with a close-trimmed brown beard and immaculate uniform, which she suspected was unusual for someone coming to inspect a construction site. His brown eyes were fixed on Lilith, and he seemed frozen for a moment before shaking himself and taking her hand. The tag he was wearing said Drew, which she suspected was his first name. She also had to wonder if he was an undercover police officer, with as calm as he seemed to be.

      “You must be Lilith Carpenter, based on the pictures I’ve seen,” Drew said, smiling at her as he nodded politely. “I’d say it’s a pleasure, but who knows? As long as this is nice and quiet, I’ll be happy.”

      “Quiet seems to be a relative term. I barely got here before the news crews showed up, and I’ve spotted at least three heroes in the vicinity as well. It’s almost like they don’t trust me,” Lilith replied, glancing toward the street sardonically, then admitted, “Though it could be that they’re watching for villains to attack me. That would be nice.”

      “I certainly wouldn’t object to that! Now, I’m here to perform an inspection of your house. All the non-disclosure agreements have been signed,” Drew said, straightening as he looked past her. “That said, when someone requests permission to visually obscure their construction site, we’re used to them using tarps or the like. Not something like… that.”

      Lilith smiled in private satisfaction, turning around as she murmured, “Yes, well, my AI insisted on proper security. She believes that allowing others to see the building while it’s under construction is a security breach.”

      The area was quite different from San Francisco, Lilith had to admit, though there was still a faint scent of saltwater in the air. The Great Salt Lake wasn’t that close, but it was near enough that most days she could smell it, and mountains ringed the horizon. On the other hand, she was more focused on her new property, which she’d had ringed with a simple brick and mortar wall that was just over four feet tall. At the moment the ground was barren as well, but her property was two hundred feet on a side, giving a good fifty feet of clearance around what was to be her new home.

      Not that anyone could make out the building under construction. The shimmering dome at the center of her property was a hundred feet across, and it completely distorted the view of what was inside, though some movement could be seen. The distortion generator was something only the military normally used, or a few superheroes and villains who could make them, yet Circe had added one to the construction unit without hesitation when Lilith asked her how to build a secure new home.

      “Have you had many problems with that?” Drew asked, slowly starting toward the dome, looking a little hesitant. “It’s safe to approach, right?”

      “Yes, it’s safe. As for problems…” Lilith paused, considering what to tell the man, then shrugged. “Three minor villains and one major one had made attempts at inserting surveillance devices inside the perimeter, while nine others have jumped the fence to intrude as well. Once the police stationed an officer nearby, the intrusions trailed off, but they’ve been unfortunately common. That’s why there’s a shield that prevents anyone from moving far into the outer shell, then another distortion field just inside that. Getting inside the outer shell doesn’t help at all, and if they do, Circe simply contacts the authorities.”

      “Circe?” Drew asked, sounding a little puzzled, which prompted Lilith to blink, then she realized that he hadn’t necessarily talked to the AI.

      “Circe is the AI I mentioned. She handles the construction and security here,” Lilith said, and gestured forward. “Shall we? I’m looking forward to being able to move in.”

      “Definitely! The sooner we get this done, the happier I’ll be,” Drew agreed, straightening a little.

      Lilith smiled at him and started walking toward the shimmering dome, looking forward to getting another formality over with.
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      Spark paused and grimaced as her gum finally took on the hard, rubbery texture it always did, eventually. It was a problem with having electrical powers, unfortunately, and she pulled out the wrapper to spit the gum out. She’d asked Decarin to come up with a formula which was more resistant to her electricity, but even it had its limits.

      Tossing the gum into a nearby waste bin, Spark reflected that at least there were plenty of people in the area to provide cover, which she definitely appreciated. That, and Lilith Carpenter was one of the best distractions under the sun.

      The tall, beautiful woman was walking toward the shimmering dome in the center of her compound as she spoke to the city employee, and every move she made drew the eye. It was even stranger due to how mundanely the dark-haired woman was dressed, which made Spark’s mixed feelings grow stronger. The woman was wearing black slacks, a button-down white shirt, and a jacket of some type, along with simple running shoes and a silver necklace. Despite the simple look, Spark certainly didn’t trust Lilith, which was why she was so unhappy that she was moving into the area.

      Spark pulled her gaze away, instead looking at the news crews around Lilith’s property and the other journalists and onlookers, then clicked her tongue unhappily as she unwrapped a new stick of gum.

      “How’re your scans going, Dec?” Spark murmured, shifting from one foot to the other uncomfortably. She hated stakeouts more than anything else, since she liked to move. She was a speedster, after all.

      “It’s like staring at a brick wall. Hard, blank, and utterly pointless,” Decarin replied through the communicator, the man’s frustration making his voice oddly clipped. “I should’ve known, but why would anyone use Shadowmind’s milspec gear on a construction site?”

      “Shadowmind’s daughter, obviously. I’m still stunned that the president actually pardoned her,” Spark replied, shaking her head in disbelief. She didn’t know what had convinced him to do that.

      “Based on how slow she was to come out of hiding, I suspect you aren’t the only one,” Shade interjected, his voice booming loudly enough through the earbud that Spark winced, and he paused, then asked, “Are we certain that she doesn’t have additional assistance? I find it hard to believe that she would come out here on her own.”

      Spark blinked, but waited as Decarin hummed, and she could faintly hear the sound of typing in the background. Decarin was their team’s inventor, and he also kept track of other people for them, which was rather helpful most of the time. She sometimes just wished he was more inclined to come out to gather information himself, rather than sending her.

      “I’m not seeing any sign of cloaked people or objects in the area, though that isn’t a guarantee they aren’t around. Beyond that, according to my feed from Hypergizmo, Morgan and Warden are both in San Francisco, while Blooming Orchid and Circe Beta are in… Massachusetts, trying to track down Doctor Johnson,” Decarin replied after a moment, his voice a touch distracted, and Spark perked up a little.

      “Doctor Johnson? I thought he was being extradited to Iceland!” Spark protested, confused as to why Blooming Orchid would be trying to track him down.

      “Last week his transport was attacked by a few dozen assault bots and he escaped,” Decarin explained, his voice a little wry, and she could practically hear his shrug. “It happens, unfortunately. In any case, Warden is supposed to be finalizing the sale of her house, which caused all the property values in its area to explode, from what I’ve heard, and Morgan is helping the new professor get settled in at the university. I don’t see how any of them could be on-site.”

      “If you say so,” Shade said, and Spark sighed internally. He simply didn’t have as much faith in Decarin’s explanation as she did, obviously.

      Archon wasn’t chiming in, she noticed, not that the woman really needed to. They just wanted to scout out Lilith since she was in the area, just in case the woman proved to be trouble. She was Shadowmind’s creation, after all, and that was enough to make anyone nervous.
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      Circe was doing a great many things at once, more than even Lilith would have likely believed, though Amber likely would have come close to understanding. Performing maintenance on the various hideouts was a constant chore, and one which Circe was accustomed to, even with her newfound sentience.

      Furthermore, many of those hideouts and bases were restricted from even Lilith’s knowledge. While Amber trusted her daughter reasonably well, the supervillainess hadn’t survived as long as she had by trusting unconditionally. Lilith had access to approximately one-third of the base network, and it was Circe’s task to ensure that the full extent of the network remained concealed.

      Even so, Circe never shirked her primary responsibilities, not even when she needed to prioritize Lilith’s safety. Like right that moment, as it happened.

      Her systems weren’t affected by the distortion field, and she had numerous scanners on-site, both to watch for intruders and to ensure that the construction was being performed correctly. That gave her plenty of time to scan the face of the inspector, as well as his build, and to compare it to the profile of the man which she’d found inside Glendale’s archives. Certainly, Circe wasn’t supposed to have access to those files, but that hadn’t ever stopped her before.

      The data she found was not what she wanted to find. It was what she needed, but it certainly didn’t make her any happier, and as Lilith approached the force field which was between her and the inner distortion field, Circe didn’t drop it, instead sending a message to her and the police, though the content differed somewhat.

      She also considered sending a message to the superhero teams loitering in the area but decided against it. While she knew the man wasn’t actually employed by Glendale and wasn’t one of their employees, she didn’t have confirmation of who he was. Besides, she didn’t want to broadcast on an open channel, and revealing that she’d broken the encryption of two out of the three teams’ communicators seemed like a bad idea.

      Instead, she waited patiently for the glacial human responses to her messages, turning her attention to the hydroponic maintenance report, as well as the construction of the new arctic base.

      Hopefully Circe wouldn’t have to intervene herself. Lilith had been most insistent that the construction site not have weapons, but some orders were meant to be disobeyed.
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        Monday, April 21st, 2031

        Glendale, Utah

      

      

      Lilith approached the shield, then frowned slightly as it didn’t deactivate. Circe should have lowered the shield as she approached, and she opened her mouth to speak, though a ripple of caution went through Lilith as well. While Circe might not always follow Lilith’s directions perfectly, she never did something without a reason. Just to prove the point, at that moment Circe’s lovely voice spoke in Lilith’s ear through an earbud.

      “Mistress Lilith, the man with you is not Inspector Drew Banner, and he is also not an employee of Glendale City. I am not certain who he is, but I have contacted the authorities,” Circe explained, her words crisp and precise.

      At the same time the man spoke, frowning at the shield. “I thought you said this would drop. I’d really like to get this job done.”

      “As would I, but I’m afraid that since you don’t work for the city, Circe declined to breach her security,” Lilith said, looking at him crossly, tapping a finger against her leg. “The authorities should be on their way any moment, and I’m quite annoyed. If you’re a secret agent, you’ve wasted a good deal of my time.”

      For an instant the man froze, and Lilith didn’t move either. While she suspected he was up to no good, accosting an undercover government agent wouldn’t be a good idea, not with her pardon being so recent. But then he lunged at her, which changed everything.

      Lilith dodged, but even with being prepared, she was shocked that she almost didn’t make it in time, the man’s speed increasing abruptly to the point it practically matched her own. Still, she didn’t care about that, and she wasn’t going to take an assault laying down. Instead, a spark of anger ignited within her as she glared at him, and his eyes widened a bit as she stepped in and delivered a hammer blow into his stomach, ignoring the pain that shot through her hand, since it felt like she’d punched a log.

      “I have had quite enough of you jerks interfering in my life,” Lilith said as he staggered backward, her voice carefully controlled despite the anger surging within her. “Why won’t you just leave me alone?”

      “Shut up, tramp! If you’d just let me in, this would be over already!” the man snarled, recovering swiftly, then he rushed toward her, his fingernails extending until they were almost like claws.

      He was strong, tough, and fast, which certainly didn’t help Lilith’s situation, but she let out only the faintest of sighs, thankful that she’d worn clothing that Circe had made, as it was almost as good as body armor. She dodged, murmuring, “Have it your way.”

      Nearby she heard a siren begin to wail, and Lilith had to wonder, would the police get there before one of them was face-first in the dirt? Probably not.
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      The siren caused Spark to jump and, well… spark, as electricity jolted across most of her body for an instant, and she spun quickly to look for the source. If it hadn’t been designed for her, most of Spark’s electronics would’ve been fried by the jolt, something which frustrated her from time to time. Still, that was only a brief thought, as Spark’s eyes lit on the lights coming toward her.

      “Spark, we just got copied on a report! The inspector there was apparently replaced by someone and—” Decarin cut off in mid-sentence, then continued an instant later. “Correction, he’s a super! Get in there, now!”

      “Damn it, why did—” Spark began, frustration rushing through her, but cut herself off firmly before she said something she regretted. She really didn’t like Lilith, and the idea of having to help her didn’t appeal in the slightest. Still, she wasn’t going to let a villain get away with anything, assuming he was a villain. “On my way!”

      Spark spun back and mentally kicked into high gear, amping up her energy levels in the process, which accelerated her thoughts as well. She was always faster than most people, but when she really got going, not many people could match her. The problem was the same one most speedsters had; the energy it took was impressive, even if she could keep it up for longer than most.

      Launching herself out of the alleyway, every step Spark took left a trail of electricity behind her, and the world was practically a blur as she rushed out between a pair a of cars on the road and threaded through the crowd near the construction site. She briefly considered heading through the doors, but instead decided it’d take longer than she wanted. She was moving at a ridiculous speed anyway, so she simply jumped the fence, grinning as she heard the belated gasps from people behind her.

      Rushing into the distortion field only took moments more, during which time Spark drew her two electro-pistols, ready for just about anything. Then she stopped dead, looking down and blinking as a dust cloud rose around her.

      On the ground was the man in the rumpled uniform of the city inspector, while across the way shimmered the barrier of a force field. The man’s arms were twisted behind him, and Lilith had a knee planted in the middle of his back, her hands holding his arms in place while avoiding his fingers, which each bore long, wickedly sharp claws. There were a couple of small cuts on Lilith’s left cheek, as well as another on her right wrist, but otherwise the woman looked surprisingly calm, and she looked up, drawing Spark’s eyes to her as a silver ankh swayed on Lilith’s necklace.

      Lilith’s brilliant emerald eyes were mesmerizing, and when she smiled, that shook Spark even more, since she couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen a smile so beautiful, even if it was a bit wry. Then the woman spoke, and startled her even more.

      “Ah, Spark! I’d say it’s a pleasure to meet you, but I’m afraid that this isn’t the way I’d have preferred to do it,” Lilith said, looking down at the man as she added, “You wouldn’t happen to have any restraints, would you?”
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        Monday, April 21st, 2031

        Glendale, Utah

      

      

      Spark’s mouth opened, but the woman didn’t say anything immediately, to Lilith’s surprise, and instead stared at her for a few seconds. The woman was rather attractive, Lilith noted, with a youthful face and short dark hair, except for the two oversized bangs that framed her face and had been dyed an electric blue. Her eyes were rather bright blue as well, and her athletic figure was covered by a sleek, half-blue half-black bodysuit that looked like it incorporated armor, with a jagged, almost lightning-themed pattern to it. The woman had a pair of pistols in her hands, though they were an odd design.

      “You know who I am?” Spark asked, looking at Lilith warily. Her voice was a pleasant, middle-range tone, and not quite as high-pitched as Lilith would have expected from her appearance.

      “Of course I do. When we decided to move here, I was given a file of all the major heroes and villains known to operate in the area, and—” Lilith began, only to be interrupted as her captive tried to escape quite abruptly, likely believing her to be distracted. Instead she simply tightened her grip and pressed her knee into his back harder, speaking firmly. “Enough of that! You’re going to be handed over to the police, and if you stop squirming, I won’t keep hurting you!”

      “Shut it, broad! When I get free, I’m gonna—” the man began, only to cut off as she increased the pressure a bit more.

      Spark watched skeptically for a moment, then holstered her pistols and reached over to a compartment attached to her belt, pulling out what looked like a pair of cuffs, if made of a type of plastic instead of metal. Then Lilith did a double take as she realized it wasn’t plastic, either. Carbon nanotube, maybe? She wasn’t quite sure. Mostly she let out a breath of relief as the woman quickly snapped them around the man’s wrists.

      “This is Mountain Razor, a local villain and thug,” Spark explained shortly, glancing at Lilith as she continued. “He’s not well-known, despite being a solid class B, but does lots of work for the underworld in the area. I’m surprised you could take him down that quickly.”

      “Ah, that would explain it. As for me, physically I’m close to class A, but not quite there,” Lilith said, her grip relaxing slightly on the man as she nodded at Spark appreciatively. “But as I was saying, I tried to memorize most of the major heroes and villains for the area before coming here, but even if I hadn’t, I’d have recognized you. Warden showed me a painting of you a few months back.”

      “That makes—wait, what?” Spark began, then her head whipped around so fast Lilith was startled she didn’t get whiplash, and her words came incredibly rapidly. “Warden has a painting of me?”

      “Yes, she does. She painted it herself, as a matter of fact,” Lilith said, blinking at the woman, then smiled in amusement as she added, “I think she still has it in storage. Would you like me to ask her to show it to you sometime?”

      “I…” Spark paused, blinking, then Lilith saw her throat work, as if she was subvocalizing something, which only made sense. A moment later she spoke, her voice a bit reluctant. “Perhaps. Either way, the police are about here, so we’ll have to speak later.”

      “Excellent. My arms are getting tired, and this is… annoying. I had an appointment,” Lilith said, sighing again as she recalled how much of a pain it’d been to schedule the appointment to begin with. Perhaps the second time would be easier, though.

      At that moment a couple of police cautiously stepped through the distortion field with their pistols out. They relaxed somewhat on seeing Spark, then looked at Lilith and Mountain Razor, looking a little disconcerted.

      “Ah, what happened?” one of the cops ventured, looking from Lilith to Razor.

      “Hello, officers,” Lilith replied politely, looking down at her captive as she continued. “I’m afraid that my AI realized that this man didn’t work for the city and denied him entry to the construction site. When I told him we were going to be waiting for you, he attacked me, so I restrained him. Would you care to take him off my hands? I’m afraid I now have an appointment with a medical remote, even if the injuries are largely superficial.”

      The looks of incredulous shock on their faces were rather entertaining, on the other hand, and Lilith smiled, while Spark looked at her oddly.
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      “I don’t trust her. She reacted far too calmly to your arrival,” Shade said suspiciously. “Besides, a painting? Please, that’s a likely story.”

      “Actually… Warden’s civilian identity is Gina Fairmont, a freelance artist with a predilection for depicting superheroes, so I don’t think that’s fair,” Decarin said, his disagreement relatively muted by comparison. “Still, how calm she was worries me. As does the way the remote is actively jamming my sensors.”

      “If you two would shut up and let me concentrate, I’d appreciate it. It’s hard enough to concentrate around her as it is,” Spark subvocalized, wishing she could put more emotion into her words. Unfortunately, subvocalizing wasn’t something that allowed her to do much with her voice.

      Mountain Razor had already been cautiously escorted out to an armored van, and Spark had accompanied the police just to be safe. Fortunately, he’d been relatively easy to send off, and she’d quickly returned to find Lilith sitting on a large stone that Spark had to assume was part of the house’s landscaping while a small robot on treads took care of her injuries. At the same time, police were politely interrogating the attractive woman. They seemed to be wrapping it up, though, while the robot sprayed a liquid over the cuts on Lilith’s face, mostly obscuring them.

      Just how calm and polite Lilith had remained through the entire conversation was startling to Spark, as she’d been on the receiving end of conversations like that a few times, and keeping her temper had been difficult. She’d certainly never been that easygoing, which was part of the reason Spark agreed with both of her teammates. Though at the same time, the woman’s magnetism and easygoing manner made it difficult to fully maintain her suspicion.

      “Sorry, Spark. I’ll shut up,” Decarin said, sounding chagrined. Shade didn’t reply, thankfully, but Spark let out a breath anyway, happy to have them stop yammering. It was one thing she didn’t like about group communicators.

      “…alright, ma’am, I think that’s everything for now. If we have any questions, we’ll be sure to contact you,” the officer said, sticking her pen back into her notebook. “Unless there’s anything else you can think of, that you need to tell us?”

      “No, that’s everything. Thank you for arriving so quickly, officer,” Lilith said, smiling back at the woman and her partner, both of whom blushed. It was a common reaction, whether they were men or women, Spark had noticed.

      “You’re welcome, ma’am. Just doing our jobs,” the man said, bobbing his head nervously. “We’ll be on our way, then.”

      The officers made their way out, and for a few seconds the area was quiet, aside from the faint sounds of whirring from inside the interior bubble and the clamor from the street. Lilith’s gaze turned to Spark, and the woman watched her thoughtfully for a few seconds.

      “Thank you for arriving so quickly,” Lilith said, nodding to Spark graciously. “While I was able to overpower Mountain Razor, I wasn’t sure I’d be able to initially, and if he’d been more powerful than me it would have been exceedingly unpleasant. I likely would have been able to manage in the end, but I prefer not leaving things to chance.”

      “I’m just doing my job, but you’re welcome. I’m mostly surprised you came here alone, rather than with your friends,” Spark replied calmly, crossing her arms in front of her. When Lilith had been hunted, Ocean Shield had initially shared her power set, or what was supposed to be her power set, so she wasn’t too worried about the woman. Not unless the list was wrong, or she got too close to Lilith, anyway. In the end, Lilith couldn’t hurt what she couldn’t catch.

      “Ah, of course. I suppose it is a touch foolhardy of me, but…” Lilith paused, tilting her head as she considered, then shrugged. “I like being around them. I enjoy their company, and love both of them, but they are not my bodyguards. I’m not going to sit in hiding, afraid to come out if I don’t have others to protect me. What kind of life would that even be? Not one I want, I’m certain. Besides, if I’m constantly keeping them as close as possible, it lends credence to the theories that I’m actually Shadowmind, and that is simply annoying.”

      Partway through the explanation, Spark mentally threw a gear as the woman in front of her casually admitted to loving Morgan and Warden, and she heard a soft choking sound through the com just before it was hastily muted. Fortunately, she managed to recover before Lilith finished speaking, and she looked at the woman in surprise.

      “Well, I guess that might be true. You just surprised me,” Spark said, debating what else to say. Then Lilith surprised her again as she spoke.

      “If you say so. Now, I assume that you were here to scout out the area, or to keep an eye on me?” Lilith asked bluntly, looking at Spark curiously. “I suppose you could have been guarding the area in case villains struck, but that seems rather unlikely. Most of the records indicate your team tends to stick to Paragon City proper, unless there’s a major incident outside of it.”

      “Er, well…” Spark sputtered, a little stunned the woman outright said that much. “I… yes? We wanted to keep an eye on you, at least somewhat.”

      “Spark…” Shade growled, only to be interrupted.

      “If you wished to handle this, you should have gone yourself, Shade. Leave her be,” Archon interjected at last, the Brazilian’s voice faintly accented, even after years speaking English. “I find this fascinating.”

      Spark ignored both of them, instead looking at Lilith, who didn’t seem surprised, but instead gave a wry smile as she stood, nodding to the robot.

      “Thank you for the treatment, Circe. I assume that you’ve already told Morgan and Warden about the incident?” Lilith asked, causing a bit more consternation from Spark, which simply grew more pronounced as the robot replied, with a beautiful voice that did not fit something that looked like a utilitarian box on treads with articulated arms.

      “Yes, Mistress Lilith. I also pointed out that interrupting at present was pointless, so they shouldn’t drop everything to check on you. Your injuries were superficial at worst,” the robot said in a primly precise tone.

      “Of course. Now then… would you like a tour, Spark?” Lilith asked, looking up at Spark with a smile.

      “What?” Spark asked, taken aback. At almost the same time, Decarin spoke as well.

      “What did she just say?” he sputtered, sounding stunned.

      “I offered to give you a tour of the house,” Lilith said patiently, then glanced at the robot as she added, “I’d have to ask you to deactivate your sensors first, as Circe won’t let you in with recording devices, but I don’t see the harm in letting you look around. The majority of the house isn’t anything that I’d consider classified.”

      “Mistress Lilith, I must voice my objections to allowing anyone inside before construction has been completed,” Circe interjected primly. “While the majority of the defensive systems would not be affected by others knowing their location, it still could reveal weaknesses to those looking for them. While the chances of this are low, they are not nonexistent, and your safety is one of the highest priorities for me.”

      “I’m well aware of that, Circe. I also refuse to live in a cage, and the only way to gain the trust of other heroes is to grant them trust in turn. At least those who seem reasonable,” Lilith said, climbing to her feet and stretching, which was a disconcerting sight for Spark. She had trouble keeping her gaze focused on Lilith’s face, which was very unusual with other women. Fortunately, Lilith spoke a moment later. “What do you think? Feel free to discuss it with your team if you’d like. I’m sure you’re communicating with them.”

      “Well, crap,” Decarin muttered unhappily, his voice uneasy. “I suppose I should’ve expected that, since most teams use similar coms, but it doesn’t make me happy.”

      “This could be a trap,” Shade cautioned, sounding suspicious. “I wouldn’t go in.”

      Spark thought briefly, then came to a snap decision, smiling as she spoke. “Dec, disable all the sensor feeds.”

      “What?” Decarin yelped, but Spark ignored him, instead focusing on Lilith, who’d raised her eyebrows marginally.

      “Will that work? They’re worried about a trap, so I’d prefer to keep coms active,” Spark asked, crossing her arms under her breasts.

      “That depends entirely on Circe,” Lilith said, smiling wryly at the robot as she added, “I’m afraid that overriding her decisions is a bridge too far for me. That is how the idiom is used, yes?”

      “That’s correct, Mistress Lilith,” Circe responded immediately. “You’re adapting far more quickly now that you’ve been associating with your new companions. It appears that my concerns were partially misplaced. However, regarding the inquiry, I will allow it. If I detect active scans, or data beyond what’s necessary for a locator beacon or verbal communication being transmitted, I will begin active jamming.”

      “Fine, fine… I hate having to shut the scans down, but if it lets you get a look inside, that’s better than what I’ve been getting,” Decarin grumbled, and there was the sound of more typing, as well as a switch flicking, before he said, “There, all shut off. They’d better not be trying to hijack the coms and pretend you’re fine.”

      “That would be quite difficult with us listening, wouldn’t it?” Shade asked, sounding a little concerned. A hint of dread ran through Spark, as she really didn’t like listening to the two go off on some tangent about the details of technology. Particularly when she couldn’t leave the room.

      “That depends, but… let’s discuss it later,” Decarin said quickly, to Spark’s relief.

      “He shut down the sensors, or at least said he did,” Spark said, looking at the robot dubiously.

      “I detected the reduced transmission bandwidth and cessation of scans. You will now be allowed into the construction zone. Be aware, this is an active construction zone, so watch your step and do not take flight or otherwise intrude into areas under active construction,” Circe said, turning in place to face the shield. “Welcome to Eden Manor. Have a pleasant stay.”

      “Eden Manor?” Lilith asked, looking at the robot in surprise. “I don’t remember agreeing to that! Were you talking to Gina again?”

      “While Warden made the initial suggestion, Morgan supported it, and it suits Mistress Shadowmind’s sense of humor, so I chose to accept the suggestion,” Circe replied promptly. “The designation has been set in my system.”

      Spark looked between the two, a little confused as Lilith put a hand over her eyes and sighed heavily. The soft laughter from her com, in Archon’s voice, of all things, just heightened her confusion. She didn’t like being left out of an obvious joke. Before she could ask anyone, though, Lilith lowered her hand again.

      “Well, nothing to be done now except deal with it. Not how I expected this to go, but so be it,” Lilith murmured, then smiled at Spark. “Shall we? I am rather happy with how the construction is going. Maybe I can even get a real inspector out tomorrow. I do hope he’s alright.”

      “Hopefully, but the locals do try not to kill mundanes. That draws more attention than they like,” Spark said, relaxing and nodding. “I’d appreciate that, though. I’ll admit to curiosity, though I’m sure the media would love to get a look inside.”

      “I’m sure they would. Perhaps I’ll even let them see some of it, once everything is complete, and the defenses are properly concealed. They haven’t precisely endeared me to them over the last few months,” Lilith said, reaching out to tap the shield, and the glittering barrier rippled at her touch, then fell. “Some of them were respectful, but many of them weren’t. I found it quite rude.”

      “I… think I understand,” Spark said, watching the robot move past the vanished shield and through the inner distortion field. She considered, then shrugged as Lilith followed the robot, proceeding as well. She really was curious about what was inside. But she took all of two steps inside the distortion field before stopping, her eyes widening as she looked up.

      The building in front of her filled most of the inner distortion sphere, and while Spark wasn’t sure exactly how big it was, it probably was close to eighty feet across. The exterior was largely what looked like blocks of finely cut granite which sparkled in the light, and the windows were elegant, somehow obscuring what was inside without reflecting too much light. There were two floors to the building that she could see, but it was how it was being built that shocked Spark, not just that the spire-like towers on each of the corners reminded her of a castle.

      Over twenty steel girders had been embedded into the ground around the construction site, and cables connected them to one another. That would have been odd, but it was the machine attached to them that drew her attention. It was massive, like a shipping container crossed with a vast mechanical spider, and it was holding onto the girders as it moved, machinery along its bottom rapidly doing something along the walls of the upper floor, slowly moving around the wall.

      “What is that?” Spark asked, her eyes wide as she looked up at the machine. Fortunately, Lilith had stopped, and the woman smiled in amusement.

      “That is a Mark Seventeen Rapid Fabricator. It’s capable of building most vehicles or structures in Shadowmind’s database from raw materials, from fusing stone to assembling the circuitry in the walls,” Lilith explained, shrugging as she looked up at it. “I don’t know exactly how it does it, mind you, but I’ve got two of them in the city. The other one is doing the reconstruction of the apartments I purchased, though it isn’t trying to construct something fit to survive a nuclear strike, so it’s making faster progress.”

      “Damn it, I wish I knew what you were talking about,” Decarin muttered, his tone cross.

      “It looks like a semi-trailer with legs, Dec,” Spark said dryly, looking at Lilith in bemusement. “It’s holding on to poles, and building the upper floor of the building somehow.”

      “Think of it like a giant 3D printer,” Lilith suggested helpfully, a quirky smile on her face as she glanced over at Spark. “I won’t get into it, but it can layer the materials quite well. I assume you understand why Circe didn’t want you going up there? Getting hit by that when it’s moving would be unpleasant, as it has a lot of mass.”

      “A 3D printer? For a base? No wonder Shadowmind has so many of them,” Decarin said, his tone growing thoughtful. “I wonder if I could build one?”

      “Dec, shut up if you’re going to listen, please. As for getting hit, I believe you, Lilith,” Spark said, watching for a moment more, then lowering her gaze to the front door, which was a nice white with an ornate glass oval in the middle of it, though the glass also couldn’t be seen through. “So why does it look a little like a castle?”

      “Well, buying the property took a bit of time, mostly because we were negotiating with Glendale at the time… in any case, while we were waiting, the other two asked me what sort of house I wanted and started pulling up other manor listings. I just picked out the examples that I liked,” Lilith said, opening the door and showing Spark in as she added, “Sorry about the lack of furniture, but that’ll be along soon enough.”

      The door opened to a large front room, one big enough to fit many apartments that Spark had seen, though the floor was polished wood stained a warm red, and the walls were a soothing beige. Across the room was a compartment which had an open door, and Spark saw the robot fold up its arms and trundle inside, then the door shut. A part of her wondered how it’d gotten inside, since she hadn’t seen it open the door. On the other hand, she’d also been rather distracted.

      “It’s certainly big. And spacious,” Spark admitted, looking around slowly. “More than I’d think you’d need, even with three people.”

      Lilith shrugged and smiled warmly at that. “Oh, it is. On the other hand, we could have visitors at times, and… well, I grew up in a lab, if you can call it growing up. I like having lots of open space around me. Not that that’s what the open area around the house is for.”

      “Oh?” Spark asked, looking at Lilith skeptically, though a tiny part of her was slowly relaxing in her presence. Lilith hadn’t made a single move toward her, which was a relief.

      “It’s to keep people out of the line of fire,” Lilith said, gesturing around her as she added, “The fence is mundane, and there won’t be any defenses in the yard itself. I’m even having a sign put up, asking anyone who attacks me to try to keep the damage inside the fence. I figure that reduces the chances of anyone getting caught in the cross fire when I’m attacked next.”

      “You expect to be attacked, then?” Spark asked, tensing slightly more, only to be startled by the look Lilith gave her, and the amusement in the woman’s eyes.

      “Of course I do. No matter what, I can’t avoid the fact I was created by Shadowmind, and while the heroes and most governments have rescinded their bounties on my head, the ones in the underworld are quite active,” Lilith said calmly. “It isn’t a matter of if I’ll be attacked. It’s simply a matter of when.”
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        Guardian Compound, Paragon City

      

      

      Archon sat back in her chair, listening in silently as Spark took the tour of Lilith Carpenter’s house. While not having visuals was a little disappointing, the house sounded surprisingly spacious to Archon, which was something she’d noticed was an issue with many places she visited. With her wings, not having an overly cluttered room was vital.

      “Which isn’t to say she won’t clutter it in the end,” Archon said, idly extending her wings slightly, stretching them as best she could. She’d muted the microphone, so it wasn’t like her comments would distract Spark.

      While Archon couldn’t say she wasn’t concerned about Lilith’s presence so near Paragon City, as Glendale was simply one of the suburbs, she also wasn’t as concerned as the others were. She knew what it was like to be viewed as something other than what one might be, with how many churches had tried to claim that Archon was a sign from God, so she felt an odd kinship with Lilith. Especially after the comment about the manor’s new name.

      “Ah, well. It isn’t something we have to worry about just yet. We can keep an eye on her, and if she causes trouble… well, we’ll deal with it as it comes,” Archon murmured, glancing over to her armor and sword, each of them resting on a rack against the wall. The one part she disliked about being a hero was how reactive it was a lot of the time.

      On the other hand, it kept her in a home where she could stretch her wings, and out of the clutches of zealots. That made her life much happier.

      So Archon continued to listen, while simultaneously keeping an eye out for any reports of incidents. They were in Paragon City, after all, and there were a lot of villains who wanted to make their mark.
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        Monday, April 21st, 2031

        Shadowmind Utah Lair Alpha-Three

      

      

      “No, you don’t need to hurry back and check on me. Mountain Razor barely cut me, and I can hardly tell that I was injured anymore,” Lilith said, slightly exasperated as she lay back on the couch, but amused anyway. “Circe made certain he didn’t infect me with anything, either. I’m safe in the lair.”

      “But Lil!” Gina protested, her voice tiny through the phone, only to be interrupted by Rachel’s laughter.

      “Gina, settle down. We’ve only been gone a couple of days, and Lilith made it on her own for months without us,” Rachel scolded gently. “We intended for this to be an initial test, anyway. While I may not have agreed with what Defender did, he had a point when he asked if we could handle being away from Lilith for long.”

      “Agreed. I don’t think I’ve done anything untoward to either of you, but that isn’t to say there isn’t anything else going on under the surface,” Lilith said, watching her feet as she wriggled her toes, admitting, “Oh, it’s boring without you, and I’m lonely, but I can handle it. There’s a world of difference between being alone because you don’t know anything else and after having company for so long. I’m looking forward to you getting back on Friday.”

      “You aren’t the only one. Though if something goes particularly wrong, I’m coming back, experiment or no experiment!” Gina said, not sounding particularly happy, even if she’d accepted the point.

      “Well, duh? This is an experiment, not a suicide pact,” Rachel said dryly. “I also think it’s far more sane than the one before Christmas.”

      “Damn Blue Impulse anyway,” Gina muttered, prompting a laugh from Lilith.

      “He is in rather unpleasant condition, I’ll point out. And even if he ever wakes up, he’s going to be less dangerous than before,” Lilith said, smirking as she added, “Circe told me that they’ve determined he lost about a quarter of his magical potential, and that the, um… well, I may as well have castrated him. Unless someone uses some form of regeneration on him, anyway.”

      “Oof, a quarter of his magic? That would sting,” Rachel murmured, and Lilith felt like she could practically see her lover wince. “Not that he doesn’t deserve it. Sadly, there are plenty of ways to get regeneration of some form, but that requires him to wake up and get out of lockup.”

      “I… think I’ll refrain from comment. Anything I say would be far meaner than I’d like,” Gina said after a moment of silence, a slight edge to her voice. “Anyway, I also don’t think I’ll ever forgive Defender for what he did. Sure, Lilith’s fine, but my painting was mortally wounded!”

      “A definite tragedy,” Lilith said, her eyes and mood darkening a little at the memory. Sure, Gina had done a high-quality scan of the painting of Morgan in a elven dress, so it wasn’t completely lost, but the laser cannon had punched a hole right through the center of the painting, and residual heat, combined with the fire suppression system, had pretty much finished it off. On the other hand, thinking about it brought her mind back to Spark, which brightened her mood a little, and Lilith grinned. “Actually, speaking of paintings… I think Spark wants to see your painting of her.”

      “What?” Gina yelped, obviously startled. “Lilith, you told her about that?”

      “Of course I did. When she showed up, I greeted her, and she seemed surprised that I knew who she was. I mentioned that we looked at the heroes in the area, but that I’d found out about her because of your painting,” Lilith explained, examining the fingernails on her free hand, then frowned. They were slightly more ragged than she’d like, so she’d have to trim them later. “While Spark didn’t say anything about it, despite my offer to ask you to bring it with, she seemed quite intrigued.”

      “That… well, I suppose it could be worse. I’m glad I took down my online listings when I did, because now it seems like every collector under the sun is coming out of the woodwork to try to buy my paintings,” Gina said, letting out a sigh. “I’ll definitely think about it, though. I’ve only met Spark… three times?”

      “Something like that. I know she visited Ocean Shield once, and you were at a conference with her another time,” Rachel agreed, and a faint bit of road noise came through the speaker before she asked, “So, what’d you think of her, Lilith? And what did she seem to think of you?”

      “She was watching me with obvious suspicion, but wasn’t openly hostile, which was a nice change of pace,” Lilith said, shrugging helplessly as she continued. “Beyond that? I don’t know, really. She’s… a heroine, and I don’t know her. On the other hand, she was pretty good at masking her opinion, though she seemed to have relaxed by the end of the tour. Probably because she didn’t see any superweapons in the manor.”

      “As if I would have allowed them in a public venue, Mistress Lilith. Even if you wanted them, which you did not,” Circe interjected primly, prompting laughter from the other two.

      “A definite point. Well, we’re going to have to figure something out. We can’t have the heroes eyeing us in suspicion for forever,” Gina said, to Lilith’s amusement. In the background Lilith thought she could hear road noise as well, prompting her eyes to narrow slightly.

      “Sure we can. I just would prefer to have them accept us,” Lilith said, and shrugged. “For now, though… we shall see what comes. Are the two of you out?”

      “We’re heading for dinner, yes. Going back to the Chinese place where we met, in fact,” Rachel confirmed, sounding a bit guilty as she added, “I wish you could be with us.”

      “I wish I could be there,” Lilith said, letting out a somewhat wistful sigh. “Though I suspect that would just garner unwelcome attention.”

      “Actually, that’s what I’m doing, right now. I’m not hiding my lip color, remember?” Gina countered, her tone bright, but somewhat forced as well. “We’ll see you this Friday!”

      “Sounds like a plan,” Lilith murmured, and hung up.

      For a minute she just laid there on the couch, trying to ignore the loneliness she was feeling. Then she shook herself, swinging her legs off the couch to stand. Rachel had moved into Lilith’s room some time before, and with her had come a host of manicuring tools she’d taught Lilith to use, so that was her first destination, at least for the moment.

      “Circe, what was on the menu for tonight?” Lilith asked as she walked.

      “Chicken pot pie, fresh biscuits, and a tossed green salad,” Circe replied promptly. “It can be ready fifteen minutes after you request it.”

      “In that case, please have it ready in… half an hour,” Lilith said, considering her fingernails for a moment more, then opened the door to her room and smiled. It was rather crowded now, even with the enormous closet, but the sight of all of Rachel’s jewelry practically spilling out of the jewelry boxes on the vanity, and the numerous texts regarding magic on the shelves were comforting for her. She continued a moment later. “I’d also like another round of training with my power armor this evening.”

      “Of course, Mistress Lilith. Dinner will be ready in just under thirty minutes, and I’m prepping your power armor in the proving grounds,” Circe agreed promptly, and Lilith smiled.

      “Thank you, Circe. What would I do without you?” Lilith said, glancing up at the speaker on the ceiling fondly.

      “I’m certain that you would manage, Mistress Lilith. I’ve done what I can to make certain that you’re an independent woman,” Circe replied, the AI’s tone softening as she spoke with just a hint of affection. “I may not be human, but I do care for you. It isn’t solely my programming that influences me to take care of you.”

      Lilith paused just as she was pulling out the tools she needed, blinking in surprise, then warmth rushed through her as she smiled, even more at ease than she’d been before. Then she nodded, murmuring softly, “Thank you, Circe. That… means a lot to me. I care about you, too.”

      “I know, Mistress Lilith. I’ll leave you to your work,” Circe replied, now sounding brisk. “I hope you have a pleasant evening.”

      Lilith laughed at that, and settled down to get to work. She was looking forward to getting out of the lair more permanently.
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