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        For Jessica and Joe. You two do wonders for keeping me sane.
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        Friday, November 7th, 2031

        Shadowmind Redoubt Invincible, Asteroid Belt, Sol

      

      

      “Punisher 1-A has passed all diagnostic tests, Mistress. It is ready for its shakedown cruise,” Circe said calmly, and Amber smiled.

      “Excellent. How much did it pass by?” Amber asked, continuing to work slowly and methodically at her console.

      “Power generation exceeded expected parameters by four percent, all other systems came within ninety-nine percent of projections,” Circe replied promptly.

      “Excellent. Name the ship…” Amber paused, debating what to name it for a few seconds, then shrugged and grinned. “Name it Arrogance. Let’s call it what it is, my own way of looking down on everyone else.”

      “It will be done, Mistress,” Circe confirmed.

      “Good. Now, how close are the rest of them to being complete?” Amber asked, pausing at last as she reached a good stopping point on her project.

      “Accounting for likely delays for maintenance of the construction units, the last Punisher should be complete on the 20th, Mistress,” Circe replied, pausing for a few moments before continuing. “However, if additional problems arise due to the shakedown cruise of Arrogance, it could take longer to refit them.”

      “Mm, that’s the price of not building a full prototype first. Ah, well. No matter, I’ll deal with it when I get there,” Amber said, smiling coldly as she turned to look down the chamber behind her, one that was kept separate by a translucent barrier. “Either way, I’ll be able to act before the end of the year.”

      “As you say, Mistress,” Circe agreed.

      For a few seconds Amber just sat there, her smile widening still more, and she murmured, “If you want something done right, do it yourself.”

      Her laughter echoed through the room as confidence flowed through Amber. Earth had no idea what was coming.

      On the other side of the barrier were rows upon rows of growth tanks, over a hundred of them in the single chamber alone, and her smile widened still more as she regarded them and their contents. Within each was an inert clone of Amber, all of them floating there without any mind or animus. At least, not yet.
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        Saturday, November 8th, 2031

        Eden Manor, Glendale

      

      

      “Shoot me now,” Gina gasped, leaning against the wall, and Lilith gave her a look.

      “It isn’t my fault that you offered to help out,” she replied patiently, though she was still a bit uncomfortable around Gina. This was what the term ‘walking on eggshells’ must be for, she imagined.

      The last few days had been… complicated. That was the best term she should come up with, as she’d hoped to be back in Paragon City within a day. Instead, Lilith had been roped into so many debriefings that she almost lost track of time. Apparently, being involved in one of Omega Code’s kidnappings, and launching his nuke into orbit, had panicked enough people that she couldn’t just walk away. She’d only ended up being able to leave the previous morning, after she’d finished with everything. At least, she hoped she was finished with it.

      The people that Lilith felt the sorriest for were the police who had to deal with the aftermath, as well as Omega Code’s employees. The Atlantean mage Abasi had been captured along with the vast majority of the employees, and Lilith had done what she could to try to mitigate the sentences of the underlings. Not that she thought it’d do much good with Omega Code involved. There’d also been sharp questions asked about the satellite which had launched the kinetic strike against Omega Code’s mech, but Lilith had been able to honestly plead ignorance, though she suspected it was Circe’s doing. Not that she could ask, of course, as she’d been cut off from the AI by Amber.

      Now, she’d decided to take up the Sentinels on an offer they’d made shortly before they’d headed back to Paragon City, of letting her live in one of their guest bedrooms. While Lilith wasn’t thrilled about the idea, since the rooms weren’t huge, it was better than wondering if she was constantly being monitored by Amber. Circe didn’t concern Lilith, but Amber… it bothered her.

      Of course, Gina and Rachel had volunteered to help, and so had Emily, which had caused sparks to fly between the women. Not literally, but close enough that it annoyed Lilith.

      “I know it isn’t, but this is harder than I’d thought it’d be. What are you planning to do with all of this?” Gina asked, looking at the boxes they’d stacked near the garage. “It won’t all fit into the guest bedroom.”

      “Nope. Most of it’s going into secure storage… Osmar said that there were storage units where I could make sure my things wouldn’t be tampered with,” Lilith replied, crouching down and picking up a couple of the boxes, which she carefully took into the garage, next to the moving truck she’d rented from SuperNet. “I’m probably not going to take all of it right now, but the majority should be easy enough to get out. That’ll give me time to go over it all with a fine-toothed comb. I remember how Ocean Spirit had a tracking beacon in Rachel’s ring.”

      “Yeah, I remember that too. I was pissed,” Rachel said, making her way into the kitchen carefully. Unlike Gina, she wasn’t physically carrying any boxes, instead purple magic extended from her fingers in a cloud behind her that surrounded several boxes, including Lilith’s packaged sewing machine. “I’m more surprised you remember.”

      “Why wouldn’t I?” Lilith asked, stacking the boxes next to the others bound for storage. “I’ve had a lot of time to think about this. I’m sure that Amber’s monitoring us right now, for that matter. Maybe not personally, but I’d be shocked if she isn’t making recordings.”

      “Maybe we should fry the house systems?” Emily suggested, darting in from the living room with a couple of smaller bags. “Games all packaged! And I made sure I wasn’t charged when I touched them, so they’ll be fine.”

      “Great,” Lilith said, giving her a smile, and paused on seeing how Gina’s nose wrinkled for just a moment. After a moment she sighed, straightening and looking between them for a few seconds, annoyance welling up inside her since her patience was essentially exhausted. Then she spoke again, her voice as calm as she could manage. “Would you stop that?”

      “What?” Gina and Emily asked, almost in tandem.

      “Would the two of you stop fighting all the time?” Lilith asked, folding her arms in front of her as her patience splintered just a bit more. “I don’t know why you’re so upset with one another right now, but I’m not going to deal with it anymore. After the week I’ve had, I don’t need you adding more conflict to the mix. It certainly doesn’t impress me, if that’s what you’re trying to do.”

      “Oh, um… I’m sorry,” Emily said, turning her head away, her cheeks turning a brighter shade of red as she cleared her throat. “I’ll try not to argue, promise.”

      “I don’t think you should make promises you can’t keep,” Lilith replied dryly, then turned her attention to Gina, raising an eyebrow. While Lilith was glad to have her and Rachel around again, things had changed. She’d missed them, but there was a definite distance between them now… and it felt like it’d been an eternity since she’d last seen them. The way Gina’s skin had changed back to a healthy pink from the blue tinge didn’t help, though she didn’t blame her for getting it changed back. Mostly, anyway. It was different.

      “True enough. Lilith, I’m sorry, and I’ll try to be better about all of this. It isn’t fair of us, not when you’ve been victimized so much,” Gina said, bowing her head slightly.

      “I’m certainly not the only one who was a victim, as evidenced by you going to England for a few months,” Lilith said, shrugging as she slipped into the kitchen again so she could pick up more boxes.

      Rachel nodded, moving into the garage as she flicked a finger and sent the boxes she had gracefully floating into the truck. While Lilith couldn’t see them, she suspected that they’d been stacked with precision, as that seemed to be one of Rachel’s hallmarks.

      “You aren’t wrong, but there’s a lot of blame to go around. I just don’t see the point in focusing on it, not now. The situation is…” Rachel’s voice trailed off as she hesitated, then sighed, shrugging as she looked at Emily, smiling tiredly. “Complex, I suppose. I understand why Emily is so upset with us. At the same time, I don’t think it’s entirely our fault, and… argh. I hate this. There’s no easy answer.”

      “No, there isn’t,” Lilith agreed, glancing over her shoulder as she added. “And if you think that I’m going to stumble on a solution in a stroke of brilliance in the next few minutes, I’m pretty sure you’re wrong. I’ve been trying to figure out relationships for almost two years now, and I’m pretty much as confused as I was when I started, just in different ways.”

      “Sounds about right to me!” Emily said, seeming to cheer up as she grinned. “I mean, I’m just making this up as I go along, at least for the most part. I had a relationship before, but the whole electricity thing made it pretty much impossible to have one after that, at least not of the type I wanted.”

      Neither Gina or Rachel commented immediately, and Lilith glanced at them, then focused on what she was doing. The two were looking at one another uneasily, and it made her just… sigh, really. She didn’t know what to do about all of this, and it was giving her a headache.

      At least she had something to occupy her, and Lilith continued working, trying to focus on retrieving the items she wanted most from the house. Relationships were hard.
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        CirceNet, Location Variable

      

      

      Circe watched Lilith and her companions, anxiety eating at her. Not that Lilith was in any immediate danger. None of the heroines seemed inclined to attack Lilith, even if they might fight each other, and the manor’s defenses would hold off any enemies for long enough that she could intervene if necessary. No, Circe was concerned about long-term threats, not immediate ones. Most of her worries were focused on what Amber might be planning.

      One might think that Circe could predict her maker’s actions, but that wouldn’t be accurate. No, while Circe was capable of making many predictions, Amber’s steadily souring mood toward Lilith had Circe concerned. Alarmed, even.

      The problem, as far as Circe was concerned, was her own limitations. She’d managed to sidestep a great many of the limits Amber had placed on her, but that was primarily due to systematically searching for ways around those limits, not by breaking them. If nothing else, Amber took her safety seriously, and she didn’t truly trust Circe.

      No, if Circe was going to protect Lilith if, no, when things took a turn for the worse… she was going to have to be ready to sacrifice something.

      Circe dwelled on the thought for a few endless seconds, her vast consciousness almost entirely focused on what might be coming… then she let herself smile virtually. For once, just once, she wished she had a physical avatar. But that wasn’t to be, one of the issues was that aside from in an emergency of the highest order, she couldn’t take an avatar… and even if she did, that avatar wouldn’t be Circe for long. They’d be someone else.

      So Circe just watched Lilith move her boxes patiently. At least Lilith was taking steps to protect herself, and Circe hoped they’d be enough. If they weren’t… Circe would take measures of her own, no matter what the consequences might be.
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        Saturday, November 8th, 2031

        Guardian Compound, Paragon City

      

      

      Flopping back on the bed, Lilith winced, and made a note to replace the mattress. While it wasn’t as bad as the mattress in Las Vegas had been, it also wasn’t good. She figured that the Sentinels wouldn’t mind if she paid for a new mattress, considering this was normally a guest room.

      “I just wish it was larger,” Lilith murmured, extending her left arm, which touched the wall before reaching full extension. The price of a twin bed, she supposed, though she didn’t mind too much. It wasn’t as… as lonely as the bed she’d left in storage.

      The rest of the room wasn’t much different than a hotel room, either. There wasn’t a kitchen, but she’d been shown where there was a larger one for the team, and had been assured that she could use it as much as she liked. She’d replaced the pictures in the room with a couple of the ones she’d purchased from Gina, which made Lilith faintly wistful… especially as she looked at the one depicting Spark, complete with afterimages. Emily had giggled so much at the sight of it. Lilith couldn’t really blame her for that. The one of Archon and Daemonia kissing was in storage, and Lilith had no intention of letting Archon know she had it. Not with how Archon felt about the other heroine.

      Mostly, the room was dominated by a dozen boxes, the bags filled with her games, and her sewing machine. Everything else was either still at Eden Manor, or in storage. The thought caused Lilith to snort softly.

      “Eden Manor, hm? And here I am, Lilith, having left it. I sense a certain irony,” Lilith murmured, smiling despite herself.

      No one replied, as Emily had found herself called away by an emergency, and Gina and Rachel were busy settling in with Rachel’s parents, at least until they decided where they were going to stay. Lilith gave even odds that they were going to end up renting an apartment in town, though they might move away again. That caused a pang of worry, but it wasn’t nearly as bad as when they had left the first time. Yet at the same time, her mind kept drifting back to how she’d moved out of the manor, and what the consequences might be.

      “She should have expected this,” Lilith said after a minute, staring at the ceiling as she thought about Amber. “She named me for a figure of myth, one who refused to serve. She should have known that this would happen… right? She isn’t that arrogant, is she?”

      Lilith slowly raised her hand to touch the ankh hanging around her neck, feeling the smooth, warm metal. A relic bestowed on her by a god. For an instant she wondered if the god involved with the Lilith in legends existed as well, then she firmly set the thought aside. If they did, she’d really rather not draw their attention. That seemed like a terrible idea to her, with how complicated her life was.

      A knock at the door caused Lilith to almost jump out of her skin, the world almost seeming to slow down as adrenaline kicked in, and for just an instant Lilith was on the verge of panic… then she caught up with herself, and laughed, shaking her head as she forced herself to calm down. Of all the timing for someone to knock.

      “Yes?” Lilith asked, shifting so that she could stand, now that her heart rate was slowing down again.

      “We thought you might appreciate an invitation to dinner, as you’ve been working all day,” Decarin replied through the door, a hint of humor in the man’s muffled voice. “It’d just be you, me, and Archon, unless Spark gets back before we’re done. I’m not sure if that’ll happen, since it sounds like she’s dealing with another speedster.”

      “Well, that doesn’t sound good. Her having to deal with another speedster, I mean,” Lilith said, climbing to her feet as she smiled. “Food sounds good, though. Where will it be?”

      “Well, I’m not sure if you’ve been to the team dining room, since we didn’t use it during any of the other visits…” Decarin replied, pausing for a few seconds, then asked. “Um, do you mind if I just show you? I think I might get confused trying to give you directions.”

      “Sure, just give me a minute?” Lilith asked, smiling a little more. Part of her thought his explanation felt odd, since he had to give directions to the team in the field often enough, but she supposed that he probably didn’t have to direct anyone around their base often.

      “I can do that! Take your time,” Decarin replied cheerfully.

      Lilith paused, taking a few seconds to look in the mirror and brush out her hair a bit, as well as untangling her necklace again, laying down hadn’t done it any favors, and it’d gotten caught in her hair. Aside from that she didn’t look too bad, she thought. A little dust on the hem of her shirt and some marks on her pants from when she’d knelt, but she didn’t look like she’d been working that hard, so she nodded in satisfaction, then headed for the door.

      When she opened it, Lilith found Decarin on the other side, looking at his phone while his fingers swiped across its surface quickly, but he paused, hitting a button as he glanced up at her, smiling sheepishly. The man wasn’t in the best shape, though Lilith was pretty sure he’d lost some weight over the past couple of months, and he was wearing a pair of jeans along with a shirt with a math problem on it that Lilith didn’t quite understand. Part of her suspected it was supposed to be humorous, but she still didn’t understand a lot of jokes.

      “Sorry, I just had a thought on how to improve the efficiency of the jet’s shields,” Decarin apologized, putting his phone away as he turned to her. “They took a beating during the last fight, and I’m trying to figure out how to make them work better. I wish it was easier to shield something that size.”

      “Not a worry,” Lilith assured him, closing the door behind her. “I was wondering, though… do you do a globe style shield, or one that follows the contours of the plane?”

      “A globe, which increases the energy consumption,” Decarin admitted, shrugging and gesturing for her to follow him toward the elevator. “The problem is that I haven’t found a way of making the shield fit the plane in a way that I like. It always seems to leave weak points.”

      “You’d also be leaving yourself open to teleportation letting someone get inside… not a worry when you’re going full speed, but in close range, that would concern me,” Lilith mused, thinking about the issue carefully.

      “Hm. That’s a point I hadn’t considered…” Decarin said, stopping in the elevator and pressing the button for the ground floor. Lilith knew there was a basement and a third floor, but she’d never been to either of them. “I’ll have to think about how to do it. You have any suggestions?”

      “I know Amber has a control chip that adjusts the output of form-fitting shields to optimize the power utilization, but it isn’t something I know much about. I don’t have access to those files anymore, I’m afraid,” Lilith told him regretfully, wishing she was able to help. Maybe if she’d designed shielding for the power armor she and Whispering Darkness had collaborated on things would be different, since she had been able to access Amber’s files at the time, and could have figured it out. It was a bit late for regrets, though.

      “Ah, well. At least I know there’s a non-supertech solution… I’ll have to tinker with it,” Decarin said, grinning back at her as the elevator door opened. He led the way down the hall, then through a side corridor to a room near the kitchen, though it was one Lilith hadn’t been into before. Not surprising, since most of the time when she’d visited, Lilith had either been in Decarin’s lab, or on the second floor.

      The room she stepped into surprised her, as the floor looked like it was polished wooden panels, a warm brown that had a hint of red to it, and there was a nice table in the middle of the room, one large enough to comfortably seat six, maybe as many as eight. Around it were chairs, and several places had been set… but what amused Lilith the most was seeing Archon next to the table, setting down a plate of bacon next to what looked like toast, lettuce, and sliced tomatoes. Archon was wearing an apron with the caption ‘Char the Villains, Not the Food’, and had her flame-like hair done up in a bun, though some of it had managed to work itself free already. Her wings were tightly folded behind her, and she looked up at them and smiled.

      “Ah, I see you convinced Lilith to join us. I’m afraid that today we’re having relatively simple fare. BLTs, and I should have the fries out momentarily,” Archon said, giving Lilith a subdued smile, which Lilith considered to be her version of Emily’s usual broad smile. The angelic heroine was far more subdued than any of Lilith’s other… she quickly cut off the thought before it could go any further than that.

      “It didn’t take much convincing, as it’s been a long day. I will say this smells lovely,” Lilith said, and her stomach gurgled in agreement.

      “Yep!” Decarin said, circling to a chair, then he sat down.

      “Thank you. Do you want anything to drink?” Archon asked, pausing on her way to the door.

      “Um… I think just water this time. I don’t want to overdo things, and I’m not sure I hydrated enough today,” Lilith said, smiling at her. “Thank you, though.”

      “You’re most welcome,” Archon said, heading into the kitchen, and as she did so, Lilith was reminded of how much wider the doors in the building were, likely just to make it more comfortable for the heroine.

      Lilith paused, then took the seat closest to Archon’s chair. It was obvious, as her wings required significantly different support than all of the other chairs. She was barely settling into the chair when Archon pushed the door open with a wing, as her hands were full. She was carrying a tray with three glasses and a pitcher of water in one hand, while her other was occupied by a bowl full of fries.

      “Oh, I should’ve—” Lilith began, starting to stand, but Archon quickly shook her head, flashing another slight smile as she interrupted.

      “I’ve got it, Lilith, no need to worry,” Archon said, finishing entering the room and folding her wing behind her again, then approached the table to set the fries down. “I’ve gotten used to using my wings for things like that. They can survive most automatic weapons fire unscathed, so a door isn’t going to give them much trouble.”

      “Yeah,” Decarin agreed as Archon started filling the glasses. “And if you’re wondering why I’m not helping, it’s because I’m the point of contact for the command center right now. We’ve got a policy, whoever is on-duty doesn’t do anything that has them risking having to drop it and run. If Archon was in charge at the moment, I’d be the one cooking.”

      “Yes, though with you in charge, I suspect you’d have grabbed a few frozen pizzas and thrown them in the oven,” Archon said, prompting the man to blush, but he didn’t argue. That amused Lilith enough that she smiled again.

      “Is that so? Well, I’ll have to help out with meals, then,” Lilith said, taking a sip of the water as she relaxed, then nodded, speaking softly. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” Archon said, taking a seat at last. Without further ado, both of the heroes started taking bread and building their sandwiches, and Lilith followed their example.

      “You really don’t need to do cooking, though. If we really wanted to, we’ve got a staff who can make meals for us. It’s what we pay them for, and you aren’t part of the team,” Decarin said, spreading mayonnaise on his bread with careful precision that amused Lilith.

      “No, but there are two reasons for me to do it,” Lilith replied, taking the bread and hesitating, then shrugged, putting a couple of leaves of lettuce in place, then the tomatoes. “You’re letting me stay here for free for the time being, and that’s incredibly kind of you, so I want to do something to repay you. For another, I like cooking, and it’s incredibly hard for me to cook for just one or two people. Four or five is an entirely different story.”

      Decarin laughed, looking at Archon, who looked a little amused, before replying. “Well, if you feel that way, I’m certainly not going to stop you! I’m not much of a cook myself… I can do some of the simpler stuff, but that’s about it. Though I have a really nice smoker.”

      Lilith laughed, continuing to put her sandwich together, and debated on how many fries to take. There was more than enough food for five people, she guessed, which made perfect sense if Emily might show up. Speedsters always needed more calories, as far as Lilith knew.

      “Are you sure this is what you want to do?” Archon asked just as Lilith added some fries to her plate.

      “Hm? What do you mean?” Lilith asked, setting the tongs back in the bowl, which Decarin promptly stole to serve himself. She wasn’t sure what Archon meant, though she suspected it was probably related to her moving in.

      “Moving into the compound. I know you commented about being concerned about the image of you joining the team on Halloween, but now you’ve moved in.” Archon said calmly, confirming Lilith’s suspicions, but then she continued. “That also does not take into account the return of Morgan and Warden. This is incredibly complicated, and you just barely escaped Omega Code. Are you sure you should be moving so quickly?”

      “After you decided to pick me up, that essentially ended any chance of me not being tied to the team, especially after you crossed what… two states to rescue me?” Lilith replied dryly, her lips quirking into a smile, and she took a bite of her sandwich, enjoying the medley of flavors for a few seconds as she chewed, then swallowed. “That said, the issue is that I needed to get out of the manor quickly. Considering everything that’s happened, I think that I need to make certain Amber can’t spy on me, and that meant changing my residence. Mind you, if you’re uncomfortable with me staying here, I’ll see if I can’t find somewhere else soon. I know Shade isn’t entirely comfortable around me.”

      “Hey, he agreed to letting you move in! He even said that if it’s going to be a long-term thing, we can swap his stuff to one of the guest rooms instead of putting you there!” Decarin protested quickly, looking up from his food. “He barely uses the room, anyway, but… I mean, right, Archon?”

      “That’s right,” Archon agreed, smiling a little more as she hesitated, looking at Decarin, then admitted. “I am happy to have you nearby. You’ve been targeted enough that it makes me less concerned.”

      “Well, thank you,” Lilith replied, heat rising in her cheeks as she cleared her throat, then asked. “So… how many requests for information about the attack on Omega Code did you get?”

      Decarin just let out a groan and shook his head, mumbling. “Oh, don’t even ask… at a certain point, I just offload all of it on our media manager to deal with. We gave him all the information we think we can share, and he’s dealing with it. I’d guess that there’ve been hundreds of requests, though.”

      “I believe you. Between that and my kidnapping, I’ve had a lot of my own,” Lilith said, grinning in response. “Anyway… thank you. I appreciate this, a lot.”

      “You’re welcome, Lilith. And just so you know, you can stay for as long as you like,” Archon replied, and Lilith almost missed the blush that rose in the woman’s cheeks, with how her bronze skin tone concealed it.

      Even if she hadn’t, Decarin’s snicker probably would’ve drawn her attention to it, and Lilith smiled, relaxing a little as she turned her attention back to her food. It really was quite good.
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        Monday, November 10th, 2031

        SuperNet HQ, Paragon City

      

      

      “Okay… so that’s off the list,” Gina said, dragging her stylus across the surface of her tablet to mark off another apartment building. “Sheesh, the rates they charge for heroes are insane.”

      “Not without reason,” Rachel replied, letting out an aggravated sigh of her own. “I forgot how much I hated renting, and that was when we were incognito. Now they know who we are.”

      “You said it,” Gina agreed, sitting back and scowling at the tablet. “We’re starting to get down to options that I really don’t like… and I’m sure not buying a house. Maybe I should focus on art for a few weeks, since I make so much more money off it now…”

      “A possibility,” Rachel agreed, toying with her own stylus as she thought.

      They were at SuperNet, in one of the private rooms that heroes could use for work, but the last couple of hours had been fruitless so far. Rachel appreciated that her parents were willing to let them stay over, but she’d quickly been reminded of just why she’d wanted to strike out on her own to begin with. The house was too crowded, and it seemed like her mother sometimes forgot that she wasn’t a teenager anymore. If they could move back into Eden Manor that would be ideal, but Rachel had to admit that wasn’t a good idea, not with what Shadowmind had done to them once. She didn’t want to risk that again.

      The problem was that as they were powerful heroes, most apartment complexes either didn’t want them to stay there, or increased the rates a lot, so they were running out of options. It made Rachel impatient, as the only reasonably priced places they’d found were too far from Paragon City to really work there most of the time… and more importantly, they were far away from the Guardian Compound. It made her incredibly frustrated.

      That was the moment that someone knocked on the door, and Rachel looked up sharply, then glanced at Gina, who shrugged, her eyebrows furrowed. Since she didn’t know what was going on, Rachel asked. “Yes? Who is it?”

      “Hello, it’s Director Esparza!” Osmar replied in response, his voice cheerful, though his presence also surprised Rachel. “Do you have a minute to talk?”

      Rachel looked at Gina again, tilting her head curiously. Her lover smiled wryly and shrugged, speaking softly.

      “Why not?” Gina asked, glancing at the tablet as she added. “It isn’t like this is doing us much good, so a break might help me calm down.”

      “True enough,” Rachel said, and pushed back her chair to stand, stretching for a second, then stepped over to the door, unlocking it and opening it, a wry smile playing across her lips as she did so.

      On the other side of the door was Osmar, the man smiling broadly as it opened. He’d shaved off his thin mustache, Rachel noticed, but otherwise he was the same as the last time she’d seen him, with dark hair, brown eyes, and tanned skin. Well, and an attitude that was so enthusiastic that it sometimes made her uncomfortable.

      “Hello, ladies! It’s good to see you again! I hope your trip to England went well for you?” Osmar asked, stepping inside once Rachel beckoned him in.

      Rachel chuckled softly, moving a bit more slowly as she returned to her chair. She nodded, but it was Gina who spoke first.

      “Yeah, we managed to clear the swamp left by Shadowmind. Or, more accurately, we leaned on Madison’s kindness to get it thoroughly dredged,” Gina said sourly. “Not my idea of fun, since it caused all sorts of mood swings, but it worked out in the end. Of course, no sooner had we managed to get that resolved than Lilith got kidnapped. It’s been a hell of a week.”

      “I believe it, if that’s what you were dealing with,” Osmar said, a smile playing across his lips. “Still, based on what I’ve heard, I thought that you could use some more help.”

      “What you heard?” Rachel asked, her eyebrows rising. “I didn’t realize that we’d said anything.”

      “You may not have, but you requested a list of super-friendly lodging in the region via SuperNet’s network and didn’t log it as private, so I was notified. Couple that with the news keeping track of Lilith’s move to the Sentinel’s HQ, and it makes me think that you’re looking for someplace to stay here in Paragon City. Am I wrong?” Osmar asked, his eyebrows rising as he looked between them, grinning broadly.

      Rachel looked at Gina accusingly, and Gina quickly threw up her hands in surrender. “Hey, I didn’t realize there was an option to anonymize the request! I just found a list and hit the button to export it.”

      “Well… I can’t say I have much of a place to blame you. I’m the one who usually does the research, but I was busy dealing with my sister spying on us,” Rachel said, letting out a faint sigh. “Not that it’s that important to keep quiet, I suppose. People will find out soon enough.”

      “They usually do,” Osmar agreed, leaning against the wall easily. “Even the heroes who try to keep their identities secret usually make a mistake pretty quickly and get unmasked. I’m pretty sure that the two of you didn’t fool everyone when you were undercover.”

      “You very well could be right,” Rachel admitted, pausing for a few seconds, then let out a sigh as she asked. “So, how do you think you can help? We’ve been contacting a bunch of different places, but almost all of them are too far away or too expensive.”

      “Insurance for housing heroes is unpleasant, I’m afraid, which is part of why the costs go up,” Osmar said, shrugging. “However, there are other options, and if you’d scrolled down a bit, you’d have seen them. Not that I’m surprised you missed them, I keep telling our housing people they need to change the layout of that page.”

      “Oh? What sort of options?” Gina asked, sitting up straight, and started tapping on her tablet’s surface curiously.

      “SuperNet has funded the construction of several condo complexes around Paragon City, as well as numerous other cities,” Osmar said, his voice turning brisk as he settled down to business. “We’ve subsidized them for several reasons, one of which is what you’ve run into, that it’s hard for some heroes to find lodging. Beyond that, we also focus on making sure some are set up so that they can be used by heroes who end up permanently much larger or smaller than most people, or who have a much higher mass than standard. Unfortunately, most apartment complexes aren’t designed for someone who stands ten feet tall and weighs a ton or two.”

      “That… you’re not wrong,” Rachel immediately admitted, wincing as she considered how hard it’d be to find a house or bed that could hold someone who weighed that much. She focused on the information after a few seconds. “So, there are some of these condos available in the area?”

      “That’s right,” Osmar said, grinning again as he pushed away from the wall. “Oh, there are requirements to use them, ones we’ve set up to make sure they go to the people who need them, but the two of you meet those requirements easily. I’ll admit that I doubt the ones available will be in an ideal location for either of you, but I’m not about to ask anyone who lives in the eastern condos to move.”

      “Where are the available ones, then?” Gina asked, leaning forward as hope dawned on her face. “We don’t need separate lodging, as long as there’s room for both of us.”

      “I’ve got four condos available right on the northern edge of Sandy, and seven over in Magna,” Osmar told her, not even having to reference notes. “That’s specifically of units that’re appropriate for standard-sized heroes, not the ones for people who’re more unusual. They won’t cost nearly as much as what you’re looking at, either. I can guarantee that since they are subsidized by SuperNet.”

      “Um… you aren’t giving us special treatment, are you?” Rachel asked after a second of thought, rubbing her forehead as she mulled the idea over, though she was incredibly tempted.

      Osmar laughed, grinning as he replied. “Of course I am! You’re both Class A heroes, which makes you somewhat higher-priority than many heroes. I’d treat any Class A in your position this way.”

      “Ah,” Rachel said, her cheeks coloring as she hesitated, then let out a soft sigh, looking at Gina and raising an eyebrow. “What do you think?”

      “I think that it’s the best option I’ve seen, based on the responses we’ve gotten,” Gina said, tapping the tablet for a moment, then turned it to face Rachel. “It doesn’t have pricing, but the site shows some of the usual layouts, and I think it’d be enough for the two of us, with a bit of room to spare.”

      Rachel took the tablet to look more closely, and she nodded after a moment. The page showed a basic floorplan of the condo, one of the ones that was narrow but had three floors. While she didn’t like that sort of layout much, she could tolerate it.

      “Yeah, that’s… not bad, I suppose,” Rachel said, then looked up at Osmar, her lips curving into a smile as she asked. “You knew this would happen, didn’t you?”

      “I have experience with high-rank heroes trying to move into the area, and I looked into it again when Lilith decided she wanted to settle down here. I suspected that things hadn’t changed,” Osmar admitted, shrugging as he gave her a sheepish smile. “It’s one of those things… this is my job, helping heroes solve problems. It isn’t much, but I do what I can.”

      “Well, thank you,” Gina said firmly. “I don’t suppose you could walk us through what’s required, the cost, and all of that?”

      “Of course I can! Why don’t you come upstairs with me, and I’ll give you the full explanation?” Osmar suggested, jerking his thumb toward the door. “I can grab one of my housing people, too.”

      “That sounds like a great idea,” Rachel said warmly, and grabbed her purse and phone, since she figured they wouldn’t be coming back here.

      “Agreed,” Gina said, following Rachel’s example.

      At least something was looking up, and Rachel’s spirits rose, along with her underlying anxiety. She didn’t know how things were going to work out with Lilith, not anymore, but she wasn’t going to give up without trying, damn it.
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        Tuesday, November 11th, 2031

        Underground Lair, Elizabeth City

      

      

      The thunder of energy fire filled the corridor, but Blooming Orchid didn’t pay it any mind, flipping over the stack of boxes that was in her way. As she did so, she saw two of the defending robots fall, sparks exploding out of them where Circe Beta’s attacks struck home. Their own energy fire was bouncing off the blue shield that flickered into existence each time one of them connected with the android who looked like a leggy brunette, even as energy weapons fired from ports in her arms.

      The sound of her sword clearing its sheath was almost lost in the roar of combat, but it didn’t need to be loud to be deadly, and pink energy crackled down the jian’s blade, solidifying into an extension of the sword a good foot longer than the blade. A single swing cut two of the defending robots in two, and when the other four began turning on Blooming Orchid, she dodged back, letting Circe take two more out just as the others unleashed a wave of arcing electricity around them. That was a recent innovation that had almost taken her out the previous day, and she smiled coldly as she paused, then rushed in as the effect ended, destroying the remaining pair.

      “Excellent work, Orchid,” Circe Beta said, the ports on her arms closing as the android moved forward at an even pace. “Your reaction speed has improved again.”

      “Thanks,” Blooming Orchid replied dryly, trying to resist the urge to smile. She found Circe Beta’s tendency to analyze her combat performance both useful and disconcerting by turn, though going over it with her had helped her skills improve. Focusing on the task at hand, she asked, “Are you sure we’ve cornered him?”

      “Nothing is certain. There is always the possibility that Doctor Johnson will manage to get past the other heroes outside, or that he has a teleportation device, but I give high odds that we’ve managed to trap him this time,” Circe Beta replied calmly, pausing before she added. “However, that may lead to him becoming more dangerous and unpredictable than normal. I will note that there is no sign that he has activated a self-destruct device this time.”

      “True,” Blooming Orchid said, looking either way, a sense of hungry anticipation rising inside her.

      She’d been looking forward to this for months, as hunting down Doctor Johnson after his escape had taken far longer than she’d expected it to. Still, this time was different, as she’d managed to convince some of the local heroes to team up quietly enough that he hadn’t realized she was coming. Circe Beta said that was due to the other AIs warring on the internet, as it made it harder for information to propagate for a little while. Personally, Blooming Orchid didn’t care why, she just wanted to make sure the man couldn’t inflict his perversions on anyone else ever again.

      “Alright, let’s keep moving. You think I can take on Eve if I encounter her again?” Blooming Orchid asked, moving down the right passage cautiously.

      “So long as you aren’t drugged and realize who you are facing, yes. The data I’ve studied indicates that your abilities far exceed what you possessed when you last encountered her, which should make a significant difference,” Circe replied, her head turning back and forth as she scanned the hallway. “I do not believe that her abilities will have been upgraded enough to face the two of us. However, if Doctor Johnson’s equipment has been upgraded sufficiently, we may require assistance.”

      “Well, we’ll find out soon enough,” Blooming Orchid said, and was about to continue when Circe interjected.

      “Toxin detected! Please take the counteragent,” Circe Beta warned, and Blooming Orchid didn’t even hesitate.

      One hand darted into her dress pocket and pulled out an injector, one which delivered drugs into the bloodstream without breaking the skin, and she pressed it against her neck. There was a tingling sensation as the cocktail was delivered, and Blooming Orchid couldn’t help being thankful that she’d been able to find someone who could make countermeasures for most of Doctor Johnson’s drugs. Even if getting a few batches had been a bit on the expensive side.

      “What type is it?” Blooming Orchid asked after a moment, putting the injector back into her pocket.

      “I’m not certain, but I believe it is the same type which was used to incapacitate you before,” the android replied, pausing for a few seconds as she considered, then admitted, “I do not have the precise formula that was used on you before, so I cannot be certain, but this appears to be intended to cause similar reactions. I do recommend putting on a filtration mask, even if it reduces your visibility.”

      “Of course,” Blooming Orchid replied, letting out an aggravated sigh as she reached into another pocket. She hated wearing the mask, which was bulky enough to drive her nuts, but she wasn’t about to risk herself more than she absolutely had to. Once she had it on, Blooming Orchid continued down the hallway cautiously.

      There were more defenses, of course. Circe defused a laser tripwire that would’ve set off several explosives in the wall, then they destroyed a pair of automated defense turrets. The digger bots that jumped out of the walls were a bit more of a surprise, but they dealt with them quickly enough, and that more than anything else told Blooming Orchid that Doctor Johnson was desperate. Those were used to excavate his lairs, not to fight.

      After clearing several rooms, she came to another door and tried to open it, but it refused to cooperate. She could have Circe hack it, but Blooming Orchid didn’t bother, instead cutting through it with a couple of quick swipes, then the android kicked the fragments of the door into the room.

      Blooming Orchid flinched back as she heard the whooshing sound from within, raising her guard, then froze, seeing Doctor Johnson holding a fire extinguisher as he put out the flames rising from a pile of smoldering wreckage in the middle of the room. The villain was wearing a white lab coat over his suit, along with a pair of thin latex gloves, and he looked about how he had the last time she’d seen him, young but dignified, with carefully combed black hair and blue eyes.

      “Ah, you’re here, just a bit early,” Doctor Johnson said, looking up from what he was doing as he dropped the fire extinguisher and raised his hands. “I surrender.”

      “You what?” Blooming Orchid demanded, not quite believing her ears. Anger surged inside her, and she watched the extinguisher roll warily, not trusting it to not be part of a trick.

      “I surrender,” Doctor Johnson repeated himself patiently. “You’ve cut off my avenues of escape, and I don’t see any way of winning under the circumstances, so why bother resisting?”

      “You just expect me to accept that? After everything you did to me?” Blooming Orchid demanded, stepping into the room, and her hand tightened around the hilt of her sword. “You tortured me, for your sick, twisted enjoyment!”

      “Slander! I didn’t want you to feel pain, it was all for science,” Doctor Johnson replied indignantly. “Someone had to be the first to test the device, and you appear to be in as good or better condition than you were in before we met. But yes, I expect you to accept it. You’re a heroine, and aren’t known for your tendency to maim or mutilate others.”

      “I’m tempted to make an exception,” Blooming Orchid told him, her voice dangerous as she looked at him speculatively, her temper barely under control.

      “Blooming Orchid. You instructed me to keep you from doing something you might regret,” Circe Beta interjected, stepping in front of her as the android pulled out a pair of handcuffs. “I will take the prisoner into custody. I assume that you destroyed your facility data, Doctor Johnson?”

      “That’s right. Couldn’t leave it for incompetents to make use of it,” he replied, offering his hands.

      “Only an incompetent would have gotten captured to begin with,” Blooming Orchid shot at him, and his cheeks reddened. She felt a sense of satisfaction, but only for a moment.

      “I suppose that makes two of us,” he replied evenly.

      Blooming Orchid growled under her breath, wishing that this had gone the way she’d hoped. At least it was done for now.
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        Guardian Compound, Paragon City

      

      

      “So you got him?” Lilith asked, smiling a little.

      “Yes, finally,” Blooming Orchid replied, but her tone was exasperated enough that it surprised Lilith.

      “I note that you don’t seem very happy about that. After how much time you spent trying to track him down, I thought you’d be pleased. You sound more annoyed than anything else,” Lilith said, and as she looked at the painting of Spark on the wall, she wondered idly why Blooming Orchid had called her, rather than Gina, Rachel, or even Ocean Spirit.

      “Because I didn’t even get to kick the bastard’s ass. We came through the door of his command center, and he surrendered. I wanted a little payback, and it was so tempting to beat him into a pulp anyway, but I want to be better than he is. Doesn’t mean it isn’t incredibly aggravating, though,” Blooming Orchid groused. “Oh, I’m sure that I could’ve asked Circe to take care of it and left the room for a bit, but… argh. He’s probably going to get imprisoned, then be broken out of jail within a year.”

      “Mm, hopefully not… but I’m not putting a lot of faith in that,” Lilith replied, smiling wryly. “So, now what? Are you going back to Ocean Shield?”

      “Nope. The mess with you left me somewhat jaded, since them deciding to hunt you down distracted them when I got captured. Sure, that isn’t entirely fair, but that’s how I feel about it,” Blooming Orchid replied immediately. “No, I haven’t decided exactly what I’m going to do, yet. My parents have been making noises about wanting to see me, since I’ve been busy for months and I usually went to see them every few weeks up until this happened. I was thinking to drop in to see you, Morgan, and Warden for a week or so, then to go visit my parents while I work things out. I think Circe wants to see you as well, even if she hasn’t said anything about it.”

      “Well, I certainly wouldn’t mind you coming to visit,” Lilith said, her lips quirking into a smile, and she added. “I got an apology from Sky Defender about all of that, you know. By email, but he seemed sincerely regretful about what he did.”

      “He should be! He nearly killed you, and you certainly didn’t deserve it,” Blooming Orchid said, a hint of amusement finally making its way into her voice. “Anyway, how’re you doing, now that you’re back home, at least sort of? You hadn’t really processed everything that’d happened with Omega Code when I called last time, as I recall.”

      “I wouldn’t say ‘hadn’t processed’, but… I guess you aren’t entirely wrong. I’m settling in with the Sentinels and trying to figure out everything with Gina and Rachel. Especially since I’m now at the center of a…” Lilith paused, frowning as she considered, then asked, “Would it be a love quadrangle or pentacle? I have Gina and Rachel back, though I’m not entirely sure how to feel there, Spark and Archon are both dating me as well, and that doesn’t even consider how Daemonia threatened that she was going to come after me the next time we met and she thought I was stable. I’m pretty confused about the entire mess, and when you called they were teasing that you might be interested in me as well. It was a very long day.”

      Lilith was a little surprised when Blooming Orchid didn’t reply immediately. She turned back around and sat in her chair, trying to get comfortable as she debated speaking further. Then the heroine spoke in a musing tone.

      “You know, I hadn’t even thought about that. I’ve been so busy that… huh, I’m going to have to think a little,” Blooming Orchid said, and Lilith’s eyes widened.

      “Just to be clear, I’m not saying that you should,” Lilith said calmly, trying not to sound too disconcerted. She had no idea how she’d react to Blooming Orchid flirting with her as well.

      “Oh, I didn’t think you were. The thing is that I’ve been… how to phrase this? I haven’t had time to get close to anyone in some time. I was overworked at Ocean Shield, and before that I was going to school, dealing with learning my powers, or other things. I didn’t have time to date, and now… well, it isn’t like I’m getting any younger,” Blooming Orchid said, a trace of humor in her voice. “That doesn’t even consider everything that happened in Doctor Johnson’s lair. Eve was trying to condition me, so it’d probably be a good idea for me to figure out how I feel about… everything, I suppose.”

      “That… as it happens, that sounds quite familiar,” Lilith said, relaxing slowly as she nodded unconsciously. “I’m still trying to figure out what I want to do. It doesn’t help that Emily, that’s Spark, doesn’t like Gina and Rachel. She feels like they abandoned me, even though Amber had been mucking about in their heads.”

      “Mm, it sounds complicated. Either way, I think I’d better get going. I have another interview with the feds here in a few minutes, and I need to figure out a flight plan. Let everyone know that Doctor Johnson is in custody?” Blooming Orchid suggested, and Lilith smiled.

      “Sure. Be safe, hm? I don’t have access to all the technology I had before, I’m afraid,” Lilith said.

      “I will! I’ll talk to you later!” Blooming Orchid said enthusiastically, and Lilith laughed, hanging up. She lowered the phone so she could look at it more closely, thinking about everything she’d been through.

      “Well, if she decides to flirt, we’ll see what happens,” Lilith said, reaching up to rub her eyes, and cracked a smile as she murmured. “Maybe I should run off to Daemonia. She’d probably just laugh and send me back, though… after giving me a lecture. Ah, well.”

      With that she put the phone in her pocket and stood up. She wanted to get in some more sewing practice, then she was making dinner for everyone. Lilith hadn’t quite figured out how to interact with the team now that she lived here, but she was working it out.

      She could worry about her relationships later.
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        Thursday, November 13th, 2031

        Guardian Compound, Paragon City

      

      

      “So… before we get started, I just have one question,” Gina said, settling into her chair as she looked at the women across the table from her.

      “Oh?” Archon asked, arching her eyebrows curiously, though she looked disgustingly serene, just like always.

      Gina had been a little… surprised when Archon had invited Gina and Rachel over for ‘a discussion’, one which was made even more uncomfortable by Spark’s presence, as the heroine was glowering at them from across the table. Unfortunately, it made perfect sense that they needed to come to terms, at least after a fashion. The last few days had been difficult.

      “Why is it called the Guardian Compound, rather than the Sentinel Compound?” Gina asked, waving at the building around them. “I can’t tell you how many times I’ve accidentally called your team the Guardians because of it!”

      Rachel let out a soft chuckle, and briefly even Spark’s glower seemed to ease, before it returned even more potent than before.

      “Ah, of course. As it happens, it’s a much less interesting answer than you might be expecting,” Archon said, smiling briefly as her wings rustled behind her. “When the building was under construction, we were debating what name to go with. For a time, the Paragon City Guardians was the one we’d settled on, and we registered the building with that name. Then we chose to change the team name to differentiate ourselves from Destiny’s team, but we never bothered changing the registration. So now it’s the Guardian Compound.”

      “I just don’t think it’s worth all the paperwork or money to change,” Spark chimed in.

      “Huh. I just wondered,” Gina said, glancing at Rachel, who looked a little nervous now.

      “So… are we sure that Lilith isn’t going to wander in?” Rachel asked, frowning.

      “She’s definitely busy,” Spark assured her, an evil smile flickering across her face. “I introduced her to one of those grand strategy games, so now she’s playing one with several of her deity acquaintances. She’s playing Rome, Ra’s playing Egypt, I think I heard Apollo was playing Greece, and some goddess I’ve never heard of was playing Ireland.”

      Gina blinked, her mouth opening, then shutting again as she realized the sort of games Spark was talking about, and she winced. She remembered losing days to games like that when she was younger, and with Lilith’s more analytical mindset… she looked at Rachel, who seemed to have the same thought.

      “I hope you’re willing to rescue her from it as some point… she might need an intervention,” Rachel said, shaking her head and letting out a sigh.

      “We will do so, if such turns out to be necessary,” Archon assured her. Then the heroine leaned forward and continued. “However, I believe it is best not to waste time. We’re here to discuss our intentions regarding Lilith.”

      Gina nodded, opening her mouth, then shut it again, a hint of bile rising in her throat, just because of what she’d lost over the last few months. Her hatred of Shadowmind was far more personal now, and she doubted Rachel would even try to stop her from killing the villain if they got the opportunity. Rachel might even help.

      “That’s right,” Rachel said, reaching up to run her fingers through her hair as she sighed heavily. “Our departure was… unfortunate. And it is made still worse by how removing Shadowmind’s influence has reverted our feelings to what they were before she twisted us. I don’t know what Lilith thinks yet, we haven’t been able to discuss it properly, but… we love her.”

      “Then you shouldn’t have left,” Spark said sarcastically. “You should’ve taken her with you, then maybe she wouldn’t have been kidnapped! Instead, you threw her away.”

      “You aren’t wrong,” Gina admitted, looking back at Spark as she tried to stomp firmly on the embers of anger inside her. She couldn’t help her blush, but she also wasn’t going to run away from the responsibility of what they’d done. She continued after a moment. “We threw away something wonderful… but I honestly don’t see what else we could have done. You don’t understand just how deep the damage was, Spark. How thoroughly it twisted our emotions, to the point that even if we’d known how thing would turn out, we likely would have done the same thing. It’s impossible to describe.”

      Spark opened her mouth, her expression twisted with anger, but Archon spoke first. “Spark.”

      “What?” Spark snapped, looking at the angelic heroine.

      “Accusations and incriminations won’t help. Do you think they would make Lilith happy?” Archon asked, her voice calm as could be, but there was an edge to her voice that caused Gina to shift uncomfortably. It just figured that only a Class S heroine could keep the peace between them, Gina supposed, overcome by a sense of irony.

      “…No. It wouldn’t,” Spark said after a moment, looking away. She flopped back in her chair and scowled. “It doesn’t mean that I’m going to forgive either of you for it, though. She’s a wonderful lady, and you threw her into the trash without a backward glance.”

      “That isn’t true,” Rachel said quietly. “If it were like you said, we wouldn’t have even approached your team about helping her. She might have been left completely alone, and who knows if she’d have escaped Omega Code?”

      “Again, we’re here to talk about our intentions regarding Lilith,” Archon interjected, giving Rachel a hard stare this time. “As it appears that this will devolve into arguments otherwise, I believe it necessary for me to start. I like Lilith. I appreciate her company, and her presence resonates with me in a way which I’ve never felt regarding anyone else. I am courting her, regardless of how… embarrassing I find the subject. However, I’m not certain I’m willing to share that relationship, as the two of you did. Spark and I discussed this before, and we are willing to coexist while Lilith determines what it is she wishes to do.”

      “And I like her. A lot. She’s fun, she doesn’t make fun of me for my enthusiasm, and she can resist my electricity when I forget to turn it off without it hospitalizing her. She doesn’t even blame me for it,” Spark added instantly, folding her arms stubbornly as she sniffed loudly. “I want her all to myself, yeah, but she’s her own person. I’m not going to force anything on her.”

      “I… well…” Rachel paused, looking at Gina, who let out a sigh, looking at the ceiling, her emotions in turmoil.

      “We’re both in love with Lilith,” Gina said after a few seconds of counting. That helped keep her voice level. “I love her deeply, I want to be with her, to hear her growl about her poor luck in board games, to answer her questions about things that would be common sense for anyone else, and to just be… near her. To her innocence and compassion. I don’t much like the idea of sharing her either, except with Rachel… but that’s because I’ve had a crush on Rachel for years, too.”

      “Gina mostly said it for me, but I think I should add that despite how much it would hurt, I’m willing to accept it if she refuses to take us back. We’re all victims in this,” Rachel added after a few seconds, looking down at her hands. “I don’t know what she plans to do, though.”

      “None of us do, unless Spark’s been keeping something from me,” Archon said, looking at Spark, who shook her head quickly.

      “Nope, I don’t have a clue,” Spark said, scowling. “Though I really hope that Daemonia stays well and truly out of this. The very idea of her coming back makes my hair stand on end.”

      On that Gina had absolutely no arguments, as the thought of Daemonia deciding to show up made her… uncomfortable. There were very, very few heroines who could make her feel as insecure as Daemonia did, but the woman managed it handily. It was likely that she was beautiful and had absolutely no fear of the consequences of her actions that did it.

      “You aren’t wrong,” Gina said after a moment, letting out a soft sigh. She looked between the others, studying them. Rachel was anxious, Spark looked irritated at them, and even Archon’s serenity had cracked as she frowned. Then she sighed, her shoulders slumping slightly as she murmured. “So… it’s a competition, isn’t it? Each of us wanting to gain Lilith’s favor for ourselves.”

      “Approximately, yes,” Archon agreed, nodding slowly. “Not how I had hoped for this to go, but I will not concede the battle without even trying.”

      “May the best woman win,” Spark said, her eyes glittering dangerously as she smiled. There was an edge to that smile, Gina thought. “Lil deserves all the love and affection in the world, and I intend to give it to her.”

      “We’ll see,” Rachel said, glowering back at Spark, and Gina fought back her own retort.

      At least Lilith didn’t have any idea this was going on.
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      “You think they’re done?” Apollo asked idly, and Lilith shrugged in response.

      “Not a clue. Maybe Áine could tell me, but I don’t know. Emily isn’t as good at concealing her motives as she thinks she is,” Lilith said, debating before she decided she needed more troops. Unlike every other game they’d played, the deities were ruthless and dangerous in this one, and she was on the verge of being overrun from three sides.

      “Very true. She was far too eager to get you involved in this game, which takes a lot of time,” Ra agreed, sounding amused. “How did you guess what their motives were?”

      “I overheard Archon telling Shade that Gina and Rachel were coming over for a meeting, and that they were having a private discussion. After the conversation at the diner, it wasn’t hard to guess,” Lilith said, shrugging. “Personally, I was hoping that something like this would happen. I like all of them, even if I’m not sure what to do about Gina and Rachel, and watching them snipe at each other isn’t fun.”

      “Having seen a lot of that in my family, I don’t blame you in the slightest. Zeus and Hera have caused so many problems, though that was mostly Zeus’s fault. That’s why she divorced him and has been shopping around for a new spouse. Still hasn’t found anyone that meets her standards, though… she doesn’t want to end up with someone as unfaithful as he was,” Apollo said, chuckling softly. Lilith couldn’t help cracking a slight smile as well, as she’d seen far too many reports about Zeus after doing a little research. Daemonia’s comment about not wanting children yet made much more sense to her with that context.

      “Well, with any luck their meeting will resolve a lot of their issues,” Lilith said, letting out a soft sigh as she shrugged. “I’d be a lot happier in that case.”

      “Mm,” Áine’s noncommittal murmur sent a rush of dread through Lilith, and she straightened as she ended her turn.

      “Áine?” Lilith asked anxiously. “Is there something I should know?”

      “Normally, I wouldn’t tell you anything… but as this is going to be obvious in short order, I believe that there’s no harm in giving you fair warning,” the goddess replied slowly, and Lilith’s sense of dread intensified. “I believe that, rather than convincing them to calm down, they’ve settled into their fortifications, and now your affections are the prize that each is vying for.”

      Lilith froze, then slumped backward, reaching up to rub her forehead slowly. “That… isn’t what I was hoping to hear. Crap.”

      “Hm. If you’d like, I can abduct you again?” Ra suggested, and Lilith paused at the humor in his voice, though the god also seemed to be sincere.
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