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        Wednesday, May 21st, 2031

        Destruction Corps Headquarters, Unknown Location

      

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      At least Archon wasn’t likely to show up, as the heroine rarely left Paragon City.
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        Tuesday, May 27th, 2031

        Eden Manor, Glendale

      

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

        Salt Lake International Airport, Paragon City

      

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        Sunday, June 2nd, 2031

        Guardian Compound

      

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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