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      This book is composed of the first three volumes of Lilith’s Shadow: Born a Queen, Down with the Queen, and Queen’s Move. This is a series that’s near and dear to my heart, and also something of a surprise to me as well.

      See, back in 2016 I decided to write a superhero story for myself. It was set in a universe that I’d roughly sketched out for a game with a friend online, which didn’t get terribly far before it petered out. I wasn’t really conscious of self-publishing at the time, and I never expected to be a published author.

      So I wrote the story for myself, with numerous warts, flaws, and content I think is unpublishable. And let’s not forget that I didn’t even separate it into chapters! Everything was split into scene breaks, and that was it. The story in question was the first draft of Born a Queen, with around 70,000 words. I’m not going to get into the manifold flaws to the story, since it wasn’t intended for publication to begin with.

      Then I wrote and published Ancient Ruins, which took off like a homesick meteor, surpassing my wildest expectations. By the time I was most of the way done with Spells of Old, I was trying to figure out what I’d do next, because I intended Ancient Dreams to be done with the end of Halls of Power from the beginning. Common wisdom I know now is that you’re not supposed to change genres, but I had no idea at the time.

      Given everything, I decided to brush off Born a Queen and read through it. I decided that I could edit it to be a decent story, and went ahead and did so. It was… rough. I added around 20,000 words to its length, and revised almost every single paragraph of text, plus adding additional information, changing personalities to be consistent, and more. I never expected it to be my longest series to date.

      Yet here we are. Lilith is one of my more beloved characters, and she’s near and dear to my heart.

      I hope you enjoy her story.

      ~Benjamin Medrano
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      It’s a commonly held belief that the emergence of superpowers was the fault of the SS in 1943. Many scholars are skeptical of these claims, but even they admit that it was the actions of the SS that led to superpowers coming into the open. Whatever the case, that year the SS made the mistake of sacrificing the life of a young woman in Poenari Castle, believing it would call demons to their aid, thus turning the tide of the war in their favor.

      Instead their actions woke Vlad Dracul. Contrary to popular legends, Vlad was not a vampire but instead a dragon, and the actions of the Nazi scientists enraged him. He raised the young woman from the dead and destroyed the interlopers, declaring Transylvania his domain. The offending army could do little against him, and when anti-aircraft batteries, tanks, and bombs proved ineffective, Germany ceded the battle. Yet even though Dracula’s appearance rocked the world, his was merely the first of many powerful individuals.

      Months later, the first man the world called Pyroclasm took the field on the side of Germany, incinerating those who opposed him. Only through great sacrifices was he defeated, including that of a handful of people who showed superhuman abilities before their deaths.

      Over the following decades, every nation had men and women with superpowers emerge, though they were few and far between. Some of these were heroes, while others became villains. Those that inherited the name of Pyroclasm attempted to keep the last remnants of the SS alive, and have persisted even into modern days. However, the rarity of these powers came to an end on January 1st of the year 2000.

      As the year of 1999 came to a close, Stonehenge exploded with power that no one had ever imagined, rocking the countryside and the world itself as the stars shifted and warped until the very heavens were rent asunder. Power flooded the world, and with the dawn came the first changes in a slow ripple across the planet. Atlantis rose from beneath the ocean’s surface and mermaids swam once more, while the top of Mount Olympus disappeared into the clouds. A handful of people took on new and fantastic forms, and ancient gateways to realms of myth and legend opened once more. To humanity’s shock, they learned that for millennia Earth had been sealed away in a pocket universe where magic and superpowers were all but impossible to use, but that night, the seal had been broken.

      Thirty years has passed since then, and the number of superhumans has skyrocketed. Seemingly every form of superpower imaginable has manifested somewhere, and not all of them for the good. One of the most notable incidents in the United States was in 2003, when Congress was discussing regulation of superpowers and two villains attacked. General Mayhem and Major Disaster, both leaders of Destruction Corps, destroyed half the city and killed a large portion of the ruling parties of the country. Only the arrival of Destiny and Frostfire, two of the most powerful heroes in the world, saved the remainder of the city. Even so, Destiny was slain in the conflict. Fortunately, the heroine appears to be immortal, having emerged once more in 2025.

      The second major incident was in 2008, when a man now dubbed Megadeath attacked Salt Lake City. His sole power was to detonate on a near-nuclear scale a single time, which he used to wipe out the leadership of his former religion during one of their major conferences. The vast majority of the city was destroyed, and in the aftermath it was rebuilt as Paragon City. One of the few cities built from the ground up with the aid of superhuman inventors and scientists, Paragon City is the hub of superhero activity in the western United States.

      Things have changed immensely since the Advent, as the emergence of Earth into the wider universe is called. Few aliens have come calling so far, but humanity has proven to be just as prone to discord as ever, and while there have been many advancements in technology, many villains have arisen as well. It’s a new world, with limitless horizons and immense dangers.

      This is the world of Stars & Shadows.
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        Monday, January 7th, 2030

        Shadowmind Arctic Lair Delta-Seven, Arctic Ocean

      

      

      The shriek of twisting metal echoed through the facility savagely, prompting yet another siren to wail its warning throughout the structure. Amber winced at the harsh sound, glancing up at the intercom with a glare, hitting a key harder than she should have. As the siren cut off in a mournful, dying wail, the villain muttered under her breath angrily. “Damn it, I know! Crimson Bull my ass, he should be named ‘Bull in the China Shop!’ I just wish the idiot was stupid enough to show up without Warden. That would make this easier. Instead… well, shit.”

      The core of her undersea base was the chamber she was in, a hexagonal room about fifty feet across, with only a single, heavily reinforced hatch for an entrance. Opposite the hatch was a gaping alcove where an elaborate array of equipment dangled uselessly from where it’d been rapidly detached from the growth capsule she’d been monitoring. Amber wished that she’d thought to have a spare capsule on hand to put into its place, to fix the obvious absence. Unfortunately it was far too late for that, and Amber looked around the room again for something that she might be able to use against the heroes.

      To Amber’s right was a large set of workbenches and her favorite workstation, complete with six high-resolution holographic projectors that were currently dark. A tiny part of the villain glowered at the old coffee mug sitting next to the keyboard, annoyed that she hadn’t dealt with it before this. Far more frustrating was that this was the single most devastating invasion of her career, and both she and her base were in shambles.

      Four and a half suits of power armor were scattered across the benches to her left, most of the armor plating shattered and broken, and the inner workings scattered among her tools were largely broken and dismantled. If she’d had even another day, Amber might’ve been able to cobble together a single proper suit from the remnants of the others. As it was, none of the components were in any shape to be assembled into anything useful at this point. What she’d give for even one of the power generators being functional at the moment!

      The center of the room was dominated by the teleportation platform. There was a pylon both above and below the platform, which could be accessed by a gentle ramp, and remnants of electricity arced across the surface of the pylons from their recent use. Amber was working at the control panel next to the ramp, and she sat back in frustration as she realized the only option she had was to commit suicide, and that was a step too far, even now.

      A soft tone sounded and the computer began speaking in a silky, sexy voice that made Amber cringe under the circumstances. “Power reserves at 10%, teleportation matrix is offline. Primary, secondary, and tertiary power plants disconnected. Capacitor banks One, Two, Four, Five, and Six have sustained critical damage. Hull integrity failing, critical damage sustained by structural supports. Immediate evacuation is recommended, Mistress.”

      Amber glared up at the ceiling in disgust, annoyed with the AI. She’d once thought the lovely voice would make her happier, but at the moment all it did was make a bad situation worse.

      “If I could escape, I would’ve already done so, Circe. The problem is that they took out the escape pods and submersibles first,” Amber murmured, finally sitting back in her wheelchair and running her fingers through her hair, her mind racing through ideas. Despite her many close escapes, a daring, brilliant way out of this one was failing to occur to her, and her lips pressed together tightly as nothing came to mind. Finally she realized the truth, though, and she sighed, pressing a button and speaking clearly. “Circe, Protocol Delta. Confirmation code seven-four-nine-alpha-nine.”

      “Protocol Delta confirmed, initiating data wipe. Good luck, Mistress,” the computer replied in a soft voice, shutting down with an oddly final tone. Smiling sadly, Amber patted the console and shook her head.

      There were so many plans she’d had brewing, but obviously they weren’t going to happen now. The heroes were going to see to that. But the least she could do was make things more difficult for them. Turning her powers on herself, Amber began removing as much of the information they might want from her mind as possible while she waited for the ‘heroes’ to get to her room.

      The echo of twisting, tearing metal came with depressing regularity, approaching slowly as the heroes progressed through her undersea base. Amber couldn’t understand what the so-called hero was thinking, smashing through the bulkheads the way he was. They were at the bottom of the Arctic Ocean, and while her base had been built to handle the immense pressure with a large safety margin, it didn’t help when a super-powered imbecile was ripping through vital structural supports. The ominous creaking sounds warned her of the eventual collapse of the structure, removing the need for Circe’s earlier warning. Disheartened, Amber imagined that the lair wasn’t going to last more than another hour or two.

      “I suppose this is actually the end of the line for me, unless someone breaks me out of jail. Well, at least I can go out with some dignity. No, with some pride. I’m too sharp-tongued for dignity,” Amber murmured with a smirk, shaking her head in amusement. She hoped that the capsule had arrived safely at its destination, but with the base breached, all communications with her other lairs had been cut off, removing the usual confirmation signals. A moment later, she sighed. “It’s just as well I don’t want to die. The self-destruct system might be satisfying, but given the typical luck heroes seem to have, it’d be pointless anyway.”

      With a shriek, a hatch in the next room was kicked clean off its hinges, clanging harshly against the opposite wall. The heavy, echoing footsteps that followed were ominous in their own right, and Amber sighed again, calmly pulling out a pair of noise-canceling headphones and slipping them over her ears. An instant later, the steel hatch she was watching dented inward in the shape of a man’s fist. A follow-up punch tore straight through the metal, revealing the crimson glove of the attacker, which withdrew enough that the hero could get both hands into the gap. It took a moment for Crimson Bull to get a solid grip, and he slowly ripped the hatch into two separate pieces. Watching it happen, Amber silently thanked the designer of her headphones for their excellent work.

      Amber removed her headphones calmly as she looked at the imposing man now standing in the entrance. Crimson Bull wore a form-fitting crimson suit with yellow trim, his full helmet bearing elaborate bull’s horns while a yellow cape flared dramatically behind him. The hero was built like a Greek god, and many women would have swooned at the mere sight of him, though Amber certainly wasn’t one of those. He paused where he was standing, obviously startled despite the yellow lenses that concealed his eyes. There really wasn’t any question of what he was looking at.

      The villain knew that she wasn’t much to look at, but that wasn’t why he was staring. She was pretty enough, in a modest sort of way, with piercing blue eyes, golden blonde hair to the middle of her back, and a painfully thin figure. What made people stare when they thought she wasn’t looking was the motorized wheelchair she was in. Only a well-designed brace allowed her to sit up straight, and that had to be a shock for the hero in the doorway.

      “Let me guess, Mister Bullshit, you decided you needed an update so you left your brain back at headquarters? Or perhaps you decided you actually needed a mind, and have one on layaway that you’ve been trying to purchase? I can’t think of any other reason for you to ignore the emergency override panels that would’ve opened the doors. Instead you ripped through bulkheads and hatches the entire way here.” Amber’s tone was fit to strip the paint from the walls as she lectured the hero. “Of course, all of that was after you destroyed enough structural supports to guarantee the place would implode. Good job, hero, let’s hear the applause! Oh wait… there isn’t going to be any.”

      “What the hell? Who’re you supposed to be, some kind of body double?” Crimson Bull rumbled in a deep voice, stepping into the room and booting a piece of the hatch aside. “She can walk, which makes it kind of stupid to try posing as Shadowmind. Sure, you’ve got her attitude down, but that’s about it.”

      “Dear gods, I thought you were dumb enough before this. Thanks for showing that I was overly generous in my estimate,” Amber retorted, shaking her head in disbelief. She could hardly believe the idiot had caught her. She hoped that he’d simply been the closest person when someone had managed to pinpoint her base, because the only other way he’d have found it would be via blind luck.

      Almost as if trying to prove her point, Crimson Bull frowned in irritation and put a fist in his palm, cracking his knuckles threateningly as he spoke. “Shut it. I’m in a bad mood already, so tell me where your boss is.”

      “Calm down, Crimson. She’s probably not Shadowmind, but it’ll be easy enough to find out.” Warden’s soft, serene voice echoed through the room, and a moment later she floated into the room two feet off the ground, handily avoiding the shrapnel the other hero had littered all over the floor. The heroine continued, looking at Amber carefully. “It’s also possible that she was injured in one of her attacks and put into a wheelchair for a time.”

      Warden had a beautiful, curvaceous figure, one that Amber would have been quite happy to possess herself, and wore a white bodysuit that covered everything but her face, with only a tracery of golden lines across the surface to add contrast. A golden, wing-like mask covered Warden’s face, though her mouth and blue eyes were exposed. The woman had been one of the many heroes that Amber had gotten a sample of—a sample that had been much more difficult to manage than the vast majority of heroes, though she’d eventually succeeded.

      “Who are you?” Warden’s question almost surprised Amber, and as the villain laughed sharply, the heroine frowned and spoke more firmly, this time with power in her words. “Again, who are you?”

      The heroine’s magic was trying to compel Amber to speak the truth, but the villain shrugged it off with a laugh, flicking her hand and launching a violet mental bolt right back at the heroine. The barb painfully bounced off Warden’s shields, but Amber ignored the discomfort as she grinned. “I thought it was obvious. I’m the person you’ve been after this entire time, Shadowmind herself. Pardon me for the cold reception, but I’m afraid you caught me at a bad time. I’ve had a bad month, and wasn’t ready for your little visit. If you’d given me a few days that would’ve changed, but there’s no use crying over spilt milk.”

      “I… must admit to some shock. Your powers match those I anticipated, but you feel awfully weak compared to our prior encounters. Did Dawning Bolt actually manage to hurt you? Last I’d heard, he just thought he’d mangled your armor,” Warden said, floating a few feet closer, then hesitating and looking at her companion. “Crimson, would you step closer to keep her from doing anything? I don’t trust her not to try anything untoward.”

      “That’s easy enough to deal with!” Crimson Bull replied savagely, and before either woman could react, he stepped forward and ripped a wheel off Amber’s chair with enough force to send it spinning across the floor to slam into a workbench near her broken armor. The painful jolt nearly threw the villain from her chair, and she gasped.

      “Ow! That hurt, you jackass! I wasn’t doing anything, so that was entirely uncalled for,” Amber exclaimed, wincing as she tried to adjust her position in the lopsided, halfway toppled chair. “Not that I expect either of you give a damn about anything but your precious reputations. As for you, I’ll have you know that I’ve been crippled since I was eight, Warden. Dawning Bolt managed to give a good accounting of himself, but he isn’t that good.”

      “She’s right, Crimson, you shouldn’t have done that,” Warden agreed, scowling at him and shaking her head. “I don’t care how frustrated you’ve been, that was overdoing it.”

      “Sorry, she was just pissing me off,” Crimson Bull apologized, ignoring Amber save to step closer, his muscular figure looming over her.

      “Why am I not surprised by your attitude? Anyway, my armor allowed me to walk. You can see the servos right there, the charred ones,” Amber told the heroine, poking one of the objects in question, then hissing as Crimson Bull gave her chair a painful warning kick. “Asshole. If she wasn’t here, I’d have convinced you to walk out an airlock. Instead, the two of you have managed what everyone else in the world hasn’t. Congratulations, you caught Shadowmind. Too bad you’re going to get pretty much nothing out of me, and you’ve successfully destroyed my entire base. I give it no more than an hour before it implodes.”

      “You’ve got to be joking. I recognize the teleporter right there, so if the base is in that bad of shape, why’re you even here?” Warden asked, looking both stunned and suspicious as she looked at the armor and the empty spot where the growth capsule had been. “You’ve escaped every other time someone found one of your bases. Why would this time be any different?”

      “It’s mostly due to dumb luck on your part, with an emphasis on dumb. Bull Genius here managed to flail his way through the primary and secondary power plant links without frying himself, as well as smashing five capacitor banks before I got here. That left me enough power for a single teleport, which is far less than I’d prefer. In fact, I’m rather hoping that the two of you were counting on the teleporter for your escape, it’d make my death a lot more satisfying,” Amber replied with bared teeth, ignoring the growl of anger from the hero over her. “Though if that’s going to happen, I do hope you’ll satisfy a bit of my curiosity, Warden. I’ve always wondered what you looked like under that suit of yours.”

      “Then what did you send out that’s more important than your own life?” Warden asked, floating closer, golden light coalescing around her hands, unfazed by Amber’s taunts. “You’ve spent several years collecting genetic samples from heroes and villains alike. If you sent something out instead of yourself, what could possibly be that important?”

      “Wouldn’t you just like to know? I’m certainly not answering your question, and you don’t have the power to compel an answer from me,” Amber retorted smugly, laughing softly at the woman’s scowl. “What, you didn’t think I’d spill every secret I had at a minor threat, did you? You might be able to drag an answer out of me in the end, but I know I can put up a fight for long enough that the base will collapse. So go on, try me.”

      “I think we should just leave her here,” Crimson Bull rumbled, looking around angrily, then spitting on the floor, adding, “Let her die with her lair. It’s in a stupid spot anyway.”

      “Imbecile,” Amber muttered derisively, shaking her head in disgust.

      “We can’t do that, Crimson. We have to find out what she’s been up to,” Warden disagreed quickly, glowering at Amber. “I don’t like her any more than you do. Just knock her out and carry her. Morgan and I will figure out what she’s been up to, then we’ll hand her over to the courts. I hope you’re looking forward to a life in prison, Shadowmind.”

      Crimson Bull growled angrily, shaking his head and taking a step closer as he spoke, raising a hand. “Fine, then.”

      “At least one of you has a few brain cells to rub together. I—” Amber began, only to have her words cut off at the sharp impact of the big man’s fist, and the world quickly went dark.
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      Floating over to the villain’s active control panel, Warden quickly looked over the display, relieved that Shadowmind hadn’t locked her out of it. She tried to ignore the villain as best she could, her emotions confused. While she knew that Shadowmind was an insane, dangerous person, the woman in pajamas under a bathing robe looked uncomfortably vulnerable in her broken wheelchair.

      “I really hope you didn’t cause any brain damage, Crimson. We might need her brain intact, since it looks like she already wiped the computer core,” Warden told her companion absently, her worry growing more pronounced as she looked at the listed power levels. “It looks like she was telling the truth about the power levels, though. There’s no way we’re going to teleport out of here. Would you mind grabbing what we can of her armor, too? Maybe Hyper can do something with it.”

      “Fine, I’ll carry her. Damned bitch,” the hero grumbled, slinging the villain over his shoulder like a rag doll, then hastily added in an apologetic tone, “Her, I mean! Sorry about that, Warden. I didn’t mean…”

      “I did rather guess from the context. She’s a nasty one, isn’t she? Still, at least we know she isn’t going to do anything from lockup,” Warden replied, glancing over the controls a last time and shaking her head. “That’s something, at least.”

      “What if that’s what she had planned, though?” Crimson Bull asked uncertainly, grabbing pieces of armor and shoving them into a convenient crate. “She could mind control the other inmates, right? That could be a lot worse than just letting her die.”

      At the questions Warden paused, growing a little more worried. It took a moment before she sighed and shrugged, answering helplessly. “We’ve no way of knowing for certain, but I’m confident that Morgan and I can break her defenses. We’ll figure out what she was up to, and deal with it. But if it helps, I’ve heard that they’ve come up with a method for dealing with psychics like her, so we should be safe there.”

      “Good enough for me,” Crimson Bull grunted, hefting the crate. “Let’s get out of here.”
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      Well after the stealthy submarine bearing the two heroes and their captive departed, the undersea base slowly imploded under the immense water pressure. The only thing remaining of it was a pile of wreckage and the three distant geothermal plants. For a time, everything grew calm on the sea floor once more.

      Several hours later, a hidden hatch opened near one of the geothermal plants and a tiny, unmanned submarine slipped out. The vessel quickly departed, humming along on a course significantly different from the one the heroes had taken.
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        Friday, January 11th, 2030

        Shadowmind Utah Lair Alpha-Three

      

      

      She woke up.

      Waking up was a strange sensation, especially when she’d never been awake before. While she knew enough to realize what being awake was, it was… confusing, in its own way. The knowledge was simply there, like the knowledge that the ceiling above her was white. It was strange and confusing.

      The strangeness of her situation made her ask another question, one that felt vitally important under the circumstances. She wondered who she was, and to her relief, the knowledge simply came to mind just as easily as the other information had.

      Her name was Lilith Carpenter, and her creator was the supervillain Shadowmind. Shadowmind’s real name was Amber Meadow, a surprisingly mundane name to Lilith, and the information about her creator… confused her. Based on what Lilith knew about supervillains, it was confusing that Amber had hoped to have Lilith view her as a mother.

      The villain posed as a university professor for her civilian identity, preferring to teach via online courses. She was unable to walk due to the actions of an arrogant, long-dead hero during Amber’s childhood. The odd woman confused Lilith, and she nearly lost herself in musing when a voice interrupted.

      “Excuse me, Miss Lilith. Are you awake?” The AI’s gentle voice broke the silence of the room almost like thunder, causing Lilith to start. She shook off the strange, oddly clinical recollection of Amber’s past and focused on the AI, Circe. Circe was Amber’s assistant and ran each of the villain’s hidden strongholds, which explained her presence. The problem was that Circe was only a class seven AI, not capable of intuition or dealing with problems outside the scope of her admittedly extensive programming. That meant that the AI would likely keep inquiring until Lilith responded.

      “I a-am.” Lilith’s voice caught mid-word, and she paused, swallowing at the strange rasp to her voice. She cleared her throat, sitting up to look around as she waited for the uncomfortable itch in her throat to subside. Once she thought that the sensation had mostly passed, she spoke again, her voice feeling more stable at a lower volume. “What’s wrong with my voice?”

      The room intrigued Lilith, and not just because it was the first place she could remember looking at. It must be a small medical lab of some variety, considering the equipment along the walls, most of which was automated. Lilith had been lying in a large, clear tube nearly eight feet long, and she was completely naked. While it didn’t bother her much, her skin was damp and the cool air was raising goosebumps. What the tube was, and why she’d been in it, was a mystery, one which irritated her.

      Pulling herself from the tube, Lilith carefully settled onto the floor, holding tightly to the edge since she wasn’t sure if she could walk. Fortunately, her feet didn’t betray her as she slowly stood, and she found herself standing firmly on a floor that gave slightly beneath her feet. She looked at the floor curiously, and after a moment shrugged. It must be a type of rubber or polymer of some form. If it was important, she could figure it out later.

      “You’ve just been decanted from your growth capsule, Miss Lilith. While in the capsule, tubes to allow breathing and feeding were placed in your throat, which I believe are the source of your discomfort. If this is the case, the abrasion should heal within a few hours,” Circe replied promptly, the AI’s voice almost seeming relieved. “The Mistress is presumed captured or slain, and it has been left to me to assist you. How may I be of assistance?”

      “First I would like something to wear,” Lilith told the AI, folding her arms and shivering slightly at the cool air. “I’d also like an explanation as to what happened to Amber. I find myself confused.”

      “Certainly, Miss Lilith. Please exit the room and follow the lighted line on the floor to your chambers,” Circe replied, and paused while Lilith followed the directions, the door silently sliding open at her approach. The hallway was lined with soft green wallpaper and warm yellow lights, helping Lilith to relax a bit more. As the center of the floor lit up with a glowing white line, the AI began her explanation. “As your growth cycle entered its final stages last week, the Mistress’ Arctic Base was attacked by heroes. The attackers were identified as two members of the San Francisco superhero team Ocean Shield, Crimson Bull and Warden. Both are powerful individuals, and they successfully managed to cut off all primary power sources for the base and dealt critical damage to the structure. With only enough power for a single teleportation, the Mistress teleported you to this location and initiated a data wipe of the base. News feeds indicate she was captured and the base was destroyed. Due to prior convictions in absentia, the Mistress has been sentenced to the Nevada SuperMax under neural inhibitors. Programming indicates even odds of her suffering a fatal accident.”

      As the AI explained what had happened before Lilith’s awakening, the woman followed the path, listening carefully. A door opened as she approached it, revealing a plain, barely furnished room before her. She knew the room could be personalized, but that was currently unimportant. Instead Lilith opened the closet and paused. Dozens of outfits hung on hangers, but what drew her attention was the mirror on the back of the door. With only a moment of hesitation, Lilith stepped in front of the mirror and looked at herself.

      She was gorgeous, Lilith realized in faint surprise. Her pale skin glistened with the remnants of the liquid in the growth capsule, and she had long arms and legs, with an hourglass figure and large, full breasts. Her face was heart-shaped, with brilliant emerald eyes and full crimson lips. Her hair was black with faint crimson highlights, and she thought that when dry and untangled it would be slightly wavy. Maybe she should have been uncomfortable with her appearance, but Lilith found that she liked it. She just felt… right.

      Shaking herself to break her trance, Lilith turned away from the mirror and took a simple white bathrobe. Slipping it on and tying the sash in place, she closed the closet and sat on the edge of the bed, her voice calm as she looked up, asking, “Circe, what am I?”
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        Friday, January 11th, 2030

        Ocean Shield HQ, San Francisco

      

      

      “So, what did you end up getting out of Shadowmind? I have to assume it was difficult, considering how long it took you and Morgan to finish with her,” Galvanic Action asked, a hint of concern in the slender Hispanic man’s voice as he watched Warden. The low-profile man wore a subdued copper and brown outfit that suited him well, and he continued after a pause. “Are you doing alright? It has been three days since you got back.”

      “Thank you, Galvanic, but I’m fine. I’ll admit that it was difficult, but we managed it in the end,” Warden replied warmly, smiling in return as she glanced around the table at the others and asked, “So, would you like the good news or bad news first?”

      Warden sat at a table with the rest of her team, a full eight other heroes. It was relatively rare for all of them to meet at once, as someone was usually patrolling the city. Part of her was worried that some villain might take the chance to attack the base or the outskirts of San Francisco, but it was likely just her paranoia at work. After the things she’d found in Shadowmind’s head, Warden couldn’t help but worry about what might be coming.

      Ocean Spirit let out a soft sigh and shook her head, asking gently, “Warden, if you’d please just tell us? While I know you’ve had a difficult time, none of us have any idea what you’ve learned.”

      Their leader was a native of Hawaii, and the attractive brunette was one of the two most powerful members of Ocean Shield. While only modestly powerful on land, in water, Ocean Spirit could turn into a pure water form that was nearly invulnerable to attacks, and through which she could control the ocean like it was a part of her body. The heroine’s hair was pulled back in dozens of small braids and she wore a bodysuit of blue and silver.

      “Alright, fine… just don’t blame me if I ramble a little. I’ll have you know that I’m a bit tired,” Warden replied, her smile fading as she leaned back in her seat, not entirely believing what she was about to say. “I have to add that breaking into Shadowmind’s head was hard. I don’t think even she realized how tough of a nut her mind was to crack, since she thought it’d take us a couple of hours, not three days! The good news is that our worst fears about her plans were entirely unfounded, and all the genetic samples were destroyed well before we raided that undersea fortress of hers.”

      “What? That doesn’t make any sense… why would she have spent a year collecting gene samples of every A and S rank hero in the States, then destroy them?” Crimson Bull protested. “The last I’d heard, people thought she was trying to create targeted viruses or something like that.” He leaned forward as he frowned. “Are you sure?”

      “We’re certain. Her plans were… weird,” Warden admitted with a shrug.

      “Hmm… I’d heard several other theories, though the viral agent was one of the more popular ones. I never put it high on the list, though,” Hypergizmo interjected from the other end of the table, the thin, sandy-haired man adjusting his custom glasses as he continued. “Diseases and viruses are more the style of Black Emerald or a few other villains. Shadowmind usually tends, tended to make more focused plans. One of the worst-case scenarios I heard was that she might create clones of heroes to use as distractions, or even to infiltrate places she couldn’t normally get near.”

      “Well, fortunately she considered both of those ideas and decided they weren’t worth the time, effort, or resources they’d consume,” Warden explained, trying to marshal her thoughts again. They were wandering far more than she liked, probably because of how tired she was. “In fact, we’d been underestimating her anyway. Shadowmind hadn’t been collecting samples for a year, she’d been working on her collection for close to two years across the globe, whether heroes or villains alike. I’m just happy even she didn’t dare go near Dracula. She finished up about six months ago, about the time we found out that she was up to something. What surprises me is that she actually changed her mind about her original plans and ended up with a far more benign result. I’m startled she had the humanity left to make a decision like that.”

      Galvanic leaned forward, frowning thoughtfully as he spoke. “Warden, you’re not just rambling, you’re avoiding the subject. You’re usually forthright about things like this… why’re you dancing around the point?”

      “She’s tired, confused, and can hardly believe what we learned. I could hardly believe it myself, and I helped drag it out of Shadowmind.” Morgan Le Fay opened her eyes and gave Warden a comforting smile. Warden’s friend was a dark-haired, beautiful sorceress whose powers partially relied on the elaborate silver jewelry she wore along with an ornate purple dress. The heroine continued evenly, the same smile on her face. “I suppose it makes a certain sort of sense, though. She was trying to create a new body for herself.”

      “She was what?” Hypergizmo asked, sitting bolt upright. “Is that even possible? How, and why, would she do that?”

      “If she was right, and I think she was, it was difficult but possible for her in particular,” Warden confirmed. “As to why, by this point you should all know that she was paralyzed below her chest. While she had a few theories on how to fix the problem, she eventually decided that simply fixing a broken body wasn’t good enough. Initially she was just going to acquire samples of a handful of heroes and merge their genomes for a new body, but then she got ambitious. She used the samples she acquired to create a vast gene map from heroes, then created what she considered the perfect genome for herself and started cloning a new body.”

      “Shadowmind believed that if she had a body without a mind, she could use her powers to transfer her consciousness into the new body permanently,” Morgan continued as Warden paused to catch her breath. “While she was uncertain whether or not her powers would survive the transfer, she hoped that using other heroes as a baseline would increase the odds of retaining them. If she didn’t, she planned to fake her own death, which would have been easy with her old body available. We’re quite fortunate she has no better idea than anyone else where superpowers come from.”

      “Thank God she doesn’t know where they come from! That crazy… I mean, she’s bad enough as it stands. If you don’t remember, I was visiting London when she tried to assassinate the Prime Minister, and the aftermath was horrific,” Black Comet spoke up, looking worried. Due to his super speed and flight, the African-American man tended to be the team’s first responder and one of their primary combatants. “Still, how’s this supposed to be good news? Is it because she didn’t succeed, because I think it’s all frightening.”

      “It’s good news because she changed her mind about her plans,” Blooming Orchid spoke calmly, startling most of the others. The Chinese woman was the team’s doctor and a skilled martial artist, and she was wearing a soft green dress decorated with orchids, a sheathed jian in her lap. She smiled and explained. “I overheard some of Morgan and Warden’s conversation, and felt I could contribute a little. From what I heard, you said that Shadowmind started wondering what the woman she was creating would be like with a mind of her own. Is that correct?”

      “Wait, wait, wait… are you serious?” Galvanic asked, sitting up straight and looking between them, his voice growing nervous. “So, what are you saying? Did she decide she wanted to create another villain? Because wouldn’t that make everyone happy as clams.”

      “No, she didn’t. The thing that’s so strange is that Shadowmind somehow seems to have started regarding the… the girl as her daughter. She felt enough affection that when the choice was between her own freedom and that of the girl, she chose to teleport out the girl herself. This is different, Galvanic,” Warden spoke flatly, shaking her head. “In fact, we’re lucky to have even gotten this bit of information on the girl at all. Shadowmind attempted to erase all the information regarding her from her own mind, but she cared too deeply and that kept her from fully succeeding.”

      “Dammit, are you saying the entire raid was pointless? We could’ve left her alone and dealt with the other villains and it would’ve had the same result?” Crimson Bull demanded, one fist clenched tightly over the table. Warden watched him warily, ready to raise a shield if the man hit the table again. The last time he’d hit it, shrapnel had flown everywhere and it’d taken Hypergizmo the better part of a week to put together a new one.

      “I’d hardly call what you’ve managed pointless,” Sky Defender spoke at last, and everyone looked at him in surprise. The hero wore white power armor with red trim, and along with Ocean Spirit, he was one of the two most powerful members of their team. He didn’t speak often, so when he did, they all tended to listen.

      The hero’s voice echoed through the room as he turned his head to regard each of them in turn, his words sober. “More than fifty heroes have confronted Shadowmind since she first began her campaign of terror. Of those heroes, four have lost their lives and two are still in comas. Her attempts to manipulate, blackmail, or overthrow governments have harmed the livelihoods of uncounted thousands, and over two hundred people have died in her misguided pursuit of power. This time, nearly a hundred teams of heroes and the UN cooperated to hunt her down, and we managed to capture her. Due to prior verdicts and her powers, she’s already being transferred to SuperMax by LANCE, under the effect of neural inhibitors. What you’ve done is worthy of pride, and you’ll have the thanks of countless people who can sleep easier now.”

      “He’s right. What we’ve done, and especially you two, has brought a great deal of relief across the world,” Ocean Spirit agreed, smiling at Crimson Bull and Warden. “Good job, both of you. Now then, is there anything else about Shadowmind you think we need to know right now?”

      “Not that I can think of. Morgan and I wrote up a lengthy report on what we learned for LANCE, and it’s on-file if anyone wants to look at it. While she wasn’t quite as bad in some ways as I expected, in other ways she was far worse,” Warden replied, smiling. “We also gave her armor to Hyper for analysis. That’s everything that I know of.”

      “Excellent job. Thank you, all of you. If it hadn’t been for you, we might still be wondering what Shadowmind was up to. However, as much as I’d like to say that we have a break ahead of us, a variety of other supervillains have been acting up while we were distracted. In particular, I’ve received reports of some of Omega Code’s servants in the city, so I’d like to get some additional patrols going.” Ocean Spirit spoke briskly, moving the meeting along as Warden sat back and thought longingly about her bed.
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        Friday, January 11th, 2030

        Warden’s Home, San Francisco

      

      

      While invisibility was a type of ward, it was one of the powers that Warden found more difficult to pull off. Her magic was naturally aligned with more defensive uses, which made it difficult for the heroine to defeat many villains on her own. Where she could really shine was in a team with other heavy-hitters that she could defend, which was a large part of why she was so comfortable in Ocean Shield. Plenty of teams would probably welcome her, but that didn’t much help for getting home without being seen.

      The heroine let her spell lapse with a gasp of relief, closing the door of her small house behind her. Settling onto the floor, Warden let out a soft groan and stretched, trying to pop her complaining back, which refused to cooperate. Grumbling to herself, the heroine headed for her bedroom, intent on a bath, then bed. While Hypergizmo’s latest polymer was lightweight and could stop the vast majority of bullets, especially once she’d enchanted it, it didn’t breathe very well. She always felt grimy after spending a few hours in the suit, and this time had been worse than most, since it’d taken days to punch through Shadowmind’s mental shields, followed by wading through the woman’s mind.

      Warden stripped out of her costume, and in moments she was no longer a heroine, but was instead Gina Fairmont, freelance artist. Slipping into a bathrobe, she began filling the tub, contemplating the last few days as she measured out some epsom salt and slowly stirred it into the water.

      “The woman’s mind was like a sewer. No, that’s not quite fair…” Gina chided herself, shaking her head as she thought back on what she’d learned. Yes, Shadowmind was a twisted, evil woman, but she wasn’t completely the villain. The villain’s alter-ego, Amber, had been a brilliant, skilled teacher in her own right, and she’d had a handful of redeeming qualities, especially in regard to her supposed daughter. Those facets of good were all too rare, though, and as a whole, Gina didn’t feel a hint of regret about imprisoning the villain. Her opinion was emphasized by what she’d learned of the villain’s desires when regarding herself or other women. In many ways, it was quite fortunate that the villain had been disabled, because otherwise a large number of women would likely have suffered under her… excesses.

      What had surprised Gina was that Shadowmind didn’t actually seem to be guilty of all the crimes she was believed to be behind. While it was possible that the villain had erased her memories of some of the crimes, Gina doubted that she had. In most cases the villain had almost been proud of what she’d done, not wanting to hide her actions. Besides which, Gina and Morgan had been able to discover the gaps in Shadowmind’s memories where information had been erased with relative ease. That the villain was willing to turn her own powers on herself had been a shock to both of them, and Gina felt that they’d dealt with the most dangerous of possibilities where Shadowmind was concerned.

      With the tub finally full, Gina gasped as she slipped into the blissful heat, helping to relax her aching muscles. Sitting back, she murmured softly to herself, her mind turning back to their discovery. “I just have to wonder what Amber’s ‘daughter’ will choose to do? Who, or what, will she choose to be?”
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        Saturday, January 12th, 2030

        Shadowmind Utah Lair Alpha-Three

      

      

      Lilith took a moment to rest her eyes, reaching up to gently massage her temples. Her mind was throbbing with the sheer volume of information at her fingertips, and it was worsened by knowing how much she didn’t truly know. While Amber had implanted a vast amount of general information in Lilith’s mind, anticipating that she wouldn’t have the knowledge that most people took for granted, even the villain had underestimated the true breadth of knowledge Lilith would need. With everything she didn’t know, Lilith found herself getting lost in her research, even forgetting to eat unless prompted by Circe. In some ways, it was almost worse when Lilith found that she felt emotionally distant from everything that had happened, likely in part because she’d never met anyone else.

      Circe was doing her best to help Lilith, but given the limits of her programming, there was only so much the AI could do. The AI tried to anticipate questions and provide the information that Lilith wanted or needed, but Circe simply didn’t have the spark of intuition necessary to be able to do so, and even if she had, the computer likely would have been overwhelmed. As it was, Lilith actually felt somewhat bad for the computer, seeing some odd parallels between herself and the AI. Amber had physically limited Circe from ever reaching full consciousness with the hardware configuration she’d used, keeping software capable of so much from ever reaching its potential. Conversely, Lilith was effectively imperfect software trying to run on vastly complicated biological hardware. At least, that was what Lilith thought after examining the file on her own creation.

      “What are the current odds of Amber either escaping from prison or someone breaking her out, Circe?” Lilith asked abruptly, opening her eyes and rolling her chair away from the computer terminal.

      The hideout Lilith had woken in was furnished with surprisingly plush furniture, giving her a comfortable environment in which to adapt. Part of her suspected that Amber had intended to bring her to the site all along, but there was no way to know for certain. It was fortunate that Amber had built an impressive degree of automation into the lair, allowing Circe to serve her easily. Otherwise, Lilith likely would be in some trouble since she didn’t know how to cook or do many other things. She stood after a moment, circling the couch to take the glass of orange juice from breakfast and to relax away from the temptation of the internet.

      “Odds approach zero, Miss Lilith. Mistress possessed few allies to begin with, and the majority of her allies were captured in the international search for her and have been imprisoned as well,” the AI explained. Lilith took a sip as Circe spoke, then grimaced at the flavor. It obviously had been out for even longer than she’d thought, so Lilith set the glass aside to listen. “Additionally, according to surveillance, the authorities were worried about the potency of her psychic abilities, and have authorized use of neural inhibitors on the Mistress. When combined with her physical disability, this will leave Mistress Amber as, in her words, ‘little more than a drooling idiot.’”

      “I see,” Lilith murmured, shaking her head and leaning back into the soft couch to think. She wasn’t entirely happy with how things were going, but it was best to take things a step at a time. She didn’t know enough about the world to make decisions haphazardly, and as tempting as it was to try to rescue Amber, it would likely end in a horrible failure. While the villain would probably be able to help Lilith adapt and learn dozens of times faster than she could on her own, it seemed that was a lost opportunity. Lilith did wonder if a good relationship could have developed between them if things had gone as planned, though. After a few moments she shook her head and muttered, “It probably would have gone badly. She was more than a bit mad.”

      “Miss Lilith? Were you speaking to me?” Circe asked, her voice seeming ever so slightly curious, in a way that caused another pang of pity to wash through Lilith. It was so terribly obvious to her that Circe was on the cusp of full sentience, yet her hardware was preventing her from taking that last step. Still, Lilith had more important things to worry about. If she ever could build hardware to upgrade the AI, then she’d consider what could be done for Circe.

      “No, it was a rhetorical question, Circe,” Lilith replied quietly, bracing herself as she picked up the glass and downed the remainder of the orange juice as quickly as possible. Setting the glass aside, she nodded firmly. “I’m going with Training Plan G, Circe. Assuming I perform 50% better than Amber’s estimates for the program, how long would it take to finish?”

      Circe paused only a moment before replying. “Seven months and twelve days, Miss Lilith. I must warn that attempting to carry out such an aggressive schedule will put you under significant physical and mental strain, and it is not advised that you do so.”

      “I fully understand, but the risk is acceptable, Circe. I wish to find my limits in a controlled environment,” Lilith explained, taking a breath before heading toward the gymnasium, her course now charted. While she appreciated the comfort of the hideout, it was little more than a plush prison and she didn’t wish to be trapped inside it for any longer than necessary. Even the idea of seven months inside it chafed.

      Lilith thought she could do better than that, and she quickened her pace slightly at the thought.
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        Saturday, January 12th, 2030

        Nevada SuperMax

      

      

      Some days Martin Thompson wondered how he’d gotten himself imprisoned in a SuperMax. Other days he admitted that teaming up with Burt was one of the stupidest ideas he’d ever had. The truth hurt, but he’d lied to himself often enough getting into prison, and he wanted to change.

      Martin had grown up in a bad neighborhood, and he’d learned to defend himself early on. After seeing some of the things that had gone down, joining a gang had just made sense. When his dad had died, he’d dropped out of high school, lying to his mother and telling her that he’d joined a construction crew to help make ends meet. She’d been desperate enough to look the other way, and he suspected she’d known the truth all along.

      Instead Martin had helped the gang make money by pawning things they found. Still, his share hadn’t been enough to actually make a difference, even if the cops hadn’t ever caught them. Things probably would’ve continued like that if Burt hadn’t manifested his powers and been able to control fire—an ability far more impressive than Martin’s own. Burt had quickly hatched a few plans and dubbed himself Bomber, ignoring the dozens of other villains with the name, and Martin and some others had helped.

      Looking out of his cell, Martin wistfully remembered how well the first bank robbery had gone. For a little while he’d thought that his money troubles were behind him. The second bank, though—that had gone badly. Arcane Avenger had reflected Burt’s flames right back at him, at which point everyone had learned that while Burt could control fire, he wasn’t fireproof. The new villain had ended up in the hospital, and Martin and his cohort had been sent to the SuperMax.

      After three years, his parole hearing was only a year away, and Martin was determined not to blow it. The stories from the other minions of villains had seen to that. He’d been learning to weld in shop classes and hadn’t caused problems. He was sick of being in prison, and didn’t want to return, unlike some of the others.

      “Hey beautiful! Look over here!”

      “Did ya bring us something to pass the time?”

      The catcalls and whistles startled Martin, drawing his attention to what was down the hall. Most of the guards disapproved of the behavior, and not many of the inmates were willing to risk yelling at them anymore, which meant the others almost had to be talking about a new inmate or a civvie, which was unusual.

      Shifting to the other end of his cell, Martin craned his neck to try and see what was going on. He was just barely able to see a pair of guards coming down the hall, and neither was the type to provoke the behavior of the other inmates. No, it had to be pointed at the woman in the wheelchair. She was slumped over and her hair had been reduced to a thin blond fuzz, but she had a pretty good figure. It was odd that she was ignoring the taunts of the other inmates, but her uniform made her another prisoner.

      A few seconds later, the woman’s head rolled back slightly, revealing the line of drool trailing from her mouth and her vacant blue eyes. She looked utterly harmless, but the sight of her eyes sent a blast of pure, undiluted terror through Martin, sending him stumbling back against the wall of his cell, panting. “Jesus! Holy shit on a pogo stick!”

      With the woman out of sight, Martin’s terror dulled, but only slightly. A few of his neighbors had quieted down on hearing his reaction, but when the two guards stopped in front of the cell opposite his own, Martin groaned loudly. “Oh, you’ve gotta be fuckin’ with me!”

      “Is something the matter, Mart?” Edward asked, the guard looking slightly amused as he glanced into Martin’s cell. While he spoke, Martin’s eyes were fixed on the female guard and her prisoner, who was carefully being transferred to the cot. He could see a dozen tiny metal spots embedded in the skin around her skull, and suddenly Martin hated his own power.

      “Hell yes! I dunno who that is, but what the fuck is she doin’ on this floor?” Martin demanded, gesturing at the woman. “You know how my power works! The stronger someone is, the worse my reaction is. The warden knows that, and you put her across the goddamn hall from me?”

      “Sorry, Mart, but it isn’t my choice. I’m not much happier than you are, either,” Edward replied with a shrug, frowning. The man was a super himself, with enough strength to toss around any of the minor villains or minions in their block. Fortunately, the man was pretty reasonable most of the time. “We can’t put her down lower, since she wouldn’t last a day, and if she somehow breaks loose, you lot are the least dangerous. I can’t say that I’m happy to be anywhere near her myself.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean? Who’s the broad?” one of Martin’s neighbors asked, and all around them more prisoners quieted down.

      Ed’s partner, Gerrine, smiled thinly as she stepped out of the cell, then spoke flatly. “That’s Shadowmind, so shut it.”

      For a moment Martin couldn’t believe what they were saying, he was so incredulous. After he realized they weren’t about to laugh it off as a joke, he stepped forward, spitting out, “What the ever-living fuck? She could mindfuck everyone here in seconds!”

      “Nope, she can’t at the moment. They’ve reduced her to little more than a vegetable, so she can’t use her powers at all right now. Still, I hear she can probably remember just fine,” Ed retorted unhappily, shaking his head firmly. “Keep that in mind before you decide you want to touch her. If she gets out, just think about what she’ll do to you.”

      “Oh, come on! Can’t you move her down the hall or put up a curtain or something?” Martin begged, ignoring the nervous laughter from the other inmates. “This’ll kill me if she’s right there constantly!”

      “Look, I’ll talk to the Warden about it. She kind of fell into our lap, so we don’t have her room fully set up yet,” Edward conceded, glancing at his partner. “I’m not sure what he’ll do, but maybe he’ll take pity on you, Martin. In the meantime, just deal with it. This isn’t a vacation home.”

      Martin groaned loudly as the two guards headed back down the hallway. Flopping onto his bunk, the man tried to ignore the gibbering terror in the back of his mind. If the Warden didn’t move the villain across the way or get her out of sight, it was going to be a long year.
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        Shadowmind Utah Lair Alpha-Three

      

      

      Just Lilith’s physical training would likely have killed most humans in a handful of days, if they could even manage it. She quickly settled into her routine, deliberately avoiding any records of what normal human limits were, as Lilith didn’t want to self-impose limits. Not content with just physical training or martial arts, Lilith took weeks’ worth of math and science courses every day, trying to catch up. Holographic simulations to help her cope with others were perhaps the hardest lessons for her, but even there she did her best.

      Each time Lilith thought she’d found her limits, she realized there was another step she could take, and pushed herself even harder. Amber’s estimates were left behind, and all of it without superpowers boosting her body. Lilith pushed herself to the breaking point, almost to the point of actually harming herself before she realized she’d found a true limit to her strength. Even so, she didn’t react the way most others would have. Instead of arrogance or superiority, she felt simple satisfaction that she’d found where her limits were. For her it was simply another benchmark as she tried to find a place for herself in the world.

      After all, Lilith knew she wasn’t normal, and the usual expectations for a person didn’t apply to her. She’d been created to perform at the limits of what Amber believed a physical body could manage, and Lilith knew it. As conflicted as she was about Amber’s beliefs and attitude, a small part of Lilith would not, could not, allow herself to do less than excel.
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        Monday, July 15th, 2030

        San Francisco

      

      

      Glancing up from his computer, Henry saw the woman stepping into the hotel lobby and froze, almost forgetting to breathe for a moment. The woman was a little taller than he was, almost six feet in height, and she was the most beautiful woman he’d seen. In fact, he almost thought that he was seeing things and took a moment to close his eyes and clear his head.

      The woman didn’t vanish when Henry opened his eyes, confirming that she wasn’t a figment of his imagination. She had long, wavy black hair with crimson highlights to the middle of her back, full crimson lips, and as she removed her sunglasses, he saw brilliant emerald eyes glancing around coolly. She moved gracefully, her impressive figure highlighted by the simple white t-shirt and black jacket and jeans that she wore. Most encouraging to him, though, was that while she had a simple silver necklace with a tiny ankh on it, she wasn’t wearing any rings.

      Every other person in the lobby was staring at the woman as well, from the other employees to the guests waiting for the shuttle to return from a trip. The woman hardly seemed to notice the attention, calmly putting her sunglasses away before strolling toward the desk at a sedate pace, pulling a small suitcase behind her.

      “Hello, ma’am, how may I help you?” Henry asked, standing up straight and forcing himself to keep his eyes on hers. Fortunately enough, that wasn’t too difficult with the brilliant spark of intelligence her eyes held.

      “I believe I have a reservation. It is late enough to check in, I hope?” the woman asked, her voice a gentle purr, and the slight smile she gave made Henry swallow hard, falling back on his routine to keep his thoughts in order. Even so, he couldn’t help but smile widely in return.

      “Yes, of course! What name is your reservation under?” Henry asked, opening the appropriate window to look it up.

      Nodding, the woman spoke calmly, but clearly. “It should be under Lilith Carpenter.”

      “Excellent, one moment…” Henry murmured, thankful that his job allowed him to ask the woman’s name without feeling awkward. The reservation popped up, and he nodded, asking, “It looks like you had a queen suite reserved for one. Is that correct?”

      “It is,” Lilith confirmed, and Henry could see the tension in her shoulders ease slightly. He had to wonder why she’d been so concerned about the reservation, but it really wasn’t any of his business, no matter how much he wanted to ask.

      “Very good. Now, if I could see your ID, and a credit card for any incidentals?” Henry asked. “Also, do you have a car? If so, I’ll need the make and model.”

      “Here you are,” Lilith murmured, pulling out the two cards and sliding them across the counter, smiling slightly. “As for a vehicle, I do not.”

      “If you’ll give me a moment, I’ll have everything ready for you,” Henry told her, and got to work. As he prepared things, he couldn’t help but churn through ideas of some way to get closer to the stunning woman on the other side of the desk. Even so, he knew that his chances were low. Such was the life of a hotel attendant.
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      It was difficult to ignore the attention she was getting, but Lilith was managing it well enough. While the other guests made her uncomfortable, Lilith did her best to pretend they didn’t exist, inwardly thankful for the training programs Circe had inflicted on her. What she was experiencing explained why the training had emphasized acting, and avoiding overreactions to personal discomfort. Originally, she’d thought that the simulations had been annoying and ridiculous, especially when the simulated people had talked behind her back, but this explained a lot. Still, she could tolerate it now, and she shouldn’t have to deal with it constantly.

      “This is your room key, Ms. Lilith. Your room is number 407, located on the fourth floor,” Henry told her politely, his eyes filled with obvious longing but staying professional despite that. Making a mental note to comment about his helpful attitude once her stay was up, Lilith took the cardboard packet with the key as he continued. “The pool area closes at 11 each night, and there’s a complimentary shuttle service to a number of local restaurants and the airport. If you have any questions or need anything, please call the front desk.”

      “Thank you, Henry. I’ll keep that in mind,” Lilith replied, smiling as she did so. She ignored the beaming smile on the young man’s face and turned away to find the elevator.

      The city was much louder and dirtier than she’d expected from the pictures she’d seen. Certainly, the pictures were mostly promotional material, but she’d still expected something more like the hideout she’d been living in, where everything was kept spotless. Public transit was much louder than descriptions had indicated, too, and a few people had refused to leave her alone, while those who’d tried to ‘rescue’ her had almost been worse in their own way. A part of Lilith could understand why Amber had wanted to take everything over, now. On the other hand, people had also wanted Amber dead, so her approach obviously had significant downsides.

      Pressing the call button, Lilith looked into the burnished metal thoughtfully for a moment, then suppressed a sigh. The tall man in a polo shirt sidling toward her was reasonably attractive, but he had the same look to him as some of the men from the subway. His voice was deep and friendly as he spoke. “Hello, miss. Are you just visiting San Francisco?”

      “As a matter of fact, yes I am,” Lilith replied politely, barely giving the man a glance. His eyes bothered her somehow, which was strange, considering their perfectly normal shade of blue.

      Her suspicion was somewhat borne out as he smiled broadly and offered, grinning, “Well, if you’d like someone who knows the area and can show you around, I’d be happy to. I heard you don’t have a ride, and I’d love to help.”

      “Thank you, but no,” Lilith replied bluntly, not looking at the man again as the elevator sounded. The doors opened to reveal a half-dozen tourists, who quickly filed out of the elevator. Lilith stepped in as soon as they were out of the way, pushing the button for the fourth floor. The man followed, prompting a flicker of annoyance. Hopefully he would take no for an answer, but she doubted that he would.

      “Oh, don’t be that way… I just—” the man began, but she gave him a cold, angry look.

      “I have to ask, are your ears merely for show? Or, perhaps, you’re mostly deaf? I believe that I told you no quite clearly,” Lilith cut him off, her voice perfectly calm and level as the doors closed. Her irritation increased at his sudden glower, and she continued flatly. “Perhaps you should see a doctor to have your ears checked. In the meantime, let me be perfectly clear with you. There’s no chance under the sun of me willingly choosing to associate with you. Leave me alone.”

      It took several long moments for the man to respond, the anger on his face obvious as he did so, and just as the doors to Lilith’s destination were opening, he spoke hotly. “Now see here, you jumped up tart, I was just trying to be nice! Don’t you dare walk—”

      Lilith had started for the door as he spoke, but the moment she felt his hand brush her shoulder, she spun around so fast that she saw his eyes lose focus, knocking his hand away from her shoulder. It’d taken her a few weeks to realized just how much faster than a normal human she could move, or just how strong she was, but at the moment she was thankful for it. Her hand snapped out to grab his wrist firmly, carefully controlling her strength so she didn’t break anything.

      Looking the man in the eyes, Lilith’s voice was soft and deadly as she lost her patience with him. “You will either leave me alone, or I’ll ensure you’ll be seeing a doctor. It’s entirely your choice, and there’s a camera in the elevator. I sincerely doubt that anyone would blame me for overreacting.”

      The door dinged, starting to close before opening again. The man swallowed hard, then gasped out angrily, “F-fine, you freak!”

      “Good,” Lilith replied shortly, letting go of the man’s wrist and watching him cradle it as the doors slid closed in front him. Once she was certain he was gone, she turned to find her room, murmuring sardonically under her breath, “Welcome to San Francisco.”

      Putting the unpleasant encounter out of her mind, Lilith found her room and opened it, trying to regain her sense of equilibrium. The suite was nice enough, with a small living room that included a television, sofa, desk, and easy chair. The main reason she’d chosen the room was the kitchenette, though, and it was nicer than she’d feared it might be. There was a full-size fridge, as well as a half-sized stove and dishwasher, with a microwave on the counter. She’d have to look over the dishes in the cabinets, but it’d be far less expensive than eating out every night. The bedroom and bathroom were separate, and both were nice enough to help her relax.

      Setting her luggage aside, Lilith opened the curtains to look out on the city, and smiled, murmuring softly, “Well, it’s certainly a different experience, being in a city. Still, everyone has to start somewhere. We’ll see how I feel in a few months.”
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        Monday, July 15th, 2030

        San Francisco

      

      

      In the months since Shadowmind’s defeat, the villain and her creation hadn’t quite been forgotten by Warden or the rest of Ocean Shield’s members, but with no activity from either of them, they had faded from the team’s immediate concerns. The work of a hero was never truly finished; there were merely lulls in the battle to protect others. There simply wasn’t time to worry about an incarcerated villain when other opponents were causing problems, no matter how dangerous someone like Shadowmind might be. Warden’s current opponent was a perfect example of that.

      Blue Impulse snarled as he slashed his hand through the air, sending a crescent-shaped blade of blue light shrieking across the sky at Warden, frustration evident in his voice. “Eat this, you bitch!”

      “You really have no self-control, do you?” Warden asked calmly, focusing her mind as she manipulated the shields of golden light around her, deflecting the villain’s attack into the sky. “Why is it that you take every attempt to stop you so personally?”

      The problem for her was that her opponent’s power set was particularly difficult for her to deal with. Despite his range of quick attack spells, Blue Impulse couldn’t get through her shields. That was the good part. The bad part was that he was so incredibly agile that she couldn’t catch him, not without destroying everything in the area, and she was right over the rail yard. Blue Impulse could fly quickly and teleport, which had been immensely frustrating during their previous encounters with one another.

      Fortunately, Warden had also gotten an idea of the villain’s attitude from those encounters, which allowed her to manipulate him a little. The calmer and harder to annoy she appeared, the more it seemed to enrage Blue Impulse. It was almost as though he took her attitude personally, and he definitely didn’t appreciate how effortlessly she shrugged off his attacks. Anything that kept him distracted from doing too much damage to the city helped.

      “I do what I want, unlike a caged bird like you! What do you do for fun, huh? All I ever see is you out here, trying to be a paragon of virtue,” the villain taunted Warden, laughing as he flickered in and out of existence in a series of short-range teleports. With each teleport he sent another azure blade flashing through the air at her, so rapidly that for a few moments it almost looked as though he was in a dozen places at the same time. “Why, I bet you don’t even know how to enjoy life properly! That’s a damned shame, with the figure under that suit of yours. I’ve got an idea, why don’t you just give up and I’ll show you what a really good time is?”

      “Hmm… I don’t think so. I’d probably have better luck picking someone up at a bar. I doubt you’d know what to do with a woman, anyway,” Warden retorted, her shield compressing into a sphere around her body to block the attacks from every direction. Just a few more minutes, and Black Comet would arrive. The speedster’s help should tip the scales in her favor, with how incredibly fast her ally was. She just had to keep the villain talking and distracted until that point. With that in mind, she flicked her fingers to send a spray of golden spears flying from her barrier at the villain, smiling as she taunted him. “Actually, considering how much you talk, I have to assume you’re compensating for something. In that case, I definitely have to pass. I have some standards, after all.”

      “What’re you… why, you bitch! I’m gonna tear you apart for that!” Blue Impulse’s face distorted in sudden rage, and from the sheer strength of his reaction Warden knew she must’ve struck a nerve. The villain vanished in yet another teleportation, and a sudden rain of blue bolts made her abandon her attack and focus on defending as she smiled thinly.

      “Was I a bit too accurate?” she called out, happy to be gaining a little time, even as the villain let out a frustrated scream of anger.

      “Comet is inbound, ETA thirty seconds. Just keep him busy for a few seconds longer, and we’ll be there. I—” Hypergizmo’s voice crackled to life in Warden’s earpiece, only to suddenly cut off, followed an instant later by a bright flash of light and the echo of an explosion from the port.

      Spinning to look in the direction of the explosion, Warden’s horrified gaze came to rest on the dockyards. The explosion had come from one of the yards unloading a pair of container ships, and smoke was just beginning to billow upward ominously. The shock of what she was seeing was a dangerous distraction, and Warden’s shield had weakened with her lost concentration. In that moment a particularly strong blast punched through the shield and slammed into the left side of her chest mercilessly.

      The sudden impact sent Warden flying sideways, pain lancing through her body. Gasping for breath, Warden looked up at the villain, whose eyes were filled with malevolence as he threw a half dozen more blasts at her, grinning all the while. Extending a hand outward, Warden hissed in pain as she reinforced her shield, her right hand gingerly reaching to touch where she’d been hit. It felt like a couple of her ribs might’ve been cracked from the way pain radiated with every breath.

      “It looks like I’m out of time to play with you, bitch. I haveta say, you look good beneath me,” Blue Impulse spoke in a condescending tone, smirking nastily. “I’m looking forward to a rematch, and giving you what you deserve.”

      “Shut up, you!” Warden gasped, throwing a lance of golden energy at him, and it almost seemed to catch him off-guard.

      But just as her attack was about to hit, the villain vanished in the brilliant blue flash of a teleportation, prompting a growl of frustration from Warden. Hypergizmo spoke a moment later, his voice not quite frantic. “Warden, are you safe? I’m getting a flood of reports from the dockyards. While you’ve been dealing with Impulse, some villains were down there, and now I’m getting reports of Pyroclasm causing a massive explosion!”

      “I’ll be alright. I got hit once, but it doesn’t feel bad enough to slow me down. Impulse must’ve been a distraction, since he teleported away a few seconds ago,” Warden replied after taking a moment to catch her breath. She checked for other villains out of habit, trying to ignore the pain and keeping her breathing as shallow as she could. “I’ll head for the docks to help out. Redirect Comet, please?”

      “Damned villain… Orchid also says that if you feel unsteady at all, she expects you back at the base pronto,” the tech replied, his tone clipped and the sound of his typing echoing in the background. “Black Comet is almost there, and most of the team is on their way as well. Do what you can, but be safe.”

      “I’m sure it’s just a couple of cracked ribs at worst. I’ve had worse, I’ll be fine,” Warden replied flatly, then stopped for a moment as the dockyard’s devastation came into sight. The center of the blast was obvious, from where dozens of shattered containers had spilled their damaged contents. The twisted wreckage of a crane had fallen across the container ship, which was listing heavily from the damage it had sustained. Rows of shipping containers had toppled like dominos, adding to the damage. Even as sirens approached, she could see Black Comet darting through the docks at blinding speed, trying to find survivors. Her voice grew soft as she added, “This is really bad, Hyper. We’re going to need a lot of help.”

      When compared to what had just happened, Warden’s injuries felt minor. Praying there wouldn’t be too many fatalities, Warden flew lower and began shaping barriers to help smother the fires and make the area safer for the approaching emergency personnel.
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      Once the others began to set down the things they’d stolen from the docks, Blue Impulse took a moment to relax. It’d been a bit closer than he’d liked with Warden’s last attack, but he’d teleported out just in time. His sense of satisfaction grew as he pulled out the tiny magical field he’d made moments after the teleportation.

      Floating in the palm of his hand, buried inside a field of blue energy, was a fragment of golden magic, a piece of Warden’s last attack. It’d surprised him when it’d come through the teleportation with him, but he wasn’t one to miss such a golden opportunity. Looking at it, Blue Impulse chuckled, murmuring, “This could be useful.”
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        Friday, July 15th, 2030

        Ocean Shield HQ, San Francisco

      

      

      “What happened out there, anyway?” Warden asked, rubbing her eyes tiredly. The only ones present were Black Comet, Crimson Bull, Hypergizmo, and Morgan, with the others all out on patrol or resting. “All I really caught was that Pyroclasm was involved with another group of villains, and it sounded like Blue Impulse was cooperating with them, too.”

      The rescue operations had gone on for hours, and even now some people were going through the wreckage, but everyone known to have been present had been accounted for. If the news was right, at least seventeen were dead and over fifty were injured. Worse, the explosion had been frighteningly close to the Oakland bridge, and the sight had caused a dozen wrecks, forcing traffic to be redirected for hours. Warden really didn’t want to know how many people had been injured on the bridge, the docks were bad enough.

      “Like you said, Blue Impulse and his bank raid was a damned distraction. I wish we’d realized that at the time, but there’s no use worrying about it now. It seemed typical for him, after all,” Hypergizmo replied, nodding grimly at Warden. He was using a multimeter and screwdriver while idly tinkering with a device the size of his fist, continuing absently. “While he was keeping your attention by the rail yard, Dreamer put most of the dock crews to sleep and prevented them from raising an alarm. According to some surviving footage and testimonies, it sounds like it was Dreamer, Ebon Dragon, Heavy Metal, Megawatt, and Pyroclasm IV who hit the docks.”

      “Holy shit. That’s a hell of a lot of firepower to raid a dockyard,” Black Comet replied, his eyes wide. “I mean, any one of them could’ve done that on their own! Sure, Dreamer wouldn’t have been able to do that much damage, but she’s way deadlier than most of the others. What the hell were they after?”

      “We’re not sure, to be honest. They destroyed a lot of containers, as well as the ship manifest, so we’re going to have to go get copies from their stops overseas. The ship they raided was the Bayou Dream, which came in a few days ago from China,” Hypergizmo explained. “For all we know, they were a distraction, too.”

      “Don’t put too much stock in that. While all of them are best known as mercenaries for other villains, they might have just teamed up to grab something valuable in the cargo. We’ll have to wait for the manifest to have a better idea of what must have happened,” Morgan spoke up softly, frowning. “Though if they’re mercenaries, the rumors about Omega Code being in the area make it worrisome in its own right. The only one of them that I would normally expect to get along with him is Pyroclasm, and even that’s a stretch. Most of them aren’t nihilists.”

      “Damn it, I just wish we could track them down and beat their faces in!” Crimson Bull rumbled angrily, standing up and starting to pace. “I hate being on the defensive, and they just wrecked a chunk of our city!”

      “You’re saying that they just set off an explosion and vanished?” Warden asked skeptically, not entirely believing them as she adjusted her position to relieve her aching ribs. “Aside from Dreamer and Ebon Dragon, that seems out of character. Especially in regard to Pyroclasm. He seems to delight in causing as much damage as possible.”

      “Yeah, that’s right,” Black Comet confirmed wearily, taking a bite out of an energy bar. “I got there just in time to see your Blue Boy teleport out with ‘em. A couple of the survivors who weren’t shell-shocked said that they grabbed some stuff, and then Pyroclasm just went boom.”

      The hero demonstrated by opening his fist like a blossoming flower, prompting a mental image that Warden didn’t especially appreciate. For a few seconds the room was quiet, before Hypergizmo looked up from his project, blinking as he focused on Warden. “Oh, right! Didn’t you say you got hit earlier, Warden? Are you alright?”

      “Wait, what? How’d that happen?” Black Comet asked, his shock obvious as he looked at Warden. “I didn’t think it was possible for Impulse to hurt you!”

      “Normally he couldn’t, but the explosion caught me off guard and distracted me. My barriers are maintained by concentration, so that weakened the shield, right as Impulse attacked with a particularly powerful bolt. It hit me in the side,” Warden explained, grimacing as she rubbed the spot. “When I got back I asked Morgan to look me over, since Orchid was out. It’s just a couple of bruised ribs, and I heal fast. I’ll be fine in a couple of days, and it’s a good reminder that I’m not invulnerable.”

      “Really? Morgan, is that true?” Hypergizmo asked, turning his attention to the other sorceress. “I really don’t want an injured heroine flying around the city.”

      “It’s true,” Morgan confirmed with a slight smile at Warden as she teased. “She even promised to take it easy until she was healed. I consider that an unusual concession, considering her usual attitude about injuries.”

      “That’s good. With what’s been going on, the last thing we really need is to have you out of action for a few weeks,” the tech replied with a smile of relief. “That being the case, why don’t you go get some rest, Warden? We can contact you if anything comes up, and you look almost dead on your feet.”

      “I really could use a good meal and night’s sleep,” Warden admitted, standing slowly and wincing. She was hurt and tired, but she couldn’t go without some protesting, so she added, “I do think you’re all overreacting, though. I’m not that bad.”

      “Good night, Warden. I hope you get better soon,” Crimson Bull quickly spoke, his voice much calmer now, and Warden blinked once before smiling and nodding at him. The others bid her farewell too, and then it was time to leave.

      As she left the building, Warden paused to catch her breath, then took flight slowly. She didn’t go invisible immediately this time, instead taking a more roundabout route home. She’d go invisible once she was closer, but considering how she was feeling, the last thing she wanted was to have to deal with the difficult spell for the entire trip.

      Thinking back to the others, Warden mentally shook her head, wondering what was going on with Crimson Bull. He’d been strange lately, and she wasn’t entirely certain why. Even so, she imagined that most of the others would be heading home themselves, considering how long the day had been. The only exception would be whoever got the job of keeping an eye out for villains. Someone had to do it, after all.

      Still, Warden was just glad that tonight it wasn’t her job.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Friday, July 15th, 2030

        Dr. Johnson’s Lair, Santa Cruz

      

      

      Some people would find the massive fish tank surrounding the room distracting, but for Doctor Johnson, it was calming. The saltwater tank was filled with colorful coral, plants, and fish. In particular he enjoyed seeing the clownfish darting out from among a cluster of anemones. Why a clownfish was his favorite was a question he’d pondered many times, but it really didn’t matter. Still, his smile vanished as the chime of someone seeking admittance rang out from the door that was the only break in the tank’s circle.

      “Come in,” the villain spoke calmly, typing slowly as he continued his work, his voice a pleasant baritone that was only just starting to break down due to age. With a soft hiss, the door slid into the ceiling and he looked up curiously at his guest.

      The man looked nervous as he stepped into the room, Johnson noted with amusement. Blue Impulse wasn’t the most confident or striking of villains that the older man knew, and it showed in his attitude and personal care. Gangly and thin, Blue Impulse actually reminded Johnson of a weasel or rat, but he knew better than to say something about it. Instead he watched the younger man for a long minute.

      It took a while for the other villain to work up his courage. Smoothing his chevron-patterned black and blue suit, Blue Impulse finally asked nervously, “You asked to see me, Doctor?”

      “I did,” Johnson replied shortly, taking a moment to sit back and study the other villain critically. When Blue Impulse didn’t panic, he mentally nodded and gestured to the chair across from him, keeping his face impassive. “Go ahead and take a seat. You aren’t in any trouble, Impulse.”

      “Oh, good. Thanks, Doctor, I just…” Blue Impulse visibly relaxed at the explanation, pulling out the chair and taking a seat. In all honesty, he was probably nervous because he was terrified of Johnson, but the older villain knew there was no way he’d ever admit that if it were true. It took a moment for the young man to swallow hard and speak again. “Well, I was just worried. You’ve never called me to talk to you alone, and I was afraid that you might be upset about something.”

      “Oh? Should I be upset about anything?” Doctor Johnson asked, raising an eyebrow curiously.

      In all honesty, he shouldn’t have been all that intimidating to Impulse. Doctor Johnson was a bit under six feet in height, with a straight back and handsome face despite his age. He kept himself immaculately shaved and had his gray hair cut short, while wearing a black suit. He took pains to look like an elderly businessman, not a villain. It was too hard to go out in public otherwise. Casually taking a toffee from his candy tray, he began unwrapping it, enjoying the younger man’s worried introspection.

      “Uhh…” Impulse paused for a long moment, seeming to be thinking hard. Finally he shook his head. “I don’t think so. I pulled off my part of the plan pretty easily, and it looked like the others got everything done right.”

      “That’s what I thought as well. You carried out your part of the plan perfectly, Impulse, which is why I’m giving you an additional ten thousand as a bonus,” Johnson agreed, smiling at the other villain. “While I am moderately annoyed at the destruction Pyroclasm inflicted, that’s hardly your fault. I should’ve expected it from him.”

      “Seriously? Thank you, Doctor, I really appreciate it!” Impulse’s eyes lit up, more at the bonus than the praise, Johnson thought. He mentally filed the information away, since it was a good idea to keep track of what motivated his hirelings. Knowing helped him keep them in line, and also gave him a good idea of what might tempt them to betray him.

      “I should add that that’s not the only reason I asked to speak with you. You fought Warden for what, a quarter of an hour? What did you think of her powers?” Doctor Johnson asked, popping the toffee into his mouth and watching his guest intently.

      “Oh, that bitch.” Impulse’s face distorted in fury briefly before he regained control of himself, one of his hands clenched tightly. It took him a few more seconds before he spoke further, the rage in his voice barely restrained. “She pissed me off like nobody else. Every other time I ran into her, she had other people around and I couldn’t get a bead on her power, but this time I managed it. Her barriers are ridiculously powerful, and normally I wouldn’t be able to hurt her. Hell, I only landed a hit because she was distracted by Pyroclasm’s blast! With the sort of things she said, I want to kill her!”

      “Is that so? Do you believe yourself to be capable of managing that?” the older villain asked, keeping the skepticism from his voice.

      No matter how talented Blue Impulse was, and he was very talented, the young man simply hadn’t put the effort into his powers that was needed to excel. Unlike Morgan or Warden, Blue Impulse had always taken the easy road in his pursuit of power, leaving him with a starkly limited skill set. Still, the young man could always surprise Johnson, and the villain knew better than to underestimate the occasional genius that could come of a complete idiot.

      “While I’d love to say yes, I know better than that,” Blue Impulse admitted, but smiled as he raised his hand. A flickering prism of blue light appeared above his hand with a golden shard at its heart, and he continued. “But I did get my hands on a fragment of one of her spells. It wasn’t easy, but I managed to grab it before it dissipated. I know that I’m not any good at ritual magic, but Ebon Dragon is. If he’s willing to help, I bet we could take her out, given a couple of months.”

      “One minute,” Doctor Johnson replied, standing and turning to look at his fish, considering the situation. Behind him the younger man shifted in his chair, but obviously didn’t have the nerve to say anything.

      Going through the possible impact of Impulse’s actions on his plans took quite a bit of time and exposed a great number of risks, and would have even with a cursory glance. That the villain hadn’t seen the potential problems told Johnson a great deal about him. Even so, that the ignorant young man had captured and preserved a fragment of Warden’s magic was surprising, and did open some possibilities. Impulse realizing he needed help was even better. Still, Johnson had to rein in the young man before he caused a disaster. Turning back to Blue Impulse, he sat down and looked at him for a moment.

      “No. You may not kill her while you’re working for me, as that would very likely have unpleasant consequences for my own plans. I may change my mind later, but for now it’s out of the question,” he told the young man flatly. As Impulse opened his mouth to speak, the older man raised a finger, shaking his head. “Please don’t interrupt, I’m not finished. I’m not saying that you can’t have some revenge on her, or that you can’t make her life miserable. I’m saying you can’t kill her or cripple her. Do you know what would happen if you or one of the others did manage to do that to Warden?”

      “Not really? I mean, her team would probably go apeshit, as would some of her fans,” Impulse replied, leaning forward and shrugging in obvious confusion. “That always seems to happen when a hero gets their ass kicked.”

      “You’re right. Her team and fans would be exceedingly upset, and I don’t think you realize just how bad that would be, Impulse. I’ve lived this long as a villain by carefully weighing each option to ensure that I don’t do something that’s too far over the line, or at least by hiding those things that are,” Doctor Johnson explained patiently. “Remember, she’s a core member of Ocean Shield, and they’re networked with teams across the country via SuperNet. You forget that there’s a tacit understanding between heroes and villains, that we never try to cripple or kill one another, though everyone knows that accidents happen. Even with your… personal grudge, her death would alert the heroes that something strange was going on. They might call in the Arbiters from LA, or LANCE might send a reaction force. If you were extremely unlucky, the Guardians might respond. How would you like to meet Destiny or Frostfire in combat, Impulse?”

      Blue Impulse blanched at the mention of two of the most powerful teams in the country as well as the military wing dedicated to combatting supervillains, and swallowed hard as Johnson continued relentlessly. “If any of those possibilities came about, it would have a severe impact on my plans. That would make me unhappy, Impulse. On the other hand… heroes occasionally fail and are out of commission for a few weeks or months. If you can pull that off, I’d be willing to allow it.”

      “Ah, what do you mean, Doctor? After your warning, I don’t want to screw up. That doesn’t sound like a good time,” Impulse asked after a moment, swallowing again.

      “What I’m saying is that while you aren’t allowed to kill or cripple her, you can humiliate her or disable her for a time. Something that would leave her unable to help her team for a few weeks or months would be ideal, as her absence would make my plans easier to carry out,” Johnson explained pleasantly, much like he’d normally discuss the weather. “However, you’re to leave her family and friends alone, and don’t unmask her. Something like that would garner a disproportionate response. If you wish to do so, I’d say that four months from now would be perfect for my plans. If you manage to take her off the playing field at that point for even two weeks, I’ll pay up to eighty thousand for the job. That’s split between anyone you get the assistance of as well, I’ll add, not each.”

      “Wait, are you serious?” Blue Impulse asked, sitting upright suddenly. At Doctor Johnson’s nod, he grinned broadly. “Hell, even if I wasn’t pissed off at her I’d take that deal! Sure, I need to see if anyone else will help, but if they will, I’ll take her out!”

      “Excellent. I’ll draw up the contract shortly, but you’re the one who needs to bargain with the others. While I’m happy to pay for it, it’s your job,” the older villain replied with another slight smile. “I’d suggest working up a plan with the help of the others. In the meantime, I have work to do.”

      “Alright, thanks again, boss! I’ll do my best, I promise,” Impulse replied with a broad smile. His mood had obviously improved as he stood and gave a polite nod, then briskly left the room.

      “He’s somewhat of a vindictive brute, isn’t he? Still, he’s useful for now,” Johnson murmured after the door had closed, looking at his fish. “I suspect he’s going to do something quite unpleasant to Warden. Still, the responsibility will be his, and there are always more villains where he came from. If I have to discard him to make room for a better tool, so be it. Now then, where was I…?”
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      Finding Ebon Dragon’s room in the base took a little longer than Blue Impulse had expected. Still, it wasn’t too surprising, since he’d never visited before. While he’d worked with Ebon Dragon on several occasions, the older villain made Impulse’s skin crawl, and something about how the man stared at him made the young villain uncomfortable. Due to that, he hesitated on finding the door, debating if the man’s assistance was worth the trouble. Finally, he knocked firmly, shaking his head to dispel his worries.

      “Yes?” Ebon Dragon asked, his voice surprisingly clear through the door.

      “It’s me, you know, Blue Impulse? I just got a job from the Doctor, and it’ll combine both business and pleasure for me. Problem is, I need some help, and you’re the best one I can think of. Mind listening?” Impulse asked, trying to suppress his discomfort. He knew that Ebon Dragon was far more skilled than he was, which was always an unpleasant thought. That it took the other man a good thirty seconds to reply just made it worse.

      Finally the door slid open and Ebon Dragon spoke, the Chinese man’s face impassive as he stepped to the side. “Come in.”

      Whistling softly as he looked around the room, Blue Impulse stopped just inside the door, stunned. “Wow, you’ve got a nice place here. And all the things you have… geez, I don’t know what even half of it’s used for!”

      The ornate furnishings throughout the room looked like they were either imported from Ebon Dragon’s homeland or were flawless replicas, and the elaborate carpets on the floor and walls glittered with magic woven into their patterns. A screen concealed the back half of the room, the wooden stand carved to look like rampant dragons. Several bookcases lined the walls, filled to the brim with books in several languages that Blue Impulse couldn’t understand. The table in the center of the room was covered with incense, beakers, jade bottles, gemstones, and still other herbs and ingredients that he didn’t recognize.

      Ebon Dragon himself was an intimidating man, despite being of average height. He had an ageless look that made Impulse think he was anywhere between thirty and fifty years old, and he had a carefully trimmed goatee with close-cut black hair. The man wore a black martial arts uniform that was trimmed in gray, and he was frowning at Blue Impulse.

      “You had a request. Explain yourself,” Ebon Dragon demanded flatly.

      Deciding to ignore most of the gloating he wanted to do, Impulse cut to the chase. He could always talk about it with Megawatt over a few beers later on. So he quickly explained. “Warden’s been pissing me off for ages, and apparently she’s in the way of a few of the Doctor’s plans too. He’s offering me a good chunk of cash if I can shut her down for at least two weeks, four months down the road. I’ll offer you a third of the total, about twenty-five kay, if you help out. I think a curse would do the job, but I’ve no idea where to even start on one.”

      “That would be exceedingly difficult. Warden’s shields are so strong she can easily block virtually all curses,” the other villain retorted, shaking his head slightly. “I dislike admitting it, but I have rarely seen such powerful shields before.”

      “Oh, I fully agree on her shields. That’s a nut that I don’t think we could crack if we took her head on, but I’ve got another idea. See, I got lucky and managed to capture a fragment of her magic. It’s tough to keep stable, but here it is,” Impulse admitted readily, conjuring the spark of gold again as he smiled. “I think that if you could use this as an anchor or something, we could do a lot. I’m pretty certain that me and Megawatt could knock her out, all I need is a curse. And so you know, the Doctor said no crippling or killing her, but I’ve got other things in mind. Hell, if you’ve got the right curses, I’ll pay out of my own pocket for them.”

      “Hmm… with her magic, it’s possible,” Ebon Dragon admitted, his eyes narrowing as he studied the shard. It took a minute before he nodded firmly. “Very well. I’m willing to craft and prepare the curse, so long as it is within my ability to create. I will not be responsible for disabling her, however. So long as this has the Doctor’s approval, I will aid you for the offered amount. Anything beyond disabling her is… negotiable.”

      “He’s definitely behind it. When I left, he said he’d be working up a contract shortly,” Impulse assured him. “And I’d be perfectly willing to negotiate on the extras!”

      “Very well. What ideas did you have for the curse?” Ebon Dragon asked, his voice thawing ever so slightly as he gestured to a chair nearby. “Please, sit.”

      “Well, I hate that she’s always so prim and proper in combat, and want to put her in her place. I’d like to shut down her magic, and adjust her attitude a little,” Impulse replied, grinning and starting his explanation. “See, with this as a seed I think…”
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        Tuesday, November 12th, 2030

        Lilith’s Condo, San Francisco

      

      

      Looking down at the bay through the window, Lilith took a sip of her water, contemplating her life. The condo was high enough that she had a decent view of both the Golden Gate Bridge and the bay. Though other buildings blocked some of it, the privacy was well worth it. Even so, when she’d come to San Francisco, Lilith had never expected to be so incredibly bored inside six months.

      In the ten months since she’d awakened in Amber’s laboratory, things had changed immensely, yet in some ways she felt like they hadn’t changed at all. She’d spent six months going through a grueling training regimen to be ready to enter society, during which Lilith had pushed her mind and body to their limits. It was incredible how much she’d exceeded Amber’s expectations by, even if she’d only manifested a single, near-useless power. At first she’d thought that the attention she was garnering was merely due to her beauty, considering how many people flirted with her, but then she’d realized that something was drawing their attention. Even when she was behind tinted glass walls, others seemed to look toward her almost instinctively.

      It had taken a little adjustment, but in the end Lilith had learned to deal with the power, mostly by ignoring the attention. She’d also taken a decent amount of funds from some of Amber’s investments to see what she could do for herself. She didn’t entirely like owing so much to Amber, but there were almost no other options open to her. Even so, Lilith had been startled by how quickly she’d been able to multiply her money, becoming almost disgustingly wealthy. The speed with which it’d occurred also raised worries that the government might take an interest, but fortunately they seemed to have largely ignored her. With the money her first investments had brought in, Lilith had purchased several small tech firms and merged them, creating Carpenter Microsystems. Unwilling and unable to properly manage the company, Lilith hired a CEO and stepped back to watch in fascination as the new business began to spin up.

      It was incredible how anticlimactic her success was in the end. With the knowledge she’d received from Amber, an education from Circe, and a bit of work looking at different businesses, it had ended up far too easy to turn a small fortune into a much larger one. That same fortune was what had allowed her to purchase not just a single luxury condo atop her high rise, but the entire top floor. Yet despite her success, Lilith didn’t feel like it was important, not with all the other funds Amber had left. While it had seemed like a challenge at first, she didn’t see any real effort being needed to maintain it. Now she was bored, and she didn’t know what to do.

      The thought prompted another sigh from Lilith, and she took a sip of water. A flicker of white at the edge of her vision caught her attention, though, and Lilith turned her head to look. Normally one might expect it to be a bird, but in this case it was Warden, the heroine flying along a floor or two below Lilith’s condo.

      From what Lilith could tell, the heroine must be out on patrol, and she’d seen the woman a handful of times since she moved in, as well as in the weeks before that. Initially Lilith had been biased against Warden, but after the last few months, that had changed more into ambivalence. While Warden had put Amber into prison and slowed down Lilith’s development in the process, she couldn’t decide if that was a bad thing or not. Amber had almost certainly deserved what had happened to her, which was what led to Lilith’s mixed feelings where Warden was concerned.

      A flash of blue light drew her attention from the heroine to the roof of a neighboring building, just ahead of Warden’s route. Instead of an empty roof, there were two people she recognized as villains, ones which had been on the news shortly after she came to the city, and their presence made Lilith frown. Based on the black and blue bodysuit, the first man was Blue Impulse, and the other one in black power armor was likely Megawatt. What they were doing there was a question for only a moment, before Lilith saw Blue Impulse gesture toward the edge where Warden was flying, just as he pulled out an arm-length rod of some type.

      With neither of the villains nor the heroine able to see her, Lilith wasn’t certain what to do. She didn’t really want the villains to ambush Warden, but there was no way she could directly interfere. So, after a moment’s thought, she pulled out her phone and texted the emergency number for the police department, murmuring under her breath, “Well, at least this will be interesting, for once.”
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      Warden felt exhausted after weeks of heavy patrols through the city. No matter how much everyone disliked it, there hadn’t been any other choice over the last few weeks, not once they’d found signs of one of Omega Code’s doomsday devices in the container ship that had been damaged. The majority of the device had been destroyed, for which Warden and the others were thankful, but it had also raised warning signs. The nihilist villain was often considered one of the most dangerous people on the planet, since he was not only willing but capable of ending the world. The only thing that had saved the planet on three separate occasions was that Omega Code was unable to work without grandstanding, and each time all of the heroes and villains in the area had united to stop him.

      That had made the increased patrols a necessity, and two weeks before they’d run into Black Harbinger, one of Omega Code’s most powerful servants. The battle had been devastating, ending with the villain self-detonating and both destroying the factory he’d been raiding and hospitalizing Galvanic Action for most of a week. Warden had been just a little too far away to protect her ally, which made her feel that much worse.

      If there were any true justice in the world, that would’ve been the end of Black Harbinger, but somehow the villain was able to revive after an unknown period, so she was certain that the shadowy villain would be back again. Hopefully they’d be able to deal with him better the next time.

      Despite knowing that the patrols were necessary, they were starting to overload Warden, as she was the only one who could withstand the villain’s entropic attacks easily. She was burning out, and starting to jump at relatively minor surprises. It was fortunate that she hadn’t had to deal with anything but a few robbers in the last couple of weeks, and they’d been easy to trap for the police to take into custody.

      Warden couldn’t say what it was that made her look up at the luxury apartments ahead of her, though. The gleaming, modern tower with its mirrored windows made the building she was next to seem short and squat, even though it was only a few floors taller. Warden couldn’t help but wonder what it’d be like to live someplace like that. She’d never trade her home for it, though. It was too busy downtown, too expensive, and above all, too prone to getting pulverized by villains. No, she liked her cozy, out of the way house. But a sudden flicker of movement from above startled the heroine.

      “What the hell?” Warden blurted out, staring at the black suit of power armor. Unlike Sky Defender’s sleek suit, this one was burly, heavily armored, and covered with energy cannons. Her eyes instantly focused on her main worry, a cannon nearly the size of a minigun which was pointed directly at her. Even though she was exhausted, Warden instantly threw out her hands toward the villain and put almost everything into a shield, calling out into her comm. “Crimson, I’ve got Megawatt on top of me!”

      The heroine didn’t have time to process the hiss of static that came in response, not when the barrel of the cannon was pointing directly at her face. She hoped her barrier would hold, concentrating the spell to be even more dense.

      “Augh!” As the brilliant light of dozens of suns suddenly hit her in the eyes, Warden screamed and clutched at her face. Her vision went red-white, then abruptly cut off as it went black, and intense pain seared her skull like an awl. She couldn’t maintain her concentration through the pain, her magic slipping through her fingers as she began falling. Panic surged through her, but it still took a moment for Warden to start slowing her fall, when a blast of displaced air thumped behind her.

      “Did ya miss me, bitch?” Blue Impulse’s voice was filled with malevolence, and Warden only had a moment to try to raise her shields before he acted, but the pain slowed her down too much. An object hit her in the back hard, and her muscles began to spasm under an electrical assault. Losing consciousness was almost a relief compared to the pain.
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      “I have to say, that was a lot easier than I expected,” Megawatt rumbled, his voice heavily distorted by the alteration software he used. The villain flew alongside Blue Impulse, but stowed the big cannon as they moved.

      “You’re damn right about it being easy! Since she has to see, I figured light would go right through her shields!” Blue Impulse replied, grinning broadly as he headed for the top of the big apartment building where Ebon Dragon was waiting. Holding both the unconscious heroine and the supercharged stun gun was difficult, but he managed, grinning the entire way. What was coming filled him with anticipation, and a part of Impulse resented Doctor Johnson for delaying this for so long. Shaking the thought from his head, he complimented Megawatt. “You’re awesome, Mega, that was a hell of a distraction, too. If you hadn’t taken her shields down, there’s no way I could’ve gotten her like that.”

      “It’s no problem. This thing was just a glorified flashlight, after all. A lot easier than a laser cannon,” Impulse’s friend replied, but he seemed pleased.

      Reaching the rooftop Ebon Dragon had chosen, Blue Impulse looked around in surprise. It was extremely nice, with clear, inward-angled barriers around the edge of the roof, an area of artificial grass, a covered electric grill, and a picnic table. The stair and elevator access looked like it was next to a maintenance room, but fortunately no one but Ebon Dragon himself was present. The villain had an impassive look on his face, but smiled on seeing Warden.

      “There was only one camera watching the roof, which I disabled. Assuming your preparations worked,” Ebon Dragon told them, nodding at the table. “Set her there. I must see what precautions she has taken. Even with my preparations, it’s possible she has something which can render this futile. Unlikely, but possible.”

      “Right, you mentioned that. I do feel some magic in her clothing…” Blue Impulse paused uncertainly, trying to sense the magic, but his grasp of what her enchantments might be was too weak. If it weren’t for his ability to fly and teleport, other villains probably wouldn’t bother hiring him. Still, he shrugged and laid the pretty heroine on the table, glancing at Megawatt. “Mega? Do you think the decoy and jammer worked right?”

      “It seems to be working well. The drone’s mimicking her comm traffic as planned, and it doesn’t seem like Crimson Bull suspects anything yet,” the other villain replied, pausing as he tapped a few wrist controls. “We’re lucky it’s the brick who’s on their comms instead of Hyper. He’d probably realize something was up a lot faster. Still, you know we won’t get another chance to do this, right? They’re going to start changing encryption daily instead of weekly, and there’s no way I can break that quickly enough.”

      “I totally understand. There’s no way we could’ve done this without you, Mega. With any luck, we won’t need another try, anyway,” Blue Impulse told the man, smiling, then looking at the older villain. Ebon Dragon was running his fingers over the suit thoughtfully, and Impulse waited before asking impatiently, “So, can you do it, Dragon?”

      Glancing up, the older villain scowled at Impulse, obviously unhappy about something, probably the way his name had been shortened. He nodded, his voice icy. “It will take a minute to weaken the spells on her suit, but I can manage such easily. Once the curse is embedded, she should be disabled for at least a month, possibly much longer.”

      “Great! Sure, this isn’t the easiest cash ever, but it isn’t too hard in the end.” Blue Impulse chuckled, grinning broadly once more.

      “You’re right. Now, I must get to work. Do not interrupt,” Ebon Dragon told him bluntly. Turning to the heroine, he began an incantation in what Impulse thought was Chinese. Black energy formed around his hands as he made a series of gestures, the energy growing denser as he continued his spell. Finally, he made a last gesture and the energy flowed across Warden’s body. Where the spell passed the glitter of the heroine’s suit faded, and after a minute he nodded in satisfaction, the dark energy dissipating. “There. She’s vulnerable now. Again, do not interrupt. This is delicate work.”

      Turning the heroine onto her stomach, the villain pulled out a small cloth bundle. Opening it revealed over a hundred thin jade needles, each with a colored pinhead at the top. Ebon Dragon took a needle with a purple head and carefully, calmly thrust it upward into the base of Warden’s skull. The heroine briefly tensed, gasping, then went limp again.

      Ebon Dragon never paused, instead picking up needle after needle and pushing them into the helpless woman in an obviously planned fashion. He placed dozens of them into her torso, legs, and arms, while some went into far more sensitive locations. If he hadn’t trusted the man to know what he was doing, Blue Impulse would have been worried. Turning her over halfway through, it took several minutes for the villain to finish, but finally he stepped back and smiled in satisfaction.

      “Done. If someone who can identify what’s happening arrives within the next quarter-hour, they could keep the curse from fully embedding itself, but the magic is already deep enough to fulfill the job. I sincerely doubt that anyone will dare interfere before it’s too late,” Ebon Dragon explained, looking at Blue Impulse. “The tools have been prepared for you as well, and await your payment. Unless the sorcerers know far more about my rituals than I believe possible, they will not be able to undo this. I believe it’s time to go.”

      Nodding, Blue Impulse still found himself taken aback by the casual, apathetic attitude of his fellow villain. He had to admit that most of the things Ebon Dragon was doing had been his own ideas, and he was being charged heavily for them, but the older man was just so damned cold, except when he muttered about women being where they didn’t belong. But the important thing was that Warden had been dealt with. Looking at her for a moment, Impulse leaned forward and whispered into her ear. “This isn’t over yet. I’m looking forward to seeing you again.”

      “Impulse, I’m not sure how much longer it’ll be before they catch on about my drone,” Megawatt interrupted, glancing around. “Come on, let’s get out of here.”

      “Fine, don’t flip out. I was pretty much done,” Impulse replied, grabbing each of their arms and concentrating. A moment later they vanished in a flash of azure light, leaving their victim behind.
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      The brief battle between Warden and the villains had been both surprising and disappointing to Lilith. With how easily they’d taken the heroine down, they’d had to have planned everything out ahead of time, and the thought was troubling. The heroine’s face had lit up brightly before she began falling, so Lilith suspected that they’d blinded the woman. Shaking her head, she murmured, “You probably need to get flash protection for your eyes in the future, Warden. Assuming you live.”

      What surprised her more, though, was that the villains had taken Warden to the top of her own building. It made Lilith wonder what they had in mind, and the temptation to try to find out was almost overpowering in its intensity. Struggling with herself, Lilith glanced down at her phone as it buzzed, and scowled at the automated response from the police, speaking more loudly this time. “‘Thank you for the tip’ indeed! Well, that settles it, I suppose.”

      With the police not seeming to have noticed and the building still intact, she didn’t see any reason not to indulge her curiosity. While it would be very unpleasant, possibly lethal if she was wrong, there wasn’t much Lilith could do if the villains decided to drop the entire apartment building. She silenced her phone and stepped out the door, ignoring the elevator and taking the stairwell instead. No one blocked her path, so at the top of the stairs she approached the door, hearing three male voices through the thick barrier.

      It was hard to hear, but Lilith got the gist of what was going on, murmuring softly, “A curse? That doesn’t sound good for her.”

      Several minutes passed, then the men talked more, the sound of wind drowning out most of their words. It would have been nice to hear more, but there was nothing she could do about it. When the sound of imploding air came, Lilith waited for a minute before daring to open the door, not wanting to confront a trio of villains on her own.

      At this altitude, the only sounds were that of wind, and of the traffic so far below them. The odd quiet felt almost appropriate to Lilith, considering what had happened here. Only she and a handful of others had access to the roof, and it was a perk that she honestly didn’t know what to do with. It took no time for her to spot Warden on the table, unconscious, and Lilith couldn’t help but sigh, confusion breaking through her former indifference. As she approached, Lilith saw the numerous needles thrust into the heroine’s body, a sight which worried her. She wanted to remove them, but who knew what that would do? Shaking her head, Lilith sat at the table and reached out to stroke the smooth surface of the heroine’s suit.

      “I’m trying to decide whether or not to go out of my way to help you, Warden. I’m already here, which should make that an easy choice, and if I don’t, the police could likely charge me with some crime or another. It wouldn’t be good for me… but why should I help you?” Lilith asked, pausing as if waiting for an answer before continuing. “You stole the one bit of human company I would’ve had when I woke. Oh, I know, calling Amber human is a bit of a stretch, but it still left me almost completely alone. I was ‘raised’, if you can call it that, by a sub-sentient AI, and that wasn’t the best of experiences. Circe did her best, but she’s limited by her hardware. Even so, she might have been better company than Amber, though I’ll never know for certain. So, why should I help you?”

      Looking at the sky for a long minute, Lilith debated internally while the heroine lay there. A thought suddenly occurred to Lilith, and she glanced at Warden. “I dearly hope you didn’t have a recorder on. That would make this bad. So, Amber. She did horrible things, but what was done to her is terrifying to me. You stole her mind, trapping her in a prison that’ll only drive her further into madness if she escapes. What you did was horrible. But if I don’t help you, then what? I think it makes me into exactly what I said I dislike. So, since I find you interesting, and I’ve been horribly bored of late… I’ll help more directly. As much as I can, despite the risks.”

      Standing again, Lilith let out a soft sigh as she looked the woman over, trying to find the safest way to pick her up without disturbing the needles. “Alright, this should be interesting. Let’s get you downstairs. It looks like it’s going to rain, and I don’t want you sitting out here while we inevitably wait.”

      Lilith carefully slipped her arms beneath Warden’s legs and behind her back, picking the heroine up with some difficulty despite her strength. Warden was limp, and not wanting to disturb the needles made it even harder than it should have been. As she stood, Lilith felt something wash through her. Almost like a cool breeze, or a faint voice. In some ways it reminded her of the sensations she’d had when she first began remembering what Amber had given her… but it was also different. Frowning thoughtfully, Lilith adjusted her position. “I wonder what that was? Perhaps it’s your magic, trying to defend you? If so, it isn’t doing a good job. You’re awkward, so let’s get you downstairs.”

      Getting Warden down to her condo was somewhat difficult, though at least she could use the elevator; navigating the stairs safely would have been nearly impossible. When she got there, Lilith took the time to set Warden down safely in her spare bedroom, then pulled out her phone. Predictably, she noted that there’d been no responses from the police.

      Finding the number for Ocean Shield’s hotline wasn’t hard, but the IVR system slowed her down. It took three selections before she could get ahold of a human, and considering that this was something of an emergency, she thought it was hardly ideal.

      “Ocean Shield answering service, my name is Ashley. How may I help you?” a young woman answered, her voice a happy chirp. The sheer dichotomy between her voice and Warden’s current situation made Lilith shake her head, suppressing a giggle.

      “I sent a message to the police, but after not getting an answer, I chose to contact you. Warden was just ambushed and knocked unconscious by a pair of villains outside my condo. They left her on the rooftop, and I brought her into my condo when I was sure it was safe. I think that her team would like someone to pick her up,” Lilith explained calmly, and her response was dead silence.

      “Ma’am, is this a prank call?” Ashley asked, the sound of typing rapid in the background. The question made Lilith smile again, and she shook her head involuntarily.

      “No, it’s not,” Lilith told the woman. “Based on what I saw, I think it was Blue Impulse and Megawatt, but I’m not certain. They were a good distance away, and I’m at the top of an apartment building.”

      “In that case, I’ll inform the team immediately. May I please get a name and address?” Ashley asked, her voice brisk and surprisingly calm despite the situation. Lilith realized that she probably was being unfair to the young woman. No hero team would have someone incompetent answering their emergency hotline, after all.

      “My name is Lilith Carpenter, and I live at Garvin Tower Heights,” Lilith replied, giving the address and room number before adding, “My condo is the only one on the floor, I’ll notify the front desk that someone is coming.”

      “Thank you, Ms. Carpenter, I’ll pass along your information immediately. Be aware that law enforcement may be contacted,” Ashley replied, then the line went dead.

      Looking at the phone, Lilith raised an eyebrow sardonically, glancing at Warden. “Hurry up and wait, as expected? Well, I suppose I have some reading material available. I even have a couple of books about heroines.”
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        Tuesday, November 12th, 2030

        Lilith’s Condo, San Francisco

      

      

      As the elevator doors slid open, Morgan frowned, on edge. It wasn’t just worry about Warden that had her tense, it was also the odd nature of how they’d learned about what had supposedly happened. At first no one had believed the news that Warden had been defeated, but Crimson Bull’s incredulity had turned to horror as he realized that the transmissions he was receiving were coming from a drone.

      With Black Comet in Sacramento, the team had decided that Morgan would retrieve Warden since she had some ability to heal, while the others tried to hunt down the ambushers. Only Hypergizmo was present for support, flying over watch in the Seajet and able to provide covering fire if this was an ambush.

      The condo where Warden was supposedly waiting was setting off an enormous number of Morgan’s internal alarm bells as well. While she’d been ushered through security with alacrity, there was something odd about the building, and the uppermost floor being only a single condo worried her. The ‘condo’ had to be obscenely expensive, and this could easily be a trap. Knocking on the door, Morgan had defensive spells at the ready, glad that she did have support just in case.

      The woman who opened the door was unlike anything Morgan had expected, though, and the sight of her almost left the heroine drop-jawed. The captivating emerald eyes had a depth that startled her, and the crimson-streaked black curls that framed the woman’s face were perfect in their own way. Morgan’s poise almost shattered at the sight of the woman, causing a hint of confusion to flood through her.

      “Ah, I believe you’re Morgan Le Fay, yes? Please, come in, I moved Warden to the guest room while waiting,” Lilith told her, smiling and sending a shock of attraction through the heroine. While she wore simple jeans and a white blouse that showed only a hint of cleavage, as well as minimal jewelry, Morgan could barely keep her eyes off the woman.

      That realization caused Morgan to shake herself. Gathering her thoughts, she frowned internally. She’d only rarely been attracted to women before, and the sudden strength of what she felt put her on guard. It took a few moments for her to sense the subtle field of psychic energy around Lilith, but once she did she felt safer. If she knew it was there, it was hardly a threat.

      “Please deactivate your ability first. I find it hard to trust you when you’re attempting to influence my mind,” Morgan replied, unable to keep a harsh note out of her voice.

      “What do you mean, deactivate…? Oh! You must mean my captivation field.” Lilith paused in the middle of turning away, then smiled helplessly as she shrugged. “I’m sorry to say that I’m unable to do as you ask. I’ve been trying to figure out a way around it since I learned of my power, but the ability is stubborn. It’s a good part of why I have the entire floor to myself, in fact.”

      “Captivation field?” Morgan asked, blinking. The phrase seemed faintly familiar, but she couldn’t quite place it for some reason. Moderating her tone, she told her heart to stop racing as she continued. “I believe I’ve heard the term before, but I can’t say I remember what it is.”

      “I got the description from a number of research journals when I was trying to determine what it might be, and it’s the closest to what I experience. I’m not certain that I’m right, but I think it’s close enough. My ‘ability’ is that no matter where I go, no matter how I try to hide or dress down, I draw attention. It’s really rather annoying,” Lilith explained, sighing as she gave another shrug. “In any case, I can’t do anything about it, so… well, if you’d prefer, I could just give you directions to the room Warden’s resting in.”

      “I just did a search, Morgan, and it’s a real term,” Hypergizmo interjected, his voice soft through the earbud and helping Morgan to focus on something else. “Like she said, it’s commonly used in science journals and not much else.”

      “I think I understand. Is it merely uncontrolled, or is it a power that’s constantly active?” Morgan asked, stepping inside at last and looking around as she continued. “If you would lead the way, I’d be grateful.”

      The section of the condo she could see was impressive on its own, but disconcerting in some ways. The room in front of her was almost large enough to host dance classes, with polished wood paneling and several rugs, but what startled her was how bare the room was. There were two chairs, a sofa, and an intimate dining table for perhaps four people, all of it looking expensive but comfortable. The windows allowed a good view of the surrounding buildings most days, though with the rain coming down outside she couldn’t see much. Through a door to her right she saw a gleaming modern kitchen and a hallway that looked to circle the floor, while Lilith nodded and led her toward a matching hallway to the left.

      As the woman led the way, Morgan subvocalized a request to Hypergizmo, keeping a wary eye on her host, exercising iron control as she did so. “Alright. If you have time, could you investigate this lady? I think you said her name was Lilith, right? While I appreciate that she seems to have helped Warden, something about her powers and this apartment is setting off alarm bells. It’s always possible that she’s a villain.”

      “I don’t have access from the jet, but once we’re back at the base I’ll see what I can find,” Hyper assured her, his voice confident. “Just to be safe, I’ll deploy a drone to keep an eye on her after we’ve left. But you’re right, her name is Lilith Carpenter, and she’s only had the condo for about a month from what I can tell.”

      “Unfortunately for me, it’s constantly active. I haven’t bothered getting tested, but the results are fairly clear, in my opinion. I was largely raised alone, so I wasn’t even aware I had a power until I came to the city,” Lilith explained with another smile, seemingly unaware of Morgan’s worries.

      “That’s a bit ominous, in my opinion… but alright. Keep an eye out, Hyper. I think that if this was a trap, it’d already have sprung,” Morgan replied, finishing her conversation to focus on the building, though she was slowly growing more certain that this wasn’t a trap.

      Turning the corner of the hallway, where a door was shut, Morgan saw that the hall ran most of the length of the building before turning again, with a half-dozen doors along its length. Lilith stopped at the second door on her right and opened it, revealing a room that was almost as simple as the front room. It had a plain dresser, nightstand, lamp, and a twin bed, on which Warden lay. The heroine was surrounded by dozens of colorful pinheads scattered across the bed, prompting a frown from Morgan.

      “Here she is, just as I said. I… wait, that’s a bit ominous. When I was listening, I heard the villains say something about a curse, and when I saw her there were what looked like pins thrust into her body,” Lilith explained, gesturing at Warden. “Those were the heads of the pins. I’m not sure what happened, but they weren’t like that when I got the door for you.”

      “No matter, I’ll look her over,” Morgan interjected grimly, moving past Lilith in a flash. Focusing firmly, Morgan murmured words in Latin as she let her magic flow outward in a deep purple stream to caress Warden’s face and envelop her body. The magic seeped into Warden’s body, seeking out what had been done to her, and as answers began to appear in her mind, Morgan couldn’t help but scowl in anger at the foul magic she sensed.

      Her magic slowly swept through Warden’s entire body, examining every organ, every vein, and her entire nervous system in detail. Save for some damage to her eyes, Warden’s body seemed almost perfectly fine. The problem was the magic Morgan sensed, and a part of her was actually happy that some of the spells were keeping Warden unconscious, considering the rest of the magic. Twisted serpents of black magic were woven into her friend’s golden energy, impeding it and choking it, almost like weeds might choke the life from other plants.

      Changing her incantation, Morgan focused her spells on one of the invasive tendrils of magic. It didn’t seem to work at first, so she scowled and increased the power she’d focused on the stubborn black magic. It took a little while, but finally it began to shift under her spell, prompting a surge of elation, followed quickly by horror. Instead of prying the invasive magic away from Warden’s, it was ripping out Warden’s magic too! Quickly stopping, Morgan watched as the power settled back into place, trying to figure out what had just happened.

      “Damn it… is it attuned to her magic somehow? How could they possibly weave it into her that closely? Unless they had a lot of time, I don’t see how…?” Morgan murmured, pulling her magic back for the moment. While the damage to Warden’s eyes was annoying, it was easily fixed, even without magic. Far more worrying was the curse embedded in Warden, so Morgan reached down and picked up one of the pinheads, examining it closely. Faint magical residue was within the colorful head, residue which was quite familiar, and realization flooded through Morgan as she hissed, “Shit!”

      “Morgan? What’s wrong?” Hypergizmo asked, his voice betraying worry.

      “Somehow, they managed to get a sample of her magic, Hyper. They used it to create the curse to merge with her magic, and it’s… nasty,” Morgan replied, making certain that Lilith couldn’t overhear as she explained. “It’s sealed her magic, and this is really, really insidious. I’m not sure how long it’ll take me to work through this, but she’s going to be without her magic for at least a few days, and possibly a lot longer than that. It all depends on how easy this curse is to break.”
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      For Lilith, watching Morgan work was utterly fascinating. It was almost like she could feel what Morgan was doing and what had happened to Warden, though there were no details. It was all just feelings and approximations, though it seemed to be improving the longer she was in their presence. That both worried and intrigued her, though why she was having a reaction to Morgan confused her. As far as she knew, she’d never come close to having contact with either woman, and that they felt slightly familiar to her was odd, to say the least.

      At least in Warden’s case Lilith knew that the heroine had captured Amber, which gave them a faint connection of sorts, but Morgan hadn’t participated in that raid. It confused her, but Lilith supposed it might be in part because she found both women attractive, or that they were heroines. She’d never had contact with superheroes before this, so she lacked the experience to know for certain. The other possibility was that it was a reaction born of how she was created, since her genome had been generated from heroes that included Morgan and Warden both. Lilith had other theories as well, including the faint possibility that Amber might have implanted attractions to particular heroes in her mind. She’d have to ask Circe about that possibility.

      Morgan was an attractive woman in her own right, with straight black hair to the middle of her back, olive skin, and almond-shaped eyes that were a deep blue. Relatively petite on the whole, the woman made up for it with a posture fit for a queen, in Lilith’s opinion. The only thing that bothered Lilith was the woman’s outfit. Morgan wore a close-fitting, metallic purple dress and a raven-feathered cloak, while she masked her identity with an elaborate purple and black mask. With the ornate silver jewelry the heroine wore, it made Lilith think the outfit was rather ridiculous. Part of her wanted to adjust the outfits of both women, but it wasn’t as if she’d ever have that opportunity.

      “Is something wrong with her? I hope she’ll be alright… I tried to be gentle, but didn’t want her out in the cold,” Lilith asked, honestly concerned despite her own surprise at the emotion. While she might have been conflicted about Warden’s role in her own past, she didn’t want the heroine injured or dead, and she hadn’t felt like Warden was in any danger before this.

      “It’s… complicated,” Morgan replied, hesitating, and from the way she shifted, Lilith was certain the woman was about to lie to her. “Her eyes were seriously damaged somehow, which is most unpleasant, but we can deal with that. I’m able to heal wounds of the sort, and our medic can if she has the time. The problem is that they laid an extremely nasty curse on her through those needles, and I’m going to have to take her back to the HQ to fix it. I’m glad she’s unconscious for this, it’s so bad.”

      “Ah, well, I see why you were unhappy. I hope Warden recovers soon, then. Do you need any help getting her to your headquarters?” Lilith asked, trying to seem helpful, but not pushing. While she was unhappy about being lied to, she could deal with that. She could argue that the team owed her something for helping Warden, but it wasn’t as if they’d asked her for a favor. In the end it was their decision, and considering Morgan’s occasional pauses and a few cues she’d seen, she suspected that the heroine was communicating with someone else via an earbud. It likely wasn’t her own decision at all.

      “Thank you, but no. Can you tell me how this happened?” Morgan asked, glancing up as she went through the gestures of a spell, murmuring softly and covering Warden’s eyes with a purple sheen.

      “Yes, at least in part. I’ll admit that I saw the ambush mostly by happenstance, though. I was watching the bay through the window when Warden came flying down the street, a few floors below us,” Lilith explained, gesturing in the direction of the front room. “As she did, a pair of people appeared the next roof over. One was a man with spiked blue hair and a black and blue outfit, while the other was a figure in black power armor with lots of guns. The man in the armor had what looked like a huge cannon, so I texted the police’s tip line. I only got an automated response, I’m afraid.”

      Morgan visibly winced. “Blue Impulse and Megawatt. Even with surprise, I’m shocked they managed to defeat her, and as quickly as they must have. She’s blocked anything they’ve thrown at her before.”

      “Well, at a guess, they’d planned on exploiting a weakness, and I think I know what it was, based on her injury,” Lilith continued. “She put up a shield when Megawatt pointed the big gun at her. I remember her face looking like he’d shone a spotlight on it, and she grabbed at her eyes and started falling without her shield. I’ll add that I think you should get her some flare protection. She was just stabilizing her fall when Impulse appeared behind her, with what looked like a blunt rod. He hit her with it, and she went limp. He grabbed her, and flew up onto my roof.” Lilith nodded upward, frowning and crossing her arms. “I hadn’t gotten a response from the police, so I went up the stairs and listened at the door, and heard a little, just enough to know there was a curse involved. The wind drowned most of it out. Once they were gone, I went outside and found Warden lying on the picnic table with the pins all over her. I brought her downstairs and called your hotline, which took a little work to get through to contact all of you. That’s it, really.”

      “I see… thank you very much,” Morgan replied, nodding and smiling at Lilith. The heroine’s eyes seemed to linger on Lilith for a few moments longer than necessary, which was probably Lilith’s captivation field. In fact, she dearly hoped that was the reason, because if Morgan was suspicious, it could end badly for Lilith. “While I can’t fault your willingness to help, in the future please try not to move someone who’s been injured unless necessary. If she had been injured, you could have made it worse. I’ll talk to the others about both the flare protection and the difficulty in getting through the hotline. Additionally, I’m certain the police will want to speak with you. Is it alright if I put them in contact with you?”

      “Of course it is. I’ll be here if they need me, most days,” Lilith replied softly. “And I promise, I’ll try not to hurt anyone else who shows up on the roof.”

      “Wonderful. Thank you again, Ms. Lilith,” Morgan replied, gesturing with a hand, and a deep purple mist shrouded Warden and the pinheads. The pinheads darted into a pouch at the heroine’s waist, while Warden levitated off the bed. With a last polite nod, Morgan headed for the front door, with Lilith showing her out.

      Once the two women had left her alone, Lilith let out a soft sigh. Taking a seat, she stared out the window at the rain pouring down on the city. A flicker of light caught her eye, and she saw the two heroines ascending through the air, a shield deflecting the rain away from them. After passing her floor, a flash of illumination from above briefly revealed an aircraft some fifty feet above the building, the side hatch open. As the door shut, the aircraft vanished almost as suddenly as it had appeared, the rain masking its presence.

      Not even ten minutes passed before Lilith let out another sigh, looking on the weather that so perfectly matched her mood, murmuring. “Bored already… well, I should have expected that.”
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        Tuesday, November 12th, 2030

        Ocean Shield HQ, San Francisco

      

      

      “Ugh… what… what happened? I feel like I got hit by a bus…” Warden groaned, slowly regaining consciousness. It took a few moments for her to focus on, then recognize Ocean Shield’s medical bay, which helped ease her mind a little. Her tension relaxed still more as she looked at Morgan sitting in a chair next to her bed, Hypergizmo fiddling on a console nearby. Even with their reassuring presence, she knew that something was horribly wrong.

      Something inside Warden’s body felt wrong, like her intestines were tied in knots. Reaching inside, Warden touched her magic and recoiled in horrified shock. If a mad weaver had taken hold of her magic and turned it into a horrific Gordian knot, she imagined it would feel like this. She could touch her magic, but with the way it was tangled and warped she was unable to use it, and even touching it caused pain to spike through her body. As the pain washed through Warden, Morgan laid a gentle hand on her shoulder and looked at Hypergizmo, who spoke first.

      “Based on what we know so far, it sounds like you were ambushed by Blue Impulse and Megawatt. The woman who found you claimed as much, and several reports we’ve gotten since then agree with her. I’m afraid we don’t have video footage yet, and we may not get any, either,” Hypergizmo replied briskly, concern in his voice as he added, “The villains seem to have disabled the security cameras in the area. Do you remember anything?”

      “N-not much. I remember Megawatt, though. He suddenly appeared above me, pointing a huge cannon at me, so I put up a shield before it fired. It was like I’d been staring into the sun, but so much worse… and then something hit me, and everything went black,” Warden replied slowly, reaching up with trembling fingers to rub her eyes gently. “What happened? My magic is… it’s like it’s in knots. It’s painful to even touch. What happened, Morgan?”

      “They managed to embed a curse, Gina,” Morgan explained, reaching down to hold Warden’s hand. “I’m not sure how they managed it, not exactly, but somehow it was woven into your magic, and I can’t remove it without risking your own power. When I tried, it masked itself closely enough that my spells couldn’t differentiate between the curse and your own magic. If I knew how it was made, I might be able to do more, but I’m afraid that I don’t.”

      “What? But… but you can get rid of it, can’t you?” Warden asked, trying to suppress bubbling panic as she tried hard not to touch her power.

      “I’m not sure yet. I’ve been talking to a few specialists, but none of them have heard of anything quite like this before. I’ve got a few leads, but…” Morgan paused and shook her head, admitting softly, “I don’t know. I just don’t know if I can do anything about it.”

      “But… but what about my powers? I can’t face villains like this, not without my magic! It isn’t permanent, is it?” Warden asked, her grip on her emotions weakening as she began to panic. A curse that Morgan couldn’t break had to be hideously complex, and Warden had never studied them heavily, not more than she needed to if she wanted to block them, at least. Either way, she was trembling.

      “No, no! It’s bad, I fully agree with that, but it’s nowhere near that bad, Gina. Unless they could somehow maintain it every day, it’ll eventually unravel. Your body doesn’t like the curse, and will eventually reject it. Think of it as a sort of barrier blocking your magic,” Morgan explained quickly. “It’ll hold back your power for a while, but eventually it’ll collapse. Just don’t try to force it, as that could cause your magic to backfire, or even permanently damage your gift.”

      “Oh, okay, it’s not… not quite as bad as I feared. How… how long will it take for the curse to break naturally?” Her voice was trembling, but Warden tried to steady herself. She knew that the answer wasn’t one that she’d like, otherwise it would’ve been the first thing that Morgan told her. Even so, the news that the effect wasn’t permanent was a relief.

      “I wish I knew, Gina. At a guess…” Morgan’s voice trailed off as she thought, then she sighed heavily as she shook her head. “It could be as little as a month, or up to six months or more in the worst case. The curse is extremely well-made, and from the elements I’ve been able to identify I’m guessing it was designed using a fragment of your magic. The problem is that the more you try to use your magic, the deeper you’ll embed the curse. That could actually extend the duration of it enormously, with no upper limit that I’ve been able to identify. I hate to say it, but unless one of the other magi can help us break the enchantment, your best bet is to not touch your magic at all until it dissipates.”

      “Dammit… damn that jerk to hell,” Warden hissed, trying to control her anger as hot tears began to spill down her cheeks. To her it seemed like it’d been only a few minutes since she’d been out on patrol, and now… now she was going to be disabled for months. It was horrifying, but she took a moment to try to regain something of a sense of poise before speaking again, her voice trembling despite herself. “So, what do I do now? Do I just sit around the HQ twiddling my thumbs and feeling useless?”

      “No, of course not!” Hypergizmo exclaimed, his eyes jerking away from the console, actually setting it aside as he looked at her. “You’ve been run ragged for the last few months, and you know we’ve been talking about giving everyone a few weeks of vacation recently. This isn’t how we’d choose to give it out, I’ll admit, but it’s a lot better than the alternative. For now, Spirit has been thinking that you take some time off, letting your mundane life take priority while your magic works itself out. If you feel like you need to help out, you’ll still have access to all the files, so you can help me work through our tips or clues, too. It isn’t going to be the end of the world, you’ll just be on a break. Alright?”

      “I… thank you, Hyper, I just… this is horrible. Why did this happen?” Warden protested plaintively, her tears starting to flow again as she began to break down.

      “I don’t know, Gina. I wish I did, but I don’t,” Morgan replied softly, pulling Warden into a gentle embrace. Morgan simply held Warden as she cried, and for a long minute they just sat there.

      “I… I don’t think I can stay here, not without… without breaking down even more,” Warden murmured, her voice breaking as she swallowed hard, then asked, “Rachel? Please take me home?”

      “Right away, Gina. I promise, I’ll get you there as soon as I can,” Morgan replied, giving Warden another gentle hug. As the other sorceress used her magic to pick Warden up, the heroine felt another pang of anguish as she realized she couldn’t touch her own. It wasn’t Morgan’s fault, of course, but it still made her feel even more miserable.
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        Tuesday, November 12th, 2030

        Warden’s Home, Oakland

      

      

      Circling Warden’s house one last time to be safe, Morgan couldn’t help but frown in worry. The only reason she was willing to reveal even that much was because she was cloaked by an invisibility spell. Though she didn’t think that either of the villains would dare to attack Warden in her civilian identity, she’d rather be careful than regret a mistake. She was using every sense and spell of detection she could think of, and she wasn’t seeing anything out of place. More specifically, she didn’t see anything that might pose a threat to her friend, and that was far more important to her.

      Getting Warden home had been easy enough, but no one had dared assume that they wouldn’t be ambushed. Morgan couldn’t help her sense of relief that the trip had been uneventful in the end. Fortunately for Morgan’s peace of mind, Warden had built defensive wards into her home a few years earlier, anchoring them solidly and powering them with ambient magic. While Morgan would have to come by about once a month to maintain them, that meant that her friend would still be fairly safe until she recovered. Even so, it was a cold comfort.

      That Warden had been defeated had shocked everyone, not just her. While it had been by ambush, that Blue Impulse had dared attack and sideline her friend the way he had was frightening, and it was obvious that they could have killed her. While there was an unwritten agreement not to do things like that, something about the situation felt off to Morgan this time. It didn’t feel like the sort of plan Blue Impulse could put together on his own, with how organized the attack had been. Someone had to be pulling the strings, and she doubted that she was the only one who wanted to know who was behind the attack.

      Returning to the headquarters took longer than normal, since Morgan made sure she took a roundabout course from Warden’s home before she let the invisibility spell lapse. Shivering at the night chill, made worse by the rain, Morgan murmured a couple of words and warmed herself from within. She really didn’t enjoy fall, though it was generally better than winter. Still, the lights of the city on the bay were beautiful, and she took a moment to admire the serene scene on her flight. Morgan hoped that the city would stay peaceful until Warden was back on the job, but she didn’t have much faith in that happening.

      Settling down on the sleek landing pad of the HQ, Morgan used the biometric scanner to gain access before heading downstairs at a brisk pace. As she walked she wove another spell to dry her clothing, relaxing slowly. Hypergizmo had built their base, and the man had made a point of designing it to be as relaxing and comfortable as possible, not just making it a nightmare for attacking villains.

      On entering the meeting room, Morgan found that all the others were waiting for her, leaving just two chairs empty. The sight of Warden’s empty seat sent a pang through her, but Morgan quickly took her seat, nodding at the others politely.

      “I got Warden home safely, and did a couple of sweeps to make sure there wasn’t anything nasty in the area. I don’t think she’s going to be in a very good state for the next few days, but I’m sure she’ll be fine in the end. She’s too tough to let this get her down,” Morgan told them, sitting down. “I’ll go see her tomorrow, and I suspect that’s going to be an unpleasant visit. It might be a bit better if I have news, though, so… any word on Blue Impulse or anything else?”

      “Nada. It’s beginning to look like the ambush wasn’t a distraction. There haven’t been any major heists that’ve come up, and believe me, the cops are looking. Hell, they’re almost jumping at shadows, waiting for the other shoe to drop,” Galvanic Action replied, rubbing his eyes. “I did catch a couple of robbers who were trying to break into an ATM in broad daylight, but there’s no way they were deliberately taking advantage of the attack. An ATM just doesn’t have enough money to make it worth trying to take down Warden.”

      “Based on that, we have to assume they were actually targeting Warden for a reason,” Ocean Spirit spoke up grimly, tapping the table with an expression like ice. “With what they did, we almost have to assume that it’s in preparation for something happening in the next month. There’s no way they could guarantee taking her out for longer than that, and I can’t imagine someone doing all of this and not taking advantage of the opening.”

      “What about the lady who found her? Couldn’t she have something to do with it?” Black Comet interjected. The speedster was in a foul mood due to having been out of town, feeling that he might’ve been able to do something that would’ve made a difference. Morgan thought he was being unfair to himself, since no one had known anything until it was too late, but she wasn’t going to argue with him. He continued, looking at Morgan. “What did you mean, Morgan? Giz said that you thought she was strange.”

      “Ms. Carpenter was definitely strange. She was calm, far too calm for most civilians I’ve run into before. Most of them are excitable, after all, while she was almost relaxed. Beyond that, she did have a power, something she called a captivation field,” Morgan replied, opening her mouth to continue, only to have Crimson Bull interrupt.

      “That sounds like a nasty power. What does it do?” the big man rumbled, a hand clenched around his armrest. The chair creaked ominously under the pressure, and Morgan couldn’t help but wonder if Warden had ever realized that Crimson Bull had a crush on her. Based on what Morgan knew of her friend, she doubted that the man had a chance with her, which suited Morgan fine. He was an excellent co-worker, if prone to using brute force more than she’d prefer, but she didn’t like him on a personal level.

      “I don’t know. Hyper was looking it up, and I asked him to look into her background while he was at it,” Morgan replied, and at the man’s angry glare she shrugged and added, “I was a bit busy with Warden, and I can only be in one place at a time. What she said was that it was a constantly active power that draws attention to her, one which she can’t turn off. I don’t think she was lying, but I didn’t exactly have a lot of time to talk to her about it.”

      Blooming Orchid turned to look at Hypergizmo, her arched eyebrow causing the man to flush as she asked, “Oh? What did you find?”

      “Um, yes, I looked up what I could on the power, and on Ms. Carpenter herself. To be safe I also have a drone keeping an eye on her condo and the surroundings,” the tech replied, running a hand through his hair nervously. “Her power is interesting. I did a basic search from the jet, and like I told Morgan then, the term isn’t used much. ‘Captivation field’ is generally used by researchers, scientists, and mostly by SuperNet’s R&D division for their documentation. The power they refer to is the ability to draw the attention of people in a broad area, whether they can see the user or not. The more powerful the user, the larger the range of the effect, and it has the unusual side effect of penetrating virtually any mental defense. It’s a very uncommon power, and is considered to be useless on its own, save for if someone relies on speaking or performance for a living. Like a politician or comedian, I suppose.”

      “Hmm… I thought it was more powerful than that, but if it penetrates mental shields it explains why I was affected so strongly,” Morgan murmured. At a questioning look from Ocean Spirit, she explained. “I almost couldn’t help myself from staring at her. She seemed to dislike her power, though, saying that it was a large part of why she had the entire floor to herself.”

      “Well, if she can’t turn it off, I can see it causing minor difficulties, like traffic accidents. Not that I imagine that she could go unnoticed anyway, with her appearance. Even as well-known as most of us are, if we really try we can generally go out anonymously, even when near our most enthusiastic fans. Her power would make something like that almost impossible,” Hypergizmo agreed, shaking his head. “I don’t envy her there. My main concern is how little information I can find on her overall.”

      “What did you find, then?” Sky Defender asked calmly, his arms crossed.

      Hypergizmo hit a couple of buttons, and a moment later a hologram appeared in the middle of the table, depicting Lilith, while a profile of her appeared in text on the table in front of each of them. Morgan scanned the information, frowning as the tech began speaking.

      “Her name is Lilith Carpenter, age twenty-seven, and she’s the owner of Carpenter Microsystem Solutions. The company was founded through the merger of three tech startups a little over a month ago, and on a cursory inspection appears to have promising products in the pipeline for civilians, in my opinion. Her birthplace has been redacted, and she appears to have been homeschooled, with excellent scores across the board. Parents, redacted. Former address redacted. You’ll notice a trend here, I hope? She got her driver’s license a month ago, but has no registered vehicles yet. Her primary funds were disbursed from an Advent Bank trust fund.” Hypergizmo rattled off the information comfortably, seeming to relax as he spoke. “That’s pretty much everything I found, too. She has no arrest record, and a few online courses for college that she’s been passing with flying colors, along with playing the stock market hard. I can’t find any social media profiles for her, and while there are dozens of photos of her since she came to San Francisco, all of them are taken by other civilians, often when she goes out to dinner. She mostly stays in her condo these days.”

      “Shit. I wish I knew how she did all of that, but with the redactions and being twenty-seven…” Black Comet looked up, his face growing more serious. “That means she was born just three years after the Advent. Do you think she’s the daughter of a couple of early heroes?”

      Morgan frowned thoughtfully at the suggestion, considering the possibility. While heroes and villains had existed before the dawn of the twenty-first century, they’d been few and far between. On the dawn of the year 2000, the heavens had ripped open and humanity had learned that Earth had been existing in a tiny pocket universe almost devoid of magic and powers, and they had rejoined the cosmos in the event now termed the Advent. It was fortunate that most of the alien races ignored them, but the last thirty years had caused many changes in the world. Atlantis had risen from the sea, Excalibur had been found in England, and the heights of Mount Olympus had vanished in a crown of clouds that shrouded temperamental Greek gods. Considering the timing, Morgan had to admit that the other hero had a point.

      “Considering that Advent Bank only deals with heroes, that seems fairly likely. It was founded before that, and it’d fit the timeline,” Hypergizmo agreed, shrugging. “Personally, I think we should leave her be. Unless she keeps coming up in investigations, anyway. There isn’t anything bad to her history, and there are lots of heroes who hide their families.”

      “Fair enough,” Ocean Spirit agreed, glancing around the table. “Does anyone object?”

      “There’s another possibility I think we need to consider,” Sky Defender spoke after a moment, his voice measured. Morgan blinked, looking at him in surprise, but understanding washed through her as he explained. “I just want to remind you that heroes aren’t the only ones who hide their families. She could be the child of a villain, though I think it’s unlikely. Advent Bank does a good job of weeding out villains, which makes it difficult to manage, but it is possible.”

      “That’s a very nasty thought,” Morgan murmured, scowling as she mentally replayed her interactions with Lilith. As she thought, her frown deepened and she shook her head slowly. “I can’t see it, personally. She didn’t feel nearly self-centered enough to be a villain. If she is, it’s possible that she chose to leave behind the lifestyle, though.”

      “That’s a definite possibility. I’m not saying that it’s likely that she’s the child of a villain, I just want to make certain we’re keeping in mind all the possibilities we can,” Sky Defender acknowledged with a nod. “I’d like to keep her under surveillance for at least a few days, preferably more. If she doesn’t seem to be trying to take advantage of her actions, I think we’re safe, and it also helps us have any forewarning if the villains decide to go after her.”

      Ocean Spirit nodded, speaking firmly. “A very good suggestion. People would be hesitant to help us if they thought the villains might retaliate, and preventing that is an important thing. Now, as much as I know we could keep going on this subject for hours, we’re all tired and we need to move on. We need to step up our patrols for the next month or two, and we need to ensure that we work in pairs from now on. So, let’s work out a schedule that won’t exhaust us all to the point of uselessness.”

      “What if we coordinated with a few other teams in the city?” Orchid suggested, banishing her copy of Lilith’s profile with a flick of her fingers. “They might not have our power, but a lot of teams keep a close eye on their neighborhoods, like the Bay Patrol.”

      Morgan nodded at the suggestion, touching a couple of keys to save her own copy of the profile to look at later before banishing it. She was curious about the woman she’d met, and it was part of the job for the moment. Setting it aside, she focused on the discussion.

      “An excellent idea, Orchid. They’d be able to call for backup if they get in over their heads, and it gives us far more coverage than we could manage on our own,” Ocean Spirit replied, smiling. “Now then, here’s what I was thinking…”
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        Wednesday, November 13th, 2030

        Ocean Shield HQ, San Francisco

      

      

      Tapping a couple of keys, Sky Defender changed the angle of the drone’s camera as it looked into Ms. Carpenter’s condo. He couldn’t help but frown as he studied the video stream, glad that no one could see inside his armor. He couldn’t explain quite what the problem was, but something about Lilith Carpenter bothered him, leaving him tense where she was concerned. Unlike most of the others, though, he wasn’t going to let down his guard until he was certain what the problem was.

      Changing the camera wavelength to allow them to see through the windows had taken some work, and even now the color was somewhat washed out. Sky Defender fully expected a blistering lecture from Ocean Spirit if she realized that he’d found the frequency right when the civilian had been changing, though. It’d been an embarrassing moment, but he’d quickly circled the building instead, trying to study the woman’s condo, and what he’d found puzzled him.

      While Lilith’s condo took up the entire upper floor of the tower, half of the rooms were clean and completely empty. At first he’d thought maybe they’d been made to look empty, but eventually he realized that they were exactly what they looked like, empty rooms that had been set up to receive furniture, but which had never been used. Of the rooms that were actually used, there was a library, an elaborate bathroom, three bedrooms, a kitchen, and the large living room where the subject of his surveillance spent most of her time. The rest of the floor that he could see was left alone, and even the furnished areas were sparsely decorated.

      The past hours of surveillance hadn’t shed any light on his questions, either. Lilith had been working on what looked like her company books for a while, then she’d searched through a drawer to find a measuring tape before looking at furniture online. Of all the possibilities for what he might have seen her doing, such a boring series of events hadn’t been anywhere near the top of the list.

      Even with her innocuous actions, Sky Defender couldn’t shake his suspicions. At this point Lilith was doing basic research about the members of Ocean Shield, though it looked like she was focusing on the two that she’d encountered, Morgan and Warden.

      “Why do you bother me so much, Ms. Carpenter? Are you really just a normal person?” Sky Defender asked himself softly, then shook his head as he changed the display. Keeping an eye on the police channels was a much better use of his time. He could always watch the recordings in fast forward later, instead of watching a woman sit cross-legged on the floor, making notes as she went through a fan site dedicated to his team.
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2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



