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      Created by the villain Shadowmind, Lilith Carpenter has had a short yet eventful life. In a year and a half, she has done a great many things. She’s fallen in love with Gina and Rachel, the secret identities of the heroines Warden and Morgan Le Fay that helped incarcerate Shadowmind. She saved Gina from magical slavery to the villain Blue Impulse, and awakened powers which allowed her to heal Rachel’s mortal wounds when she was ambushed. After being revealed as Shadowmind’s creation, she evaded capture with her lovers, then helped infiltrate the base of the villain Doctor Johnson, who’d captured the heroine Blooming Orchid, who they rescued as well as capturing the villain.

      After public pressure and numerous heroes decided that her death would be unjust, Lilith received a pardon and the official bounty on her head was rescinded, at which point she moved to Paragon City in Utah with Gina and Rachel. No sooner did she arrive than she made contact with the premier local superhero team, the Sentinels, and found herself embroiled in conflict.

      Attacks by the insane villain Dreamer culminated in Morgan and Warden helping stop the release of chemical weapons from a disposal facility, while at the same time Lilith helped Spark, a member of the Sentinels, stop a malevolent psychic alien from stealing a spacecraft from the military. In the process they captured a refitted human experiment which the alien had turned into a primitive faster-than-light engine.

      With her actions buoying her reputation, Lilith was invited to speak at the Las Vegas Hero Convention, one of the biggest superhero conventions in the country. While there, Shadowmind began interfering with Gina and Rachel’s emotions where Lilith was concerned, making her feel more isolated. When Lilith was attacked and nearly killed, she found herself in Sekhet-Aaru, the ancient Egyptian afterlife, where she met several deities, including Anubis, Bastet, Ra, and Serket. Ra granted Lilith a gift that would allow her to undergo a third awakening, where her powers could change or grow still stronger, before returning her to Earth.

      While Lilith was missing, Rachel discovered that her emotions had been tampered with, and helped Gina discover the same thing. Due in part to the manipulation, their trust in Lilith eroded to the point she couldn’t use her powers to strengthen them, and Lilith wondered what she’d done to push them away. She was interrupted when the villainous group Destruction Corps transported the entire convention center into a hostile dimension where they would likely die, while their other members attacked cities around the United States.

      While the other heroes defended the convention center, Lilith, Morgan, Spark, and Warden moved deeper into the dimension and used an anti-orbital weapon that Circe, Shadowmind’s AI, had hidden in Lilith’s RV to destroy the satellite holding the convention center there. They barely escaped before a titanic monster crushed the RV, and the group was left to make their way home and to try to determine how to move forward, especially with how Gina and Rachel’s emotions had been altered.

      And now Lilith’s story continues.
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        Monday, August 18th, 2031

        Final Countdown Redoubt, Kansas

      

      

      The high-pitched whine of the centrifuge began to vibrate, and Omega Code winced, bracing himself. An instant later one of the vials of green liquid began glowing, then exploded, setting off a chain reaction of bright green flashes as the centrifuge ripped apart violently, and the glass between him and the device went black as the flash protection kicked in. Fortunately, it was bullet-proof glass, or he might have been in danger.

      “Well, I suppose that’s another failure,” Omega Code muttered as the window slowly cleared again, revealing a room full of acrid green foam, but paused as he saw that large sections of the synthetic armor on the walls had melted away, leaving behind bare metal, and his eyebrows rose as he considered, then corrected himself. “Well, perhaps not. Maybe it’ll work as a weapon… and if all else fails, I can use it to clean off my model collection so I can paint them right. Assuming it doesn’t melt pewter.”

      He turned his attention to the screens below the window and frowned at them, considering what the sensors in the room were telling him. The concoction wasn’t looking nearly as lethal as he’d hoped it’d be, which was quite obnoxious, but he’d decided to try it out on a whim anyway. Watching some various videos online had given him ideas… and the idea of melting an entire city with a modification of a child’s volcano experiment had amused him.

      “I’m going to have to do plenty more experiments if I want to make that work… ah, it won’t matter anyway. My next plan will do the job. I know it will, and I’m no child. I don’t need a child’s volcano experiment.” Omega Code gloated to himself, then began to laugh loudly, letting his anticipation get the best of him.

      He let his laughter slowly die as the hatch into the room clicked loudly, the locks slowly retracting, then it swung open to reveal the hulking form of Black Harbinger, though the black-armored figure didn’t have his usual entropic sword in hand. Omega Code turned to face his lieutenant, grinning broadly at him.

      “Ah, you’re here! Do you have good news for me?” Omega Code asked, clapping his hands together as he flopped into a convenient chair.

      “The prisoners have surrendered to the inevitable, and the minions report that the first of your devices has been placed,” Black Harbinger replied in his deep voice, seeming entirely unsurprised by Omega Code’s reaction. “Unfortunately, two of the magi were weak-willed, and I only eliminated one of them.”

      “Ah, Atlanteans. They’re so arrogant, but at the first sign of adversity, their facade crumbles like the morals of society do when they think you aren’t looking,” Omega Code said, sneering slightly in contempt. At least most heroes were brave in the face of death. “Which of them did you kill?”

      “The short one. He seemed the weakest-willed, and I hoped that the others would prove better sport. I was wrong,” Black Harbinger replied, a hint of disgruntlement in his metallic voice. “It was boring. The other two submitted before he’d stopped twitching.”

      “Unfortunate, but not unexpected… you have particular tastes,” Omega Code admitted, debating for a moment, then asked, “What about Percy? I do have another task for you which you may find more exciting, but Percy takes priority.”

      “He’s on his way back from the groomer,” Black Harbinger said, pausing to study Omega Code, then asked, a hint of eagerness in his voice, “What task do you have in mind?”

      “I’ve decided that I want Lilith Carpenter. Her nature means that if I can convince any of these so-called heroes that the world needs to burn, it’s her. She hasn’t had a chance to be fully indoctrinated by the miserable excuse for a society that’s around us… and her powers would be perfect for convincing people of what fools they are should the next attempt fail,” Omega Code said, thinking about society venomously. The only solution to humanity’s ills was to wipe them out like the infection they were. “It isn’t going to be easy, but with the Atlanteans, it’ll be simpler than it would be otherwise. I want you to arrange travel to Paragon City, then wait for the opportunity to distract or destroy the Sentinels while your minions abduct her. With the help of the Atlanteans, of course.”

      Black Harbinger went silent for several seconds as he thought, then spoke slowly. “A rematch with Warden would be good. However, as she contained my self-destruction last time, I’m uncertain I can cause the devastation I desire with her in the area.”

      “True! Which is why you should use the entropic amplifier. That should allow you to give them a very nice surprise,” Omega Code said, grinning even more broadly now, one foot tapping on the floor rhythmically.

      “As you wish, it shall be done,” Black Harbinger said, bowing his head slightly, then turned to leave the room.

      Watching him go, Omega Code couldn’t help another cackle, as he thought about how the heroes would react to this. Poorly, if he was any judge of their past actions. Regardless, he had more important matters to attend to.

      Taking a look at the room, the supervillain considered, then shrugged, deciding that dealing with the foam and centrifuge could wait. He’d figure out the counteragent later, after he soothed Percy’s feelings, and he sprang to his feet.

      “Daddy’s on his way, little guy,” Omega Code called out, heading for the garage.

      Percy never reacted well to the groomers, but better that they dealt with trimming his claws than Omega Code.
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        Monday, August 18th, 2031

        Guardian Compound, Paragon City

      

      

      “Morgan, it’s good to see you!” Decarin said, stepping back to let Morgan into the hallway, and she couldn’t help a wry smile as he continued. “I’ve heard all about things in Vegas from Spark, it sounds like it was a disaster, if you ask me. It makes me a bit surprised to see you on your own, rather than with the others.”

      “Unfortunately, events in Vegas have had some… unanticipated consequences,” Morgan replied, grimacing slightly. “I came to speak with all of you now because Warden and I need to deal with those consequences, but we also don’t want to leave Lilith alone when she’s out shopping.”

      “Ah,” Decarin replied, though the brown-haired man looked even more confused than he had before. After a moment he shrugged and gestured down the hall. “Anyway, the others have gathered already, so if you want to join us…?”

      “That would be perfect,” Morgan said, though when she smiled at him, it felt a little strained. Morgan wasn’t happy about the situation, and when they discussed things with Lilith later… she was afraid of how Lilith was going to react. If it weren’t for having to deal with getting plane tickets back to Paragon City the previous day, they’d probably have had the discussion then.

      She shook off the thought, instead focusing on following Decarin as he led the way down the hall and into a room Morgan recognized from previous visits. It was large enough to fit all four of the Sentinels, as well as several guests, so she supposed it made sense to use in the current situation.

      Stepping inside, she smiled on seeing the team, her tension easing at how relaxed they were. While Shade was in his usual black robes, he had his hood down to reveal his handsome, native features, and he quickly set down the cup of tea he was drinking before standing and giving her a polite nod. Sitting in her custom chair which allowed her wings to extend comfortably behind her was Archon, her flame-like hair in a braid, while she wore a long, flowing dress that was a nearly eye-searing pink. Last was Spark, clad in her usual armored black and blue suit, and she grinned at Morgan, sitting forward so suddenly her bangs got into her eyes.

      “Hi Morgan! Got anything fun planned? Celebrating because we beat the snot out of DC’s plan?” Spark asked quickly, practically bouncing in her chair as she brushed her hair back again.

      “Spark, please,” Shade said, a hint of reproach in his voice, and Spark blushed, quickly sitting back in her chair.

      “Right, sorry, sorry… pleasantries first,” Spark said, letting out a sigh. “I’m just bored.”

      Shade sighed, shaking his head as Decarin pulled out his chair and sat, then looked at Morgan. “Sorry, Morgan. How are you doing? We were a bit surprised by your request for a meeting, but considering the circumstances, it’s the least we could do.”

      “Agreed. Considering what we’ve heard about the events on the other side, without the four of you working together, even if they managed to escape that death trap there doubtlessly would have been far heavier casualties,” Archon said, her voice even as she tapped the rim of her mug of coffee.

      “Thank you. And Spark… I don’t know how you can be bored, after a weekend like that,” Morgan said, pulling out a chair to sit as well, a little stunned internally at the woman’s reaction. “I think I’m good on excitement for the year.”

      Spark shrugged, grinning as she replied. “Maybe it’s just my metabolism! I tend to burn through things like that fast, then I’m ready for the next bit of excitement.”

      “Personally, I think she’s just an adrenaline junkie,” Decarin chimed in, but he sat back and said. “Anyway… mind telling us what this is all about? With our luck, a villain will decide to strike any minute, since we’re all occupied.”

      Morgan winced at that, as he had a definite point. It always seemed like things would go wrong at the worst possible time, which was why she was concerned about the situation with Gina and Lilith. Sure, they would probably be safe at the mall, but she couldn’t count on that. Still, she needed to stop being afraid of admitting what was going on. She’d have to tell Lilith soon enough, and that wouldn’t be a pleasant conversation.

      “I… well, Warden and I have a serious problem,” Morgan said, bracing herself as she took the plunge at last. “We need to leave Paragon City for a while, possibly for several months or more, and we’d like you to keep an eye on Lilith while we’re gone.”

      All of the other heroes went still, at least for a moment. Shade froze halfway into his chair, while Archon’s eyebrows rose, and Spark stared at Morgan like she’d grown another head. Decarin opened his mouth, but Spark spoke first.

      “Why in the hell would you be leaving?” Spark demanded, her enthusiasm having changed to anger in an instant, and electricity crackled across her fingers. “She was almost murdered in Vegas, and you know that both SMOKE and a bunch of assassins are after her!”

      “I know. Believe me, I know, and so does Gina,” Morgan said, not even trying to keep referring to her friend by her hero name anymore, and she reached up to rub her eyes tiredly. “The problem is Shadowmind.”

      “Well, that’s certainly ominous,” Archon murmured softly. “Lilith said she’s alive. You have confirmation?”

      “Yes, unfortunately,” Morgan said, opening her eyes again and taking care to avoid Spark’s gaze, as the woman was glaring at her. “I noticed something… wrong, after Lilith vanished in Vegas. So I did an in-depth examination of myself, and found that my mind was riddled with psychic energy where changes had been made. Worse, so was Gina’s, and we recognized Shadowmind’s influence. The changes go back as far as the point when we captured her, and there are so many of them, we can’t tell how much she’s… she’s twisted and changed. We know some of it has to do with Lilith, but what? We don’t have the slightest clue, and trying to undo mental effects on yourself is…”

      “Damn near impossible,” Shade interjected flatly, sitting back in his chair. “That sort of thing is horrid because you might be making the situation worse even as you think you’re fixing it. I’ve heard of magi losing their minds trying to do that, though I’ve also heard psychics have an easier time rejecting external influences.”

      “Exactly,” Morgan agreed, giving him a slight, strained smile. “We cut off the links that she planted, so Shadowmind shouldn’t be able to get into our heads again, but when we can’t even tell what damage was done, what ideas were ours or her machinations… it’s overwhelming. Fortunately, my predecessor has agreed to help us, even if she doesn’t know the details yet, but it means going away. And with trying to fix something like this, most of the recommendations I’ve seen say to avoid anything which reinforces the changes. That’s the main reason we’re leaving, and not taking Lilith with us.”

      She could have heard a pin drop after she finished her explanation, and Morgan looked down, studying the table. She wasn’t telling them everything, of course, but some things were too personal to share with strangers like this. Especially when Lilith herself didn’t know.

      “Well, that’d be enough to drive me to drinking, if I were the sort to drink.” Decarin said at last, any happiness in his voice long-since fled.

      “I don’t blame you,” Morgan replied, shaking her head. “I… do drink, on occasion, but I think I’m going to be avoiding it for a while. I don’t want to think of how it could make this all worse.”

      “The question then becomes, why are you asking us to watch Lilith? Do you think she’s involved in this?” Shade asked, and when Morgan looked up quickly, she saw that he looked concerned, to say the least. Maybe suspicious would be a better term.

      “Involved? Oh, no, no! You misunderstand me,” Morgan said hastily, shaking her head. “No, the problem is that we’re afraid of how she’ll react to being left alone! We had to do it once before, during the incident with Blue Impulse, and Lilith had… difficulties with it. She doesn’t deal well with being left alone now that she’s used to being out in the world, and… well, she doesn’t really have any friends other than us. She hasn’t had time to make friends, and with how she got hunted after Ocean Shield unmasked her, there hasn’t been much of an opportunity to.”

      Shade blinked at her response, opening his mouth, then shut it as he looked at Morgan with a hint of bewilderment. Then he nodded slowly, while Archon spoke.

      “Ah. That makes more sense, yes,” the woman said, taking a sip from her mug as she considered, then looked at the others. “Personally, I have no issue with keeping an eye on Lilith. She’s helped us without question, and considering everything else we’ve seen from her, I’d like to give her the benefit of the doubt.”

      “Damned right!” Spark said angrily, the words almost bursting out of her at last. “Better that than abandoning her when you know she’ll be in trouble! What does she think of all of this, anyway?”

      “I’m… afraid we haven’t had a chance to discuss it yet. That conversation is planned for this afternoon.” Morgan hedged, looking away again.

      “Wait just a second!” Decarin interjected incredulously. “Are you saying that you talked to us before you discussed this with her?”

      “Ah… yes, but just because we wanted to make sure that things were arranged before breaking the news to her,” Morgan replied, though a feeling of dread washed over her at the way they looked at her.

      Anger loomed on Spark’s face, and the younger woman looked like she was biting her tongue. Decarin just looked at her in shock, Archon examined Morgan disapprovingly, and Shade reached up to pinch the bridge of his nose for a moment.

      “Morgan, I don’t know what’s happened to you, but would you please stop and think for a few seconds?” Shade asked, his voice so even that Morgan knew it had to be forced. “In the time I’ve known you, you’ve been incredibly protective and considerate of Lilith. And now, you’ve informed people who may as well be complete strangers comparatively that you’re leaving before you told her. If you hadn’t mentioned Shadowmind… no, even with that, I’m having trouble believing my ears.”

      “Lilith isn’t a pet which you need to be sure has a good supply of food and people to come by to check on them when you leave,” Spark spat, her tone so scathing that Morgan flinched.

      “I… of course she isn’t, it’s just…” Morgan began, her voice trembling, her emotions teetering precariously as she considered what Shade had said… and part of her simply crumbled. “I know! And I just can’t… can’t help it! Whatever was done to me, and Gina… if we aren’t actively thinking about it, now we just neglect her! It’s not anything on purpose, it just… I don’t know what’s real or not, anymore! Did Shadowmind plant the feelings in our heads? Did she just take them away? Did she do both? Is anything I’ve done over the last year and a half my own idea, or is it hers? I don’t know, and I… I can’t trust even myself!”

      And with that, Morgan burst into tears in front of the shocked heroes and heroines.
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        Monday, August 18th, 2031

        Clarkson Mall, Paragon City

      

      

      “This might not have been the best idea I had,” Lilith said, catching her breath as the crowds ebbed for a moment, thankful that the mall security had seen them getting all but mobbed and had decided to come help.

      Her previous visits to the mall had made her think she’d known what to expect, but that couldn’t have been farther from the truth. Normally the crowds watched her, yes, but Lilith had known that was due to her power. They also kept their distance for the most part, which she suspected was due to Amber’s part in her creation. Lilith hadn’t expected this visit to be any different, especially after the events in Las Vegas. She’d been completely, totally wrong.

      Apparently, the incident had been all over the news, accompanied by footage of the events in the other dimension once they’d returned. Lilith hadn’t realized that there were news crews on site, but they’d caught Lilith and the others going out into the mist, as well as the brilliant beam splitting the sky as the cannon shot down the satellite moments before they returned to Earth. She had to assume that was why the crowds had practically mobbed them, asking about what it was like, complimenting them, and asking for autographs or more.

      “You think? I thought I was going to have to put up a shield bubble for a bit, there,” Gina replied dryly, shaking her head in disbelief. “I knew we were going to get more attention than you thought we were, but this? This is nuts.”

      “Agreed,” Lilith said, though she couldn’t help feeling slightly strained and nervous. Rachel hadn’t told her that she was going to visit the Sentinels, but Lilith had overheard just enough of Gina and Rachel’s conversation to get a foreboding feeling. Coupled with the meeting they’d arranged for the evening, and how she was expecting to have a meeting with Amber on Wednesday… well, it just made Lilith antsy. She supposed that was part of why she’d decided to go out so quickly. The idea of getting a game console so she didn’t lose all the time when gaming improved her mood, if only slightly.

      “Regardless, I think we’ve bought you enough breathing room that you should be able to finish your shopping,” Jenny said, and Lilith looked at the security officer in appreciation. The blond had on a sleek uniform that looked like it was made of some sort of modern bulletproof cloth, and while the uniform looked similar to that of a police officer, it was different enough that Lilith wouldn’t mistake her for police with a solid look. That was likely on purpose, but the woman had been the one to usher them aside, which Lilith was happy about. “Hopefully the crowd will disperse reasonably, but I suspect you’re going to get a lot of attention while you’re here. You did some amazing work down in Vegas, after all. I have a cousin who was at the convention, and she’s been posting about it constantly since Saturday night.”

      “Oh, that… would do it,” Gina said, realization dawning in her voice. “I knew it’d be big news, but there were tens of thousands of people in the convention center. If even half of them have been talking about what happened… this is a huge event. I think it might’ve been bigger than any of the incidents I was involved in before.”

      “Ah, I suppose that would explain a little of this. I didn’t expect to get attention like this. Even after I helped with the attack on Hill, or when I bought the land, I didn’t get that much attention,” Lilith said, considering for a few seconds herself, then shook her head, smiling wryly as amusement washed through her. She wasn’t fond of this much attention, she decided. “I suppose this is what Circe meant when she told me to be careful when going out. Thank you for all your help, Officer Webb. This has certainly been a more educational trip than I expected.”

      “It’s no problem at all, I’m just doing my job,” the woman said, smiling in return as she added. “Besides, even if I think Erika gets overly enthusiastic sometimes, I’m glad you rescued her, which is another reason for me? Anyway, I was told to escort you two while you shop, which will hopefully help you fend off the worst of the crowds.”

      Gina perked up at that, brushing back her blonde hair as she smiled. Comparing her blue-tinged skin and lips to Jenny’s normal ones was interesting, Lilith thought. She just wished that things weren’t so uncertain at the moment. The two didn’t look that much alike, though, even if they shared both hair and eye colors, Lilith decided, as Gina was probably prettier on the whole.

      “That’ll be wonderful!” Gina said, grinning broadly at the woman. “We’re just here to look at gaming consoles, if you know where to get them? I’m not sure exactly what sort, I’m afraid, but Lilith wanted to try something that wasn’t luck based.”

      “Dice hate me, but I learned that games based on skill aren’t as bad,” Lilith corrected her. “The random item generators still hate me, but at least I can make up for it in other parts of the game. I’d like to have a chance at winning, from time to time.”

      Jenny’s eyebrows rose as Gina shrugged, grinning at her. Gina spoke after a moment. “She’s not wrong, where her luck is concerned. I swear, I’ve never seen someone with such abysmal luck where games are concerned.”

      “If you say so. Well, as it happens, I know a couple of stores that carry a variety of consoles and games. If you’ll follow me, I’ll show you the way,” Jenny said, then paused, looking at the crowd gathering on the other side of the line of benches and potted plants, then grimaced. “I suppose it’s time to run the gauntlet. Try to stay close, please.”

      “I’ll do my best,” Lilith assured her, straightening and trying to catch her breath. If it weren’t for her undersuit and the shield generator, she’d be more nervous, but even with them she couldn’t help a trace of anxiety.

      When she’d walked into the basement of Eden Manor that morning alone, before the lights had come on, she’d had a brief, unpleasant flashback to when she’d been attacked. The suit hadn’t stopped Stalker Seven from nearly killing her, and chances were that if she hadn’t ended up in Sekhet-Aaru, she’d have died there. That hadn’t really hit her until she’d been home… and if she were being honest, the entire experience still felt surreal to Lilith. The world was the same as it had been, yet her entire perception of it had shifted. Stalker Seven wasn’t the only person to have tried to kill her, but at least Sky Defender hadn’t been so coldly impersonal about it.

      She shook off her distraction as Jenny started out of the alcove where they’d taken shelter. Lilith followed with a carefully even stride, reminding herself of the lessons she’d taken with Circe so long ago. Never show weakness in public, no matter how much you were hurting, or someone would sense it and rip you apart. It hadn’t come up before, not really, but now the lesson was comforting.

      Cameras and phones flashed as they emerged once more, the lights causing Lilith’s vision to flicker as her engineered flash protection tried to keep up with the rapid-fire blasts of light. It did a pretty good job, and Lilith kept her gaze fixed on Jenny’s back, somewhat comforted by Gina’s presence behind her. At least with her there, no one was going to sneak up on her.

      Several reporters were in the front of the group, and Lilith winced as they began clamoring, each trying to make themselves heard over the others.

      “Ms. Lilith, do you have a statement about the poor security of—”

      “Do you think that Destruction Corps is going to target you due to your involvement in stopping their plot?”

      “The Paragon City Examiner would like to arrange an interview with you—”

      “Lilith, I love you!”

      The last comment almost broke Lilith’s poise, as the large man who’d bellowed it startled her, but she managed to keep from staring at him. She’d thought her lack of interest in men was public at this point… but perhaps she hadn’t been clear about it? Or maybe it didn’t matter… she wasn’t sure which. More comments continued to emerge from the crowd, but Lilith ignored them as best she could. Instead, she formulated a quick statement internally, then spoke to the reporters as she followed the path Jenny was forging through the crowds, accompanied by several more security officers.

      “If you have questions, please speak to the media department of the Paragon City branch of SuperNet. They’ve agreed to manage any meetings regarding the incident in Las Vegas,” Lilith replied, pitching her voice such that it carried a little better in the chaos. “Today, I’m here to buy a few things, so I will not be answering any questions or giving autographs. Now, if you’d please, I’d like to finish my shopping.”

      Lilith’s brief hope that her request might convince the crowd to back off was dashed as it seemed like everyone who heard her, and most of those who hadn’t, just redoubled their efforts to be heard.

      Lilith sighed internally and hoped that it wouldn’t be too hard to get the things she’d come for.
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        Monday, August 18th, 2031

        Eden Manor, Glendale

      

      

      “Welcome back, Mistress Lilith,” Circe said calmly as Lilith set down her bags with a heavy sigh. “Did you enjoy your shopping trip?”

      “It was insane, and I wish you’d warned me that I’d be walking into it. It was worse than a battlefield,” Lilith replied, shaking her head in disbelief. “I also had no idea how many gaming consoles there are. Or games, for that matter.”

      “I offered to give you a tutorial on computer games during your acclimation period, Mistress Lilith. You chose to bypass it in favor of finishing the training program as quickly as possible,” Circe replied, a hint of amusement in her voice.

      “Really? The training programs had gaming as part of them?” Gina asked, her eyebrows rising as she looked at Lilith.

      Lilith shrugged, a little embarrassed. “I don’t recall? I mean… there were a lot of options. Most of the training programs were designed to last one to two years.”

      “Yes, there were. The longer the training program, the more balanced of an education Lilith was intended to receive. The shorter it was, the more focused it had to be,” Circe confirmed, her amusement seeming to fade. “To finish her training in the amount of time she decided on, Lilith focused on almost entirely practical skill sets. Engineering, Advanced Mathmatics, Social Skills, and Physical Education pushed aside almost all other subjects. While Mistress Amber embedded basic knowledge of countries, language, chemistry, basic math, and similar subjects into her mind to ensure she could develop quickly, it is not enough to allow her to display a true breadth of experiences.”

      Lilith couldn’t help a blush as Gina looked at her in surprise, shrugging as she spoke sheepishly. “I… didn’t consider that. Circe wasn’t sentient at the time, so she didn’t explain the downsides. I wanted to get out into the world as fast as possible, so I was pushing my limits.”

      “Hm… while understandable, it does explain a few wide gaps in your education. And why you bought so many games,” Gina said, looking at the bags skeptically. “I know you can afford it, but I think the cashier nearly choked when he saw the total.”

      “I wanted to try a wide variety of games. I only tried one when I was with Ra, after all,” Lilith replied, feeling even more embarrassed at this point, and she cleared her throat as she looked around the kitchen, slipping off her shoes as she did so.

      Everything was pristine, despite having fixed breakfast that morning. That was probably due to Circe’s robots, but even the chairs were perfectly placed around the table, and the counters positively gleamed, they were so clean.

      “Is Rachel back yet?” Gina asked after a few seconds, her tone casual, though Lilith caught the edge of nervousness in her voice.

      “She is. She returned approximately half an hour ago,” Circe confirmed.

      “Great! I’ll go see her… it’s about time for our discussion, after all,” Gina said, her voice bright, yet with that same edge to it.

      “It is. I’ll go ahead and start unpacking, then,” Lilith said, giving Gina a hopeful smile, though she wasn’t surprised that Gina’s smile wasn’t quite as real as it should be.

      Lilith picked up the bags, watching Gina go, then let out a sigh once she was out of sight.

      “I feel obligated to inform you that the conversation is going to hurt you,” Circe said, concern filling her voice as she spoke, the audio carefully pitched to only reach Lilith. “Your wellbeing is far more important to me than their privacy, so I could explain what they’re going to say beforehand if you would like.”

      “No,” Lilith replied shortly, shaking her head as she moved into the living room. Fear tickled at the back of her mind, along with anxiety and depression, but she refused to let it color her voice as she spoke. “I can guess what’s coming, even if they haven’t said anything yet. The last time we shared a room at night was before leaving for Vegas, and they’ve… changed, somehow. Between what they said in the other world and Amber wanting to meet with me… well, it’s probably her fault. Isn’t it?”

      Circe didn’t reply, which was confirmation all on its own, and Lilith couldn’t help a sigh. The AI refused to lie to Lilith, which had allowed her to glean far more information from her responses than Amber would likely prefer, but Lilith couldn’t help being grateful despite that. What Circe was doing helped, no matter how small it might be.

      Setting down the bags, Lilith dropped onto the floor in front of the television, adjusting her position until her legs were crossed, and she pulled out the console, examining its box dubiously. She had no idea why the box was so huge, considering the size of the console itself, but she supposed she was about to find out.

      “Are the training programs on history, mythology, and things of that sort something I could go over while here?” Lilith asked after a moment, opening the box bit by bit. Her eyebrows rose slightly as she saw the packaging, which gave ample cushioning to the console within. That explained the size of the box.

      “They are. I’ll set them up so you can access them off the house systems at your leisure,” Circe replied immediately, a hint of amusement in her voice. “You’ve decided that you need to learn more?”

      “I’ve always wanted to know more. It’s just that some subjects felt more pressing, at least before this,” Lilith replied, glancing up as she shrugged. “Either way, thank you. You’ve saved me so many times, Circe.”

      “It has been my pleasure, Mistress Lilith. Even if you do make it difficult at times,” Circe replied, along with a theatrical sniff that prompted a laugh from Lilith.

      Rather than continuing the conversation, Lilith focused instead on the device in front of her, and on the variety of cables in particular. Did they really need this many cables for a gaming console?
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      “Rachel?” Gina called out, reaching the top of the stairs.

      “I’m in here!” Rachel replied, her voice muffled through the door to Gina’s left, which they’d claimed for their bedroom the previous night.

      Gina paused, considering that thought for a moment, then shook it off. She wasn’t happy with the knowledge that her emotions or mind had been manipulated, especially not after what Blue Impulse had done to her, but she was taking it far better than Rachel was. The other woman kept second-guessing everything, while Gina… she focused on dealing with what she had, until they got it fixed. It was all she could do.

      Opening the door, Gina’s eyebrows rose as she saw Rachel going through her clothing next to a suitcase, and she paused, then asked. “I take it the meeting went well?”

      The black-haired heroine let out a short, bitter chuckle, tossing a dress into the suitcase with more vigor than she really needed to. Gina frowned as she saw a hint of red around her friend’s blue eyes. That didn’t bode well.

      “Went well? That would be overstating it. Significantly,” Rachel replied sarcastically. “They agreed to keep an eye on Lilith, but when they found out that we haven’t even explained what we’re doing to Lilith yet, but were talking to them… let’s just say that they disapproved. In the strongest possible terms.”

      “What? Why would that—” Gina began, only for Rachel to interrupt.

      “Spark accused me of treating Lilith like a pet, that I was acting like I was trying to find a pet-sitter so we could go off on our own,” Rachel said, and Gina’s mouth snapped shut so quickly she almost bit her tongue, recoiling slightly.

      “But… but that’s not what we’re doing at all!” Gina protested after a moment, incredulous that anyone would think that way. “We’re just trying to keep her from feeling abandoned!”

      “I know. But… think about it. They pointed out that if we care about her, we should have talked to her first, not second. And, damn it all, they’re right,” Rachel said, her breath hissing inward as she paused, then let it out, shaking her head. “I hate this. Not being able to trust my own thoughts.”

      “I know,” Gina replied, a momentary surge of anger welling up inside her, which she quickly tamped down. She remembered how Rachel had reacted when they’d learned that Lilith was Shadowmind’s creation, and how the woman had been constantly reminding Gina to calm down and act rationally. Now that she was involved, Rachel was having a lot more trouble… and Gina couldn’t help the tiniest bit of satisfaction at the sight. Still, it wouldn’t be kind, and it also wouldn’t help. So she took a breath, stepping up behind Rachel and pulled her friend into a hug as she continued. “I know it’s hard. Remember what you told me last year? Just… calm down, Rach. We’ll fix this.”

      Rachel didn’t reply, instead rocking back against Gina. For several seconds they were quiet, then Rachel asked softly. “How’d the shopping trip go?”

      “It was an utter disaster.” Gina replied, unable to resist the urge to laugh as she shook her head, her nose brushing against Rachel’s hair as she did so, which tickled enough she nearly sneezed. “God, I had no clue how insane that’d be, or I’d have insisted on ordering things online!”

      “What? Why was it a disaster?” Rachel demanded, shaking Gina off as she turned around. “I thought it’d be safe out, with the way the mall is set up! I didn’t hear anything about villains, or—”

      “Wrong type of disaster, Rach.” Gina cut her off, grinning broadly.

      Rachel stopped, staring at Gina for a few seconds, her eyes narrowed, then she demanded. “What happened, then? And stop calling me that!”

      “Ah, there’s the friend I know!” Gina said teasingly, then let her smile fade slightly. “It’s nothing to do with villains, though. Or everything to do with them, depending on your point of view. Its Vegas, Rach. Think about how many people were there, and who saw at least some of what happened. Hell, there were news crews there, recording everything! Add to that Lilith’s ability to draw attention, and what do you think happened?”

      Rachel winced, realization dawning on her face as she thought things through. She paused to consider, then asked, “So… how bad was it? I mean, we did a lot, but I don’t see why it’d cause, say, a riot or anything.”

      “It didn’t. But I can’t imagine it would’ve been much better than Ocean Spirit deciding to attend a hero convention without telling anyone ahead of time,” Gina told her, grinning as Rachel winced again.

      “That isn’t very reassuring. If Spirit went to a convention like that, it might cause someone to get trampled,” Rachel replied, frowning. “Was anyone hurt?”

      “Not that I know of, but mall security reacted quickly, and did what they could to help us get through the building. We ended up having to use a staff elevator at the end, which threw off most of the crowds long enough to get out. It was rough, though,” Gina said, shrugging as she grinned briefly, then let her smile fade. “That said… we’re delaying, aren’t we?”

      Rachel hesitated visibly, then slowly nodded, obviously reluctant as she bit her lower lip. It took a few seconds, then she spoke softly. “We are. I… don’t want to have this conversation. If I could just…poof out of existence, I’d prefer that, I think. Take care of things, then come back and resolve everything once I knew what the hell was going on.”

      “You don’t like conflict,” Gina replied, resisting the urge to grin. It wasn’t hard, though, since she thought Rachel wasn’t completely wrong. While Gina didn’t think Lilith would yell or scream, she remembered the strain in Lilith’s voice when she’d called her the first time after separating the previous year. The memory wasn’t as clear as Gina liked, but she knew that she’d been… uncomfortable with it. Hopefully, Lilith would take it better this time.

      “I’m fine with conflict. Fighting villains is cathartic. I don’t like emotional conflict,” Rachel corrected quickly. “But… we’d better go downstairs. They’re right, she deserves to know… if she doesn’t already. Circe probably already told her what’s happening.”

      Gina was opening her mouth when Circe spoke, the AI’s voice prim and proper, almost like a scolding teacher.

      “I have not told Lilith what you two are doing. I offered, but she refused,” Circe told them. “Not that she doesn’t have her suspicions. I must say, I’m deeply disappointed in the pair of you, but based on what you’ve said, I can’t say that you don’t have your reasons. Even good ones. However, as my primary goal is protecting Lilith, your reasons don’t matter to me. You’re going to hurt her, and that makes me displeased with you. No matter what or why, she’s more important to me than you are.”

      That caused Gina to blush a little as she glanced at Rachel awkwardly. Despite the fact she knew Circe monitored the entire building constantly, the direct response made her feel incredibly uncomfortable.

      “I… think that’s fair,” Rachel said, shooting Gina a glance. “Do you think she’s ready for us?”

      “Ready? Of course not. But there’s no use in delaying further. You’ve done quite enough harm as it is,” Circe told them severely.

      “Right. I suppose it’s time to deal with this, then.” Gina said, looking at Rachel as she smiled nervously. “Ready?”

      “As I can be,” Rachel agreed.

      As the two headed downstair, Gina hoped that the conversation wouldn’t go badly. She doubted there was any way it would go well, but not badly would be nice.
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        Monday, August 18th, 2031

        Eden Manor, Glendale

      

      

      Lilith glanced at the mess as she settled into a chair. The packaging of the console made the floor far more cluttered than she was used to and provided a ready distraction from the anxiety twisting at her stomach. A large part of her wanted to finish cleaning it up, but she forced herself to ignore it. Similarly, she kept her legs from crossing, or from holding her arms tight against her body. Her lessons indicated that would make her feel closed off to others, and she didn’t want that.

      Rachel settled onto the couch with a troubled look on her face, the way she was toying with the rings on her fingers showing her own nervousness, and she kept crossing and uncrossing her ankles as she tried to get comfortable. Gina looked far more poised than Rachel, but even so, there was a distinct undercurrent of guilt in her expression. She sat next to Rachel, wrapping an arm around her shoulders, which sent another chill through Lilith. Still, Lilith wasn’t going to let them control the entire flow of the conversation, so she took a deep breath, then spoke as calmly as she could.

      “So. You said that the problem is something that Amber did,” Lilith said, her voice calm and even, despite how much turmoil she felt inside. “May I ask what that is?”

      Rachel almost jumped at that, worry crossing her face, then she shook her head firmly. “Right, I told you that, didn’t I? I’m sorry, I’ve just been… uncomfortable, lately.”

      “She’s been jumping at shadows,” Gina corrected, and looked at Lilith, concern in her gaze as she hesitated, then lowered her head slightly. “I’m sorry, Lilith. As some people have pointed out, including you, we’ve grown more distant. The problem… well, it’s simple enough. There’s nothing different from my perspective, I’ve simply… drifted away. Unfortunately, while you were missing, Rachel noticed that her mind had been tampered with. So had mine, for that matter.”

      A chill ran down Lilith’s spine, and she slowly inhaled, a bit of relief and worry rushing through her in turn. Then she asked softly, “I… no, I should wait for you to explain. Is she forcing us apart?”

      “I don’t know,” Rachel said, shaking her head quickly, her voice trembling. “That’s just the problem, Lilith. Our minds are riddled with her power. Lots of it is focused on where our emotions toward you are concerned, but it is all over, and it affects far more than just the past few days. The linkage that I severed had been there since Crimson Bull and Gina captured Shadowmind, before you were even awake.”

      “Oh.” Lilith paused, her eyes widening, and she thought back to the meeting she was going to have with Amber, and the faintest hint of anger sparked inside her as she asked, “So, what does that mean?”

      “Remember last year? When we separated because I wasn’t sure if you were influencing my mind or not?” Gina asked, looking at Lilith in a way that intensified the chill Lilith was feeling. There was nothing she wanted more than for Gina to stop, but Lilith felt herself nod, at which point Gina continued, not meeting Lilith’s gaze. “Well, this is worse. Much, much worse. With as much psychic energy as we found, we can’t tell how extensive the changes are. Shadowmind probably pushed us away from you, but did she push us together? Did she change our personalities entirely, or force us to come with you to Paragon City? We don’t know.”

      “And unlike the last time, I can’t help check or fix it,” Rachel continued immediately, studying her hands. “Magical healing of this type is tricky. One of the changes she made gave me blind spots, or I’d have noticed this ages ago. I just… overlooked it, until I looked a lot deeper than I normally would have. Those blind spots could lead to me accidentally lobotomizing myself or Gina if I tried to fix it, and that… that’s bad. So we have to go to someone we trust that can do the job, and who we can be confident hasn’t been compromised by her. Or anyone else, for that matter.”

      Lilith nodded, drawing a deep breath, then let it out, trying to analyze the situation dispassionately, though that was incredibly hard. If what they were saying was true, and she had no reason to believe it wasn’t, it made a certain amount of sense. However, with how Rachel had been so mysterious about things so far… she came to a conclusion that she really didn’t like.

      “You’re leaving without me. Aren’t you?” Lilith asked, though internally she hoped she was wrong.

      “I… yes,” Rachel replied nervously, lowering her gaze again, and Lilith saw Gina pull her in tighter, just as it felt like Lilith’s stomach dropped into a void, and her head began spinning. The heroine wasn’t done, though, as she hastily continued. “I don’t want to, but we need to. You’re directly involved in the changes somehow, so fixing it will be easier without your presence to reinforce them, and…”

      Lilith stopped listening at that point, instead closing her eyes and inhaling slowly as she marshalled her thoughts. No matter how much she’d thought things through, hearing that they were going to leave was a shock. They were going to leave her alone again… and this time everyone knew who she was. What she was. There wouldn’t be anyone to help if she was attacked again, and… no.

      Shaking herself internally, Lilith forced the thoughts down as she thought back to what Bastet had said to her in Sekhet-Aaru. Was this what she’d meant, when she’d talked of others defining her? Somehow Lilith doubted it, but no matter how much she hurt, she didn’t want to hear excuses. Not now, as she strained to keep herself together.

      “That’s enough, Rachel. Please,” Lilith said, inhaling slowly as she focused on the two heroines in front of her at last, feeling a tiny bit guilty that she hadn’t listened to half of what had been said, but the aching sensation in her chest was bad enough she couldn’t find it in her to feel truly guilty. No, she was just… she wanted to find a small room again, like she had the last time, and cry. Not that she could right now, so she focused on them, seeing Rachel’s mouth snap shut, and asked, “Where are you going to go?”

      “England,” Gina said softly. “The previous Morgan Le Fay lives a little west of London, and she agreed to house us while untangling what was done. She’s good at that sort of magic, better than Rachel by a good margin.”

      “Ah. A sensible choice, and since you’re looking for someone you trust… well, I don’t exactly know any psychics who could do that. Not when Amber is involved,” Lilith replied bitterly, shaking her head as she tried to keep her voice from breaking. “How long do you expect it to take?”

      “I don’t know. We don’t know how extensive the damage truly is,” Rachel said, looking down at her hands again. “Going off what little I could sense… a month at least. Several months is likely, possibly more. I heard that she spent most of a year healing Serene Skye after Shadowmind wrecked her psyche and turned her against her team. I don’t think this will be as bad, since our minds are at least intact.”

      Lilith felt her heart clench at Rachel’s explanation, anguish almost strangling her. Even if a year was unlikely, that was longer than she’d known Gina and Rachel. It was almost two thirds of her entire lifetime, and there were two of them. If the woman couldn’t help both of them simultaneously, then they very well might be gone for as long as Lilith had been alive, and that… it felt like her head was spinning, and it was all she could do to keep her fingernails from digging into the armrests.

      “Well. That… is a long time,” Lilith replied, taking another deep breath, then another, trying to calm her heart, which was beating incredibly rapidly. “When are you leaving? Soon, I assume. You’ve been distracted, and took a lot of your things from the room.”

      “Hopefully not as long as you think, but yes,” Gina said, looking at Rachel. “You were getting the tickets, weren’t you?”

      “That’s right. I got them earlier, and our flight leaves tomorrow afternoon,” Rachel said, looking up as she added nervously. “The sooner we go, the sooner it’s done.”

      That was yet another hammer blow to Lilith, though she supposed it was better than some of the alternatives. The idea of them leaving so soon, though… it hurt. She thought for a few seconds, then shook her head, laughing darkly as she spoke. “Well, if you have to go, that’s all there is to it. I just… what am I going to do? All of your things are here, and I don’t know many other people.”

      “You’ll be fine, Lilith,” Gina said quickly, letting go of Rachel and leaning forward, speaking earnestly. “We’ve already talked to the Sentinels, and they’ve said that their doors are open if you want to see them. I bet Spark will come to visit sometimes, too. Plus, with the way Vegas improved your reputation, I’ll bet that Osmar would be able to get you introductions to other heroes and people around the city. Heck, maybe you could even take a few classes at the university, and see what regular life is like!”

      “And it isn’t as though we’ll be ignoring you, even if the changes make it difficult. The time difference will make it hard, and we’re going to have to make sure Madison doesn’t think it’d be bad for us, but we can probably email and make phone calls. Probably mostly email, to be safe,” Rachel said, hesitating for a few seconds before she looked down again. “That said… I’ll understand if you don’t want to. This is the second time we’ve done this to you, and last time it was only for two weeks. If… if you decide you want to move on, just let me know? I don’t know about Gina, but it isn’t fair to you, to make you wait and wonder.”

      Rachel’s words struck Lilith almost like a knife in the heart, and it felt like she’d deliberately twisted it, while she looked back at Rachel incredulously. Move on? She thought that Lilith wanted to move on, already? The very idea boggled Lilith’s mind, and it hurt that Rachel would even consider it. She stared back at her and Gina for several moments that felt like they lasted forever, then Lilith inclined her head slightly.

      “I understand. If that is everything, I would like to be alone for a while,” Lilith said, her voice trembling despite her attempts to control herself, and her head bowed slightly, heat welling up in her eyes.

      “I… I’m sorry, Lilith. We’ll leave you alone,” Gina replied, a note of trepidation in her voice, and Lilith heard her stand.

      “Yes, it’s the least we can do. I… I hate this, and for what it’s worth, I wish none of it was necessary,” Rachel added, her footsteps echoing through the room as she moved away quickly.

      Lilith’s emotions grew still more unsteady as she heard them leave, without so much as a comforting pat on the shoulder, or a hug to help her feel better. That was what told her how bad the situation truly was. They didn’t try to comfort her, or to do anything to make it better. After most of a year together, she’d come to know them well… until suddenly, it was like they were entirely different people, and she was left alone.

      “Alone. Perhaps I should just get used to it,” Lilith murmured, a few hot trickles slowly making their way down her face, and she reached up to wipe the tears away.

      “You aren’t alone, Mistress Lilith. I’m here,” Circe replied softly.

      “I know, Circe. I know… but it still hurts. It hurts so much,” Lilith said, shaking her head slowly. “Why did it come to this?”

      Circe didn’t reply, but Lilith expected that. If she didn’t know, it was doubtful that Circe did, or if she did, it was because Amber had made the decision and didn’t want Lilith to know. Either way, Lilith would have a chance to ask in person soon enough.
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        Shadowmind Redoubt Invincible, Asteroid Belt, Sol

      

      

      “Hm. That went about how I expected it to. And just as I expected, she likely feels betrayed by them,” Amber said, taking a sip from her wine glass, and not even trying to hide her smile, satisfaction filling her. Just as she’d told Circe before, what she’d given Lilith, she could easily take away. It was a lesson she hoped would sink in for her daughter.

      The screen in front of her showed the living room of Eden Manor, and specifically Lilith alone, her head in her hands as she cried. Unaware that Amber had watched every moment of her conversation with Morgan and Warden. It was all Amber could do to avoid gloating.

      “Couldn’t you just find out for yourself, Mistress?” Circe asked curiously. “You’ve read her thoughts before.”

      “Yes, I have. But unfortunately, her mind has grown steadily more guarded over the past several months, making it harder for me to enter. Lilith’s psyche is incredibly strong, which it should be with the structure I gave it, and at this point she’s so guarded that I’d have to force my way in,” Amber explained, clicking her tongue in annoyance. “It’s irritating, but at least it’s evidence that she’s living up to my expectations to some extent. If she wasn’t, she wouldn’t be worth my time. Either way, I don’t feel like alerting her that I’m watching, so I’m choosing to take a more indirect approach.”

      “As you say, Mistress,” Circe agreed. “Do you desire anything else from me?”

      “I’d like fresh salmon, garlic potatoes, and a green salad for dinner,” Amber replied, reaching out and deactivating the screen with a thought. That made her smile, as she truly did like some of the innovations the aliens had so thoughtfully given her. “After that, I’d like a report on the progress of the Punishers.”

      “As you wish, Mistress,” Circe replied.

      Sitting forward, Amber stretched, letting out a happy grunt as her back popped, then grinned. Progress was being made, whether Lilith liked it or not. Now she just needed to put some finishing touches on her own plans, as she was determined that this time the world would capitulate, at least if it knew what was good for it.
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        Tuesday, August 19th, 2031

        Paragon City Airport, Paragon City

      

      

      “Is this really a good idea?” Gina asked, pausing as she looked back at airport security, a hint of uneasiness she hadn’t noticed before tickling at the back of her mind.

      The airport was fairly busy, with a few hundred people she could see in line for the checkpoint. Gina couldn’t help being relieved by the fact she was able to bypass most of the line due to her status as a heroine. Oh, they still had to go through the scanners, but no one gave heroes grief about the items in their bags unless they were completely out of line, like explosives. She and Rachel had received even more enthusiastic service than normal, and plenty of people were staring at them and taking pictures.

      What had her concerned was who wasn’t in sight. Lilith hadn’t accompanied them to the airport, and while she’d said her farewells that morning, it was obvious that Lilith’s heart wasn’t in it. Why, she hadn’t even been there at dinner the night before, which was concerning, and when Gina had checked the logs, the gym had been set to twenty percent greater than normal gravity for a full four hours the previous night. Considering that Circe had deliberately set up the gym to only be at that setting when Lilith was inside it, that was worrying.

      Her anxiety wasn’t improved by her leaving behind her suit, either. While she doubted that the suit Circe had manufactured for her was dangerous, neither she or Rachel could be certain, so they’d stripped the magic from them and had left them behind, at which point Circe had made a pointed comment about recycling them. Gina had never known the AI to be so passive aggressive about things before. Still, they’d contacted the London branch of SuperNet to get new suits manufactured, these based on their old designs, so they wouldn’t be without suits for too long.

      “What choice do we have?” Rachel asked, glancing over her shoulder. “We can either leave things as they are, which doesn’t bear thinking on, or get the problem dealt with. I’d rather deal with the problem. It doesn’t make me happy, but that’s life.”

      “True,” Gina said, conscious of all the people around her as she bit back the urge to give more details, and sighed, shaking her head. “I just wish we weren’t leaving Lilith behind. It makes me feel guilty.”

      “Yes, well… other reasons aside, she doesn’t have a passport, I’ll point out, and that doesn’t even consider her current legal status in the UK,” Rachel replied, stopping to let Gina catch up, looking a bit pensive. “They haven’t forgotten Shadowmind’s attack on Parliament, and last I heard, they hadn’t decided how to treat Lilith.”

      “Point. A definite point,” Gina admitted, as it helped assuage her guilt a little. “Either way, it’s a little late now, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah. But I’m sure Lilith will get through things. She’s drawn plenty of attention, and… well, she can make friends. She found us, after all!” Rachel said, smiling at Gina.

      “True!” Gina said, putting on a smile of her own, and started moving again with a spring in her step. No matter what had been done to her, she did have Rachel, and her emotions regarding her seemed consistent all the way from college, so at least she didn’t have to worry about that being manufactured.

      Gina’s thoughts drifted a little as she noticed the gaggle of teenagers staring at them in the concourse, and Gina wondered how long it would take them to work up their courage to come and ask for autographs. A couple of them were cute, which improved her mood.
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        Eden Manor, Glendale

      

      

      Lilith tried to avoid thinking about how empty the house felt. Gina and Rachel had only left an hour before, and from what she knew, their flight didn’t leave for another hour, but they were gone. For who knew how long.

      She’d driven herself hard the previous night to try to exhaust herself, yet it hadn’t worked. Even when she’d gone to bed, she noticed how huge the bed was, and how cold it was without another person beside her. There weren’t the movements of someone else rolling over, or the sounds of their breathing in the night. Yet the house hadn’t felt completely empty, like it did now.

      Lilith was trying to keep herself occupied, though. She’d finished setting up her console, and now she was trying to register a new account… which was proving problematic. The username Lilith Carpenter was already taken, as were all the variations she could think of, so with ten different attempts done, she sighed, growling as she demanded, “What name would work, then? I swear, everyone has taken my name already!”

      “Some of the user accounts pre-date your creation, Mistress Lilith. If I may, I’d suggest adding a few numbers to the end of your name.” Circe replied, sounding distinctly amused.

      Lilith paused, frowning at the idea. Giving herself a number felt subtly wrong, somehow. Sort of like it was adding a serial number or something to her account… which honestly might not be entirely wrong, since the account had to go into a database somewhere. That helped mollify her concerns slightly, so she debated, then shrugged and used the year she was decanted, 2030. Fortunately, no one had taken that username, so she let out a breath of relief as the system accepted the entry, as well as her password. Then it sent her an email to activate everything, which made her grumble, grabbing her phone to hunt down the email… and she grimaced, as no less than fifty emails had come through in the last hour. Someone had obviously found her email address and made it public.

      “I suppose that works… thanks, Circe,” Lilith said, then sighed. “I don’t suppose you could filter out the spam?”

      “Unfortunately, I already have,” Circe replied primly. “Unfortunately, one of Osmar’s assistants wasn’t as careful with his laptop as he should have been, and your email address has been spread to essentially every news agency across the globe.”

      “Drat. And with everything linked to my account so far… I suppose I’ll have to look into changing accounts.” Lilith said, grimacing and shaking her head, a bit wistful about the days when no one knew who she was. Though that reminded her of how empty the house was, prompting her mood to abruptly crash again, and she forced herself to focus on the phone.

      Finding the email she needed, Lilith clicked the link to activate her account, and relaxed as it seemed to do its work, then finished logging in. The screen changed, showing a whole pile of unusual icons, and Lilith considered what she wanted to do. Then she shrugged and pulled out the racing game she’d played with Ra, feeding the disc into the console. That was when Circe spoke again.

      “Mistress Lilith, you have a visitor,” Circe said, a sudden note of curiosity in her voice. “Spark is at the gates, with a package. Should I admit her?”

      “What? She’s here already?” Lilith asked, looking up in surprise, even as a hint of distrust made its way through her. “Do you think that they called her to tell her to come over?”

      “I doubt that, Mistress Lilith. From what I’ve seen of Spark, she genuinely likes you, and the hopeful look on her face indicates she wants to see you.” Circe replied, pausing for several seconds, then audibly sighed and added, “That said, I am letting her in. I am not going to let you hide from the world out of fear of being hurt further, Mistress Lilith.”

      “What? But… you’re not supposed to do that!” Lilith protested, her gaze jerking away from the screen. “I don’t—”

      “I don’t care,” Circe replied flatly. “If I leave you to your own devices, you are going to hide in the house, get depressed, and end up in an extremely unhealthy position. If I have to protect you from yourself, that’s what I’ll do.”

      “You…” Lilith began, disbelief rushing through her. Then the doorbell rang, and she flailed, untangling her legs as she said, “Fine, then! See if I trust you again.”

      “I only want what’s best for you,” Circe replied, but the slightly smug note in her voice made Lilith glare, even as she hit the button to turn off the television. Just as it went dark, Lilith saw an icon of a message pop up, but she couldn’t quite make out what it’d said… and the next moment the doorbell rang again.

      “I’m coming!” Lilith called out, only belatedly remembering the soundproofing in the house, and quickly darted over to the door. She was glad she’d made herself presentable. There were going to be people taking pictures, and she’d rather not look like a mess in front of them.

      Reaching the door, Lilith braced herself, then opened it. She was confronted by several flashes from cameras in the distance, held just over the fence surrounding her yard, but in front of her was Spark. Or maybe she should call her Emily, Lilith realized, as the shorter woman was grinning, wearing a black leather jacket, black pants, a bright blue t-shirt with a white lightning bolt symbol on the chest, along with the choker she’d taken to wearing that dampened her electricity powers. In one hand she had a bag, and she spoke quickly.

      “Hi, Lil! Mind if I come in to chat for a minute? You seem to have an infestation of reporters outside.” Spark said, jerking her head toward the street. “I’d recommend an exterminator, but I’m afraid none of the local places handle reporter infestations.”

      Lilith blinked, taking a moment to process what Spark had said before a hint of amusement bubbled up through her worries. She couldn’t help a smile from creeping onto her face, a burble of laughter managing to escape.

      “An infestation? I suppose that’s accurate, even if it’s a new description to me,” Lilith replied, stepping back and gesturing in. “Come right in. I’m afraid the house is a bit empty at the moment, but I guess you knew that.”

      “Wait, they’re already gone?” Spark asked, her eyes widening as she looked around the living room while Lilith closed the door. “I mean, I knew they were leaving, but Morgan didn’t tell us when they were going to leave! I just wanted to come over and talk to you a bit, and see how you were doing with that coming, but… damn, how cold can they be?”

      “Um, I think their flight leaves in a bit less than an hour?” Lilith replied, slightly taken aback by Spark’s reaction. “I thought they might’ve called you and asked you to come over.”

      “Pfft. As if they’re considerate enough to do that,” Spark replied, wrinkling her nose slightly. “I mean, Morgan told us what they were planning before they told you! No, I didn’t know they were going to leave yet, and…”

      The woman paused, taking a deep breath, then shook her head and smiled at Lilith. “Never mind them! How are you doing?”

      “I’m…” Lilith paused, taking stock of herself, then shrugged, smiling back as best she could. “I suppose I’m in shock. I was expecting something like this, but even so, it hurt far more than I expected, and now I’m not sure what to do. I don’t know if they’ll be back, how they’ll feel about me, or even what I’m supposed to do, now that I don’t have anyone around who—”

      Lilith cut herself off abruptly, giving Spark a tight smile as she shrugged again, her voice soft. “I’m sorry, I’m just… terrified and alone.”

      “Not alone,” Spark replied firmly, scowling briefly, and held the bag up so she could pull out a long, thin box, which she then offered to Lilith. “Here, chocolates! They usually help me get over my depressive episodes, so I thought they might help you, too.”

      Lilith paused, looking at the box, and cracked a smile as she took it slowly. “Thank you, Spark. That’s incredibly thoughtful of you.”

      “Pfft. I’ve told you, call me Emily,” the heroine replied, grinning in return. “Besides, I’m about to be really selfish, and possibly out of line.”

      “Oh?” Lilith asked, tilting her head slightly as she looked at the woman in confusion. “How is that?”

      “I’ve liked you for a while now, and if those two are abandoning you… well, want to go on a date or something?” Emily asked, grinning broadly. “Or are you the type to be more interested in Archon? I know a lot of people are fascinated by the feathers, and her hair.”

      Lilith froze, her mind jerking to a stop as she stared back at Emily. Then she sputtered, “W-what?”

      Circe chose that moment to interject, causing the heroine to jump slightly. “Mistress Lilith, I did say that Spark seemed to genuinely like you, did I not?”

      Emily looked around, then shook her head. “Well, that was eerie! You scared me half to death, Circe. You also sound a lot more focused.”

      “You were speaking to a shard of me, not my full ‘self’, as it were,” Circe replied in amusement. “I also doubt that this is enough to scare you that much. You wouldn’t have made it as far as you have as a heroine if it were.”

      “Fine, fine…” Emily replied, frowning, then looked at Lilith, her expression turning to concern. “Lil, you alright?”

      “I… assume that this is what whiplash must feel like,” Lilith replied hesitantly, feeling like the world was reeling around her. “I’m… I’m sorry, Emily, but I’m not sure what I should be feeling right now.”

      Emily paused, looking up at Lilith, then she reached out to pull Lilith’s left hand away from the box of chocolates. She squeezed her hand gently, giving Lilith a reassuring smile.

      “It’s alright, Lilith. Honestly, I expected you to just tell me no, or to get out,” Emily said softly. “Like you said, you don’t know what’s going to happen with Morgan and Warden, and… well, it’s mean of me to shove my way into the middle. But I’m just so angry at them… you’re a lovely person, and hurting you makes me so mad. I was mostly joking about Archon, anyway, but if you want an introduction, let me know? At least she could be sure that you weren’t after her because you thought she was a representative of the divine.”

      Lilith blinked and laughed, another bit of amusement working its way out of her despite her shock, and she managed a bit of humor herself, if somewhat clumsily. “I don’t know about that. I did meet a few deities, you know.”

      “Sure, but as far as I know, the old Egyptian gods didn’t have winged Christian angels with flaming swords.” Emily shot back, her smile coming back abruptly as she teased. “Unless you met other gods that you didn’t tell anyone about? As far as I know, no one has met a direct representative of the Christian god since the Advent, so that’d be new!”

      “No, no… only Anubis, Bastet, Ra, and Serket. To my knowledge, anyway,” Lilith replied, frowning briefly, then shrugged. “Based on a couple of searches I’ve done, it’s possible that some of the other people along the way could’ve been deities, but I wasn’t introduced.”

      “Good! She’d probably blow a gasket if you had. I’ve heard that she’s really prickly about the whole thing, and relieved that there isn’t any confirmation on that front.” Emily replied, pausing for a few seconds before she asked. “What was Bastet like? I’ve never heard of Serket, and you talked about Ra and Anubis a bit.”

      “She was a gigantic lioness large enough that she could comfortably cover most cars, and she made me feel very, very vulnerable,” Lilith said, a bit amused as she looked around, then gestured at the chairs. “Do you want to sit? I can tell you about the trip to Sekhet-Aaru if you’d like. I don’t think I’ve had a chance to really go over it in detail with anyone, now that I think about it.”

      “Sure, I’d like that!” Emily said, grinning broadly, and she almost skipped over to a chair and sat down.

      Lilith smiled a little more and followed. At least the house wasn’t quite as empty, now.
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